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				WILL THE TRUTH SET THEM FREE? 

				Major Seth Parker knows his wife, and the woman standing before him isn’t her. The manipulative vixen who tricked his hand in marriage could never possess such innocence—nor get his heart racing like this!

				Millie St. Clair has traveled halfway across the country to pull off one of the greatest deceptions ever. But with everything at stake it soon becomes clear that the hardest part might be walking away from the Major when it’s all over….

				“A delightful western…humor, realism and sweet emotion.”—RT Book Reviews on Inheriting a Bride

			

		

	
		
			
				Seth was still staring at her, and the least she could hope was that the muted light of the room was too dark for him to notice the way her cheeks blazed. 

				The fluttering in her stomach had her trying to reroute her thoughts. Rosemary was married to this man. He just wasn’t the father of her child. It was truly a jumbled mess—and now, unfortunately, Millie was right dab in the midst of it. She was here for the child’s sake, and would do whatever it took to keep Seth from learning about the baby.

				He shifted his stance, leaning farther back, and the smirk grew to resemble more of a smile as Seth looked her up and down again. It was unnerving, yet she couldn’t think of a thing to say that might make him stop, nor slow the outrageous flutters inside her.

				“Matter of fact,” he finally said slowly, thoughtfully, “I want to know the truth right now.”

				She gulped—a nervous reaction she couldn’t have stopped if she’d wanted to. The flurry in her stomach turned into a heavy glob. “Oh…?”

				“Yes, Millie.”

				Every muscle in her body froze.

				“Why are you here? Instead of Rosemary. My wife. Your sister.”

				* * *

				The Major’s Wife
Harlequin® Historical #1171—February 2014

			

		

	
		
			
				Author Note

				Other countries have had their wild, rowdy or scandalous times, but only America can lay claim to the “Old West”—the vast, unclaimed land west of the Mississippi that held promises of change, beauty, wonder and riches. The American Frontier lured people westward in droves, and I for one never tire of reading and writing about those brave, wonderful souls.

				This time I bring you to the Oklahoma Territory, once known as the roughest place in the nation.

				Major Seth Parker believes there is no place for women at Fort Sill. Besides Indian uprisings there are whiskey peddlers, Mexican traders, desperados, horse thieves, cattle rustlers, prostitutes and men just bent on killing. But Millie St. Clair has no choice.

				I had a wonderful time putting Seth and Millie’s story on paper, and it is my sincere hope that you will enjoy their journey to finding happy-ever-after in the wilds of Indian Territory.

				Cheers!
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				To my wonderful nephew Kris
and his beautiful wife, Vikki,
who so graciously assisted in researching Fort Sill.

				All my love, and hugs and kisses to Evan and Bear!

				Aunt Lauri

				LAURI ROBINSON’s 

				chosen genre to write is Western historical romance. When asked why, she says, “Because I know I wasn’t the only girl who wanted to grow up and marry Little Joe Cartwright.”

				With a degree in early childhood education, Lauri has spent decades working in the nonprofit field and claims once-upon-a-time and happily-ever-after romance novels have always been a form of stress relief. When her husband suggested she write one she took the challenge, and has loved every minute of the journey.

				Lauri lives in rural Minnesota, where she and her husband spend every spare moment with their three grown sons and four grandchildren. She works part-time, volunteers for several organizations and is a die-hard Elvis and NASCAR fan. Her favorite getaway location is the woods of northern Minnesota, on the land homesteaded by her great-grandfather.
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				Chapter One

				1878 Oklahoma Indian Territory

				Naked?

				A bout of tremors attacked her knees and Millie St. Clair grasped the handrail of the train that had jostled her for miles on end. Swallowing hard and blinking, she hoped the scene before her might change.

				It didn’t.

				They were naked.

				Leastwise from the waist up—a sight she’d never seen before—yet they milled around the railway platform as freely as others who were fully clothed.

				“Ma’am?”

				“Good heavens,” she muttered.

				The porter took her arm. “Ma’am. Step down, please. There are other passengers behind you.”

				“Oh, yes, of course, forgive me,” Millie stammered. It took considerable effort to unlock her knees and lower her feet to the metal steps and then onto the wooden platform, for all that skin was shocking. It couldn’t help but hold her attention. Fortunately, the porter, with a solid grip on her elbow, aided her the entire way.

				He’d been a kind man, offering smiles and asking about her comfort several times since she’d boarded the Missouri-Kansas-Texas rail line back in Missouri. His elderly face, complete with bushy gray brows and deep wrinkles that reminded her of a garden gnome, held compassion now as he pointed toward a small building at the edge of the wide wooden platform. “Your baggage will be placed along that wall.”

				A goose egg formed in Millie’s throat as her gaze once again snagged on the shirtless men mingling in the crowd. This was known as Indian Territory, so encountering some was expected, but she’d had no idea they walked around half-dressed. In public no less.

				“Is there someone to meet you?” the porter asked, tugging her farther out of the way.

				“Y-yes, yes, my br—husband was to send someone,” she managed to say. Husband. No matter how odd it was, she had to remember to refer to Seth Parker as her husband, not her brother-in-law, as he truly was. One slip of her tongue would send her back to Virginia, and that couldn’t happen. Leastwise not before she settled things. For years she’d dogged Rosemary’s footsteps, righting wrongs and cleaning up after her older sister, but this was by far the most imperative. Perhaps the one that would convince her sister that life was worth living.

				Willing her nerves, and the familiar sorrow sitting heavy in her heart, under control, Millie did her best to pull up a smile for the porter, as well as tug her gaze off all the dark-shaded skin of the bare-chested Indians. “My husband’s sending someone from Fort Sill to pick me up.”

				“Fort Sill?” The bobbing of the porter’s Adam’s apple above his smartly buttoned-up collar sent a shiver all the way to her toes.

				“Yes.” The air was so hot and dry her lips cracked as soon as she wet them, and a chill settled around her spine. “Fort Sill,” she repeated. Her home for the next three months. A mere snippet of time, considering it would save a child from becoming motherless. That’s what had kept her putting one foot in front of the other since this trip had started.

				“Rosemary’s just like your mother was,” Papa had always said, which was a fear Millie had lived with for as long as she could remember.

				She didn’t have a single memory of the woman who’d given birth to her. Other than a few stories others had shared, her mother was nothing but a name. One that filled Millie with sadness, and only intensified when she thought of her sister following in their mother’s footsteps.

				The porter had disappeared among uniformed men, women dressed in everything from common calicos to eastern gowns as stylish as those in Millie’s trunks, and of course, the Indians with little more than tight-fitting britches and soft-soled, knee-high moccasins. Some, she noted, now that she could see beyond the bronze-colored skin that had been so shocking, had on army jackets and pants, but even they had very long hair and feathers in their hats, as well as ornate necklaces hanging around their necks.

				A weary pressure settled inside her chest. Seth Parker might not have sent someone to escort her. There was no way to know if he’d received the message of her impending arrival. It had been sent; she’d seen to that herself, five days ago, before boarding the first of several trains with so many separate railroad names she’d long ago lost track.

				Someone jostled her elbow, almost pivoting her in a circle.

				“Excuse me,” a man muttered, rushing past.

				She nodded, but he was gone, one among many bustling about. The noisy surroundings, as well as the town—from what she could see of it—did suggest things were somewhat civilized in Indian Territory, which provided a bit of a comfort. She’d harbored considerable fears about residing at the fort, bearing in mind she’d never left Richmond before this trip.

				Setting her traveling valise on the ground, Millie pulled down the hem of her waist-length jacket. The coal smoke and dust from the trains had turned the pale green traveling suit grayish, and her hair was so stiff she didn’t dare remove a comb for fear every last strand would break off. But in a few miles, her travels would be over.

				Then the real work would begin.

				Work indeed. Pretending to be her sister would be the most challenging thing she’d ever done. Not in looks—people had been confusing the two of them forever, and she had cut her hair. It no longer hung to her waist in the simple braid she’d favored for years. For this journey she’d had to twist it around the hot prongs of a curling iron, then pin it up in a fashionable way. Rosemary had shown her how, though Millie still didn’t have the knack her sister did. Maybe because it was a frivolous waste of time. Rosemary had changed her hairstyle so many times over the past years Millie sincerely doubted her sister remembered how she’d worn it when marrying Seth. Besides, Millie had larger worries. Such as hoping she’d recall what Seth Parker looked like. It had been five years, and she’d seen him only once. Mistaking someone else for her so-called husband could prove disastrous.

				Yes, when played against everything else, her hair was truly the least of her concerns. Picking up her satchel, Millie moved forward, elbowing her way to the little building with a sign proclaiming Tulsa in faded red letters.

				Two of her trunks sat there. She set her traveling bag on one and stretched up on her toes, attempting to peer over or around heads sporting every type of hat imaginable for a glimpse of her additional luggage—or rather, Rosemary’s.

				The high-pitched screech of the train whistle and the shout “All aboard” echoing over the crowd had her searching harder.

				People rushed by, bounding up the metal steps, and steam started hissing from beneath the locomotive. Surely the train wouldn’t leave before all her belongings were unloaded. The distance between most of the previous stops had been lengthy; even when she wasn’t switching trains there’d been time to walk about, stretch her legs.

				Bubbles of anxiety filled her stomach and Millie scrambled on top of one trunk. Using a hand to shield her eyes from the sun, she scanned for a round bald head ringed with gray hair. Sighing in relief at the sight of the porter dragging a trunk behind him, she climbed down. The crowd diminished a bit, leaving more room for the man and his assistant to deposit her other trunks next to her.

				“Thank you,” she said earnestly. “I was getting worried.”

				The porter, wiping at the beads of sweat running down the sides of his face, eyed her quizzically. “Ma’am,” he said, “you do realize how far away Fort Sill is, don’t you?”

				She smiled and nodded. “Yes, the train agent in Richmond—Virginia, that would be—informed me I’d have to take a wagon the last few miles.” Patting the varnished trunk he’d set down, she continued, “That’s why I was getting worried when I didn’t see this trunk. I’ll need a parasol out of it.”

				“A parasol?” The porter shook his head. “It’s pert’ near two hundred miles to Fort Sill from Tulsa, ma’am.”

				“Surely not t-two hundred.”

				He nodded.

				Stunned, she sank onto one of the trunks behind her. Air refused to catch in her lungs despite several tries. Once able to speak, Millie asked, “Surely there’s another train—”

				“No.” The porter paused momentarily as the locomotive whistle sounded again. “Trains from here head straight west and straight south. Nothing goes through the center. That’s the heart of Indian Territory.”

				* * *

				Stretched out in bed, with nothing but a sheet covering his lower body, Seth Parker watched the sun crest the pointed tops of the stockade walls out the window of his loft bedroom. Tension had ahold of his spine like a snapping turtle latched on to a stick. Had for the past ten days. Ever since he’d dispatched a wagon to pick up his wife.

				As the sun inched higher, disgust, dread, anger and a plethora of other things boiled together inside him, leaving a taste in his mouth so bad no amount of rinsing would help.

				Today was the day. It could have been yesterday, so he should at least find gratitude in having had one more day of peace in his life. But yesterday was over, and that meant she’d arrive today.

				Unless, of course, she’d changed her mind. That possibility would suit him just fine. It would mean he’d sent two men and a wagon to Tulsa for no reason.

				Shaking his head, Seth stared at the beamed ceiling. Cutter and Wilson were good men, but they’d probably never forgive him for hauling Rosemary St. Clair—or Parker, if she was using his name—across Indian Territory. Five days of her attitude...

				What did she want? They hadn’t seen each other for five years. Their so-called marriage had been a sham from the start. His ire hadn’t lessened in the years since she’d crawled into his bed and lied about what had happened the next morning, and it grew now as he lay here remembering it.

				The conniving little wench. He’d been so exhausted a herd of buffalo could have stampeded through the room and he wouldn’t have awakened that night. Since then, though, he slept with one eye open.

				Lesson learned.

				Throwing back the covers, Seth swung his legs over the edge of the bed. What could she possibly hope to gain by coming out here? Why hadn’t she just signed the divorce papers and put an end to this misery? He’d sent her five sets. One a year. Every time an army lawyer visited the post, he filed another petition, and not once had she sent them back—signed or unsigned.

				He pushed off the bed and crossed the room, lifting his clothes from the chair and pulling them on with all the joy of a man heading to the gallows.

				Marriage was the last thing he’d ever wanted, and he wanted this one dissolved. Had since the day it had happened.

				She should, too. Her father, General St. Clair—a man Seth had held in high esteem—had passed away four years ago, so she had no reason to continue the pretense.

				Dressed, Seth made his way to the ladder and climbed down the rungs. She wasn’t going to like the living quarters, that was for sure. Besides the simple accommodations, a rough-hewn three-room cabin with a loft, there was the desolation of the fort, the weather, the landscape. None of it was going to be to Rosemary’s liking. She’d lived in the general’s posh Richmond home her entire life.

				“Morning, Major,” Corporal Russ Kemper said, carrying two cups of coffee through the open doorway.

				“Morning.” Seth took a cup and went to lean against the doorjamb as the rising sun erased the darkness of the cabin. His office had a window, but neither this room—the kitchen, dining room and parlor all rolled into one—nor the bedroom behind it did.

				The living quarters, or barracks, as the army called them, were two rows of cabins facing each other, with the large open courtyard of the fort between them. As a major, the man in charge, Seth was assigned officers’ quarters, one of the four houses flanking the fort’s headquarters building, and was entitled to move in there, especially now that his wife would be living with him. But hell would freeze over first. If Rosemary wanted to live here so bad, she’d have to do it right here, in this little cabin, with Russ Kemper snoring the roof off every night.

				A shiver zipped up Seth’s back, so sharply he stiffened, and he had to step onto the covered wooden walkway running the length of the row of cabins to shake it off.

				Russ slept in one bed, him in the other. Where would Rosemary sleep?

				A smile formed, the first one he’d felt in days. The first one he’d felt since getting the telegram telling him to pick her up in Tulsa.

				She’d have to figure out her own sleeping arrangements. His house was full.

				Seth finished his coffee and walked back into the cabin. “Ready for some breakfast?”

				A young man, barely eighteen, with big eyes and long legs, Russ nodded. “Always.”

				Together they angled across the courtyard to a building along the back where all the single men ate. Which was most of the forty-five men at the fort. Only four had wives, not counting Seth, of course. Six more had Comanche wives, but they lived outside the compound. The only Indians allowed to reside inside the fort on a regular basis were the four Comanche maidens who assisted the cook, Briggs Ryan. That was four more than army rules allowed, but Seth liked to keep his men happy, and hungry men weren’t happy. And Briggs, a six-and-a-half-foot-tall Swede with hands that could wrap around a cannonball as if it was a marble, wasn’t happy without his maidens.

				After breakfast, a hearty meal that sat in Seth’s stomach like lead with all the commotion going on inside him, he ordered the M troop to mount up for drills. It would suit him just fine to be gone when Rosemary arrived. It’d suit him fine to be gone the entire time she was here.

				That wasn’t his luck. He’d barely arrived back at the fort, having spent three hours in the hot September sun—which in Indian Territory was as hot as the August sun most days—when the sentry in the guardhouse signaled a wagon was approaching.

				With his jaw locked and his temples pounding, Seth turned his mount over to Russ, and after splashing water on his face, planted his hat on his head and made his way to his cabin. Meeting her in his office would be the best thing for everyone.

				It was there, at his desk, that he got the first glimpse of her. Frowning, for it was a perplexing sight, he pushed his chair back and stood to get a better look out the window. Mirth was a good feeling, and when it bubbled up the back of his throat, he let it out. This he had to see in person.

				Leaning in the open doorway, shadowed by the overhang, Seth watched the wagon roll to a stop several yards away. A chuckle still tickled his throat, and he covered it with a cough as people started gathering, catching their first glimpses of his wife.

				She was holding a once-fancy umbrella the wind had reduced into a misshapen frame of sticks waving several haphazard miniature flags, and her hair was bushed out as if a porcupine sat on her head. The skirt flapping around her ankles sent up puffs of dust as she climbed down, aided by Ben Cutter, who gestured toward the cabins. Throwing her shoulders back, she started walking across the hard-packed ground.

				Seth was biting the inside of his cheek, for she certainly looked the worse for wear, but then a frown formed, tugging hard on his brows. He didn’t remember her having a limp. Then again, they hadn’t spent more than a couple hours together, and most of that time had been used up with her father convincing Seth to say I do.

				* * *

				Millie’s backside was numb and her legs were stiff, to the point every step had her wondering if she’d become a walking pincushion. But head up, she started directly toward the man she knew to be Seth Parker.

				He was the one smiling.

				No, not smiling...smirking.

				Holding in a great bout of laughter, she’d bet.

				At her expense.

				Frazzled, tired, weather-beaten and sore, she marched onward. Well, limped. The heel had broken off her boot back in Tulsa. Five days ago. On the other side of the world. For the first time in her life she felt as ornery as Rosemary.

				A gust of wind caught her parasol, and this time Millie let it go. There was nothing left of it, anyway. People were gathering around, but she couldn’t care less. She needed a bath, a cup of tea and a bed. In that order.

				Never in all her born days could she have imagined what it was like traveling in a buckboard wagon with no canopy, across land that was little more than a desert, with two men who ate beans for every meal.

				Beans.

				Beans with no ginger. Everyone knew ginger helped eliminate human gases produced when people ate a lot of beans.

				She hobbled onto the boardwalk, and without a pause in the clip-thud of her uneven footwear, she pointed toward the door behind her supposed husband. “Is that our house?”

				“Yes.”

				The grin he held back made her jaw sting as her teeth clenched. She ignored it, and him, and crossed the threshold.

				A rusted, mini parlor stove, a crude table with two chairs, a tall cupboard, two doors and a ladder leading to an open area overhead... The open door on the right showed a desk, so she went left.

				“That’s Russ’s room.”

				The stabbing sensation between her shoulder blades stopped her movements. With only one heel, standing straight was impossible, so, as crooked as a scrub oak, she spun around. “Who is Russ?”

				“Corporal Kemper,” Seth said. “My assistant.”

				“He lives with us?”

				“No, he lives with me.”

				Millie pulled in air through her nose until her lungs were full all the way to her chin, but it didn’t help. Rosemary would have an opinion on that, but Millie really didn’t. Letting the air out, she asked, “Where will I live?”

				Seth shrugged.

				Her last nerve was gone, and she really didn’t know what to do about it. Not that there was a whole lot she could do. Between the train and wagon rides, her well of self-encouragement had gone dry. Finding the fortitude to pretend to be Rosemary was impossible. Yet she was here, had arrived and needed to regain her composure to make it through the next three months. Taking another breath seemed to be her only option. So she did that. Long and deep.

				Mr. Cutter and Mr. Winston chose that moment to appear at the door with two of her trunks. Both men had done all they could to make the unpardonable journey across the most desolate land in the nation as comfortable as possible—despite their predictable but unfortunate reactions to the beans.

				“Where do you want these, Major?” Mr. Cutter asked.

				Seth moved away from the door, stepping into the room, which made the tiny space ten times smaller. She didn’t budge. She remained standing next to the little stove, which emitted a scent of creosote. Her nostrils would never be the same. They seemed to thrive on obnoxious smells now.

				“Just set them down anywhere,” Seth instructed, never taking his eyes off her. With a wave of one arm, he said, “I’d like to see you in my office.”

				“No,” she answered, returning a gaze just as bold as his. The clump of hair hanging over her right eye probably took some of the sting out of her glare, but she kept her chin up, mentally telling her hand not to tuck the hair behind her ear.

				“No?” His expression suggested he rarely heard the word.

				She didn’t have a chance to respond before someone said, “I’ll get my things.”

				A young man with the longest legs she’d ever seen set her traveling bag on the table and then sidestepped around her toward the room with the closed door. Two other men set down her additional trunks and ducked out the front, while clanging and banging erupted behind her.

				“Russ, your corporal, I assume?”

				Seth nodded.

				Had his eyes always been that blue, that piercing? Perhaps. She’d seen him only once. The day he’d married Rosemary. A few minutes ago Millie did recall his hair had been so black it looked blue, but he appeared taller than he had years ago, broader across the shoulders, and more unapproachable than her feeble memories recalled. Maybe it was the blue uniform. The tailoring of the outfits could do that to men.

				The gangly corporal nodded as he scurried past her with his arms full. “I’ll bring over some clean bed linens.”

				“Later,” Seth responded curtly.

				The man shot out of the cabin, and Seth shut the door behind him. The sound, as well as the darkness—for only a small amount of light filtered into the room from the open office door and alcove above—had Millie holding her breath. She’d best get used to it...being alone with him. Three months was a long time.

				Once again he pointed toward the office.

				Emptying her lungs with an audible sigh, specifically for him to hear, she held her ground. “I need a bath, I need a cup of tea and I need a bed. In that order. Then I’ll meet with you in your office.”

				Saying it aloud increased her longing. There was such an indecent amount of dirt in her hair that her scalp itched, her entire body felt sand-pitted and crusty, and her traveling suit was no longer either pale green or gray. It was now a pitiful shade of orange. The entire territory was made up of red-hued dirt that clung to everything. But it was the bed she wanted most. Just a few quiet moments, without wheels turning beneath her, to gather the energy to become her sister.

				Seth leaned a hip against the table. “There’s a community bathhouse at the end of the barracks. I don’t have any tea, and I guess Russ just gave you his bed, but I’d advise you to change the sheets. I don’t how long it’s been since he did.”

				A smirk still sat on his face, and it increased his genuine handsomeness, so much that she wondered if Rosemary remembered what he looked like, for looks meant a lot to her sister. Then again, perhaps Rosemary did. He was the one, after all, demanding the divorce. A weight settled on Millie’s shoulders. It was her job to make sure it didn’t happen for three months—until Rosemary delivered her baby.

				Holding in the sigh welling in her chest, Millie concluded that, whether she was ready or not, it was time to start acting.

				“Seth,” she said. A wife should call her husband by his given name, yet it felt very strange. “I understand you’re curious about my arrival, but I’ve been traveling for almost two weeks, and I’m more than exhausted.”

				He folded his arms, and the way his eyes traveled from her broken boot to her itching scalp made her need for a bath and clean clothes intensify.

				“Curious?” he asked with a hint of cynicism.

				She nodded.

				“Oh, I am curious,” he said, with a direct stare. “Even more now that you’ve arrived.”

				The way he said “you’ve” sent a tingle coiling around her spine. Rosemary had said they’d never been together, as in man and wife, so that was not something Millie needed to worry about, but that’s what settled in her mind. Men grew amorous when they were alone for long lengths of time. Women, too, or so her friend Martin said. Not that she’d actually understood exactly what he’d meant.

				Seth was still staring at her, and the least she could hope was the muted light of the room made it too dark for him to notice the way her cheeks blazed. Of all the things to think about, Martin’s explanation should not be one of them. The fluttering in her stomach had her trying to reroute her thoughts. Rosemary was married to this man. He just wasn’t the father of her child. It was truly a jumbled mess—which now, unfortunately, Millie was right in the midst of.

				She was here for the child’s sake, would do whatever it took to keep Seth from learning about the baby. Once things were settled—back home, that is—she might travel to Texas. Martin was there, and after this escapade—pretending to be married to a man she wasn’t—she’d need her best friend. Her only friend. Few others would forgive such a scandal. But a life—no, two lives—were worth more than her reputation. Especially the life of an innocent child.

				Seth shifted his stance, leaning farther back, and the smirk grew to resemble more of a smile as he looked her up and down again. It was unnerving, yet she couldn’t think of a thing to say that might make him stop, nor slow the outrageous fluttering inside her.

				“Matter of fact,” he finally said, slowly, thoughtfully, “I’m so curious I want to know the truth right now.”

				She gulped, a nervous reaction she couldn’t have stopped if she wanted to. The flurry in her stomach turned into a heavy glob. “Oh?”

				“Yes, Millie.”

				Every muscle in her body froze.

				“Why are you here? Instead of Rosemary. My wife. Your sister.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				“I...I...I—” This couldn’t happen. Closing her eyes for a moment, Millie imaged how her sister would react to the accusation. It appeared instantly, for Rosemary never accepted fault. Huffing out a breath, she sent across the room a bitter glare akin to ones she’d witnessed on several occasions. “Millie?”

				“Yes, Millie,” Seth repeated. The ire zipping beneath his skin was mixed with a goodly portion of mirth. She was a sight, not just her travel-worn outfit and windblown hair, but her beet-red cheeks and eyes as big and round and startled as a doe’s at the end of a gun barrel.

				“I’m not Millie,” she insisted. “Goodness, Seth, I’d have thought you’d remember your own wife.”

				“I do. And you’re not her.” There wasn’t anything he could put a finger on, for he didn’t know the sister any better than he knew his wife. But this woman was not Rosemary, therefore she had to be Millicent, the younger sister. Why—the foremost question that had been bouncing around in his head for over a week—intensified.

				“Seth,” she said, pressing both hands to the base of her throat. “I realize it’s been five years, and I understand how easy it is to question my youthfulness. Yes, Millie is younger than me, but please...” Her sigh was accompanied with a steady batting of her eyelashes. “She’s shorter than me, somewhat chunkier and not as attractive—her eyes are too close together. People have said that for years. Since the day she was born, actually.” Patting the hair sticking out in all directions, his visitor continued, “Now, I know I must not look myself right now, but once I’ve had a bath, you’ll see it’s me, Rosemary.”

				Now, that sounded like Rosemary. Matter of fact, those were almost the exact words she’d said the first time they’d met. General St. Clair had just introduced them, and commented that the youngest sister wasn’t home, but the two were practically identical. Rosemary had piped in then, stating that she was much more attractive than her sister. Seth recalled it so clearly because at the time, he’d thought her the snootiest girl he’d ever met. The next morning he’d decided she was a lot more than snooty. Downright mean and nasty was more like it.

				Maybe she had changed. The Rosemary that had climbed into his bed back in Virginia, the same one that insisted he’d taken advantage of her, and convinced the general her reputation was ruined, would not have been as calm and patient as the woman standing before him. The girl from that night would have been screeching and stating a list of demands before she got off the wagon. Actually, she’d never have gotten on the wagon.

				Frustration gurgled in his stomach. The two girls looked enough alike to be twins, he remembered that, and Rosemary was older by three or four years, if he recalled correctly. She’d be twenty-four now. He shoved away from the table. Why was he concerned with any of it? All he wanted was a signed divorce decree.

				A knock sounded and the door opened before he responded. That wasn’t unusual; his men knew he was always at their disposal.

				“Excuse me, Major,” Ben Cutter said, barely glancing his way. “Ma’am, the bathing house is ready. I saw to it myself.”

				“Oh, thank you, Mr. Cutter. Your kindness is never-ending.”

				Seth’s back teeth clamped together and had his jaw stinging. Not just at her fawning, but at how Cutter was looking at her. One would have thought the man was gazing at an angel. Seth, of course, knew differently.

				“If you tell me what you need, ma’am,” Cutter said, “I’ll carry it down there for you.”

				An uneven click and thud echoed against the rough-hewn walls as she walked across the room toward the table.

				“Her heel broke off in Tulsa,” Ben said directly to him. “It got caught in a knothole on the train platform. Ralph fixed it, but it broke off again yesterday.”

				Seth didn’t need an explanation; it made little difference. Yet because in most instances he did expect full reports from his men, he nodded to Cutter before he asked her, “Don’t you have another pair of boots or shoes?”

				The sideways glance she sent his way was full of intolerance. “Do you honestly think I’d be wearing these if I had another pair?”

				That, too, sounded like Rosemary.

				She lifted the tapestry bag Russ had set on the table. “I have day slippers I can wear now, but they wouldn’t have held up while traveling.” Turning to Ben, she smiled. “I packed everything I’ll need in here last night, after you and Mr. Winston explained the layout of the fort.”

				“Here, then, ma’am, I’ll carry that for you,” Ben replied, taking the bag and holding the door wide with his other hand.

				“Thank you.” Chin up, she marched—with her awkward high-low steps—out the door, without a single backward glance.

				Seth was just fine with that. Though he did follow as far as the opening. A crowd had formed, which was to be expected. The fort was close-knit, more so than some families, and there were a few men who’d probably been standing right outside the door, attempting to hear every word. They were off to the sides now, watching curiously. Only a select number of people had known he was married, but once the telegram came in, announcing her arrival, word had spread fast. A twinge pulled at his forehead. He’d have to tell his mother now, and better send the letter soon. If someone else mentioned it, she’d never forgive him.

				“Major, sir,” Ralph Winston said, clicking his heels together as he stopped next to the open doorway. “Did Ben explain your wife wasn’t hurt, other than a broken heel, when she fell? I did fix her boot, but without the proper tools, it broke again.”

				Seth was grinding his teeth again; he had to pull them apart to answer. “Yes, he did.”

				“She was attempting to help us load her luggage, sir. We told her it wasn’t necessary. Half the town thought it was a gunshot, the way the sound echoed beneath the platform.” Winston wiped his brow and replaced his hat. “My heart danged near stopped working, seeing her sprawled out on the ground.”

				Seth was a touched surprised by the concern that raced over him—and irritated. One more person to be concerned about. Responsible for. Army men were one thing. Women and children another—and something he never wanted to have to worry about again.

				The giggle that sounded a short distance down the walkway snagged his attention, but through will alone, he kept his gaze from turning that way. He was about to dismiss Winston when the man continued.

				“She’s a trooper, Major. Was laughing to beat the band when I helped her to her feet. Never saw a woman laugh at herself like that.”

				Seth’s spine stiffened all over again. The Rosemary he knew—or the one he thought he knew—would never have laughed at herself. True, he’d left Richmond less then twenty-four hours after meeting her, returned here to the Indian Wars, but her attitude, her persona, had imbedded itself within him the first hour he’d known her.

				“I’ll see the heel gets repaired properly this time, sir.”

				After a nod, Seth waved a hand, dismissing Winston. His eyes then went to where his wife entered the door to a room with tubs and water barrels. The officers’ quarters were separate homes with space for private bathing, and Rosemary would have demanded to know why he didn’t live in one of them.

				He turned and reentered his cabin. Even after becoming a major, he’d gone on living in the barracks. Back then things had been so busy, he hadn’t had time to think beyond knowing he had a bed to fall into at night.

				The turmoil had calmed down considerably over the past few years, even more the past months, but he still hadn’t thought about moving. Besides, the major’s house, as it was known, had become a catchall. Storage for items no one knew what to do with.

				As Seth spun to shut the door, the hairs on his neck stood up. People were still gathered about, some pretending to be on missions, whereas in reality they were staring at him. Watching for his next move.

				That was common. By nature, and due to his position, everyone at the fort was always watchful for his command. This was different, though. It had nothing to do with army business, and... A heavy sigh escaped, one he hadn’t known had built in his chest. He didn’t know what his next move would be, either.

				That was an oddity. For the first time in a very, very long time, he was at a loss.

				“Major?” A hand planted itself on the half-closed door.

				“Briggs,” he said, in answer to the man pushing the door open again.

				“I see your wife,” the Swede said in his deep and gruff voice. “I bring food. Here to your cabin, she eat after cleaning up. No?”

				It didn’t matter what the man said, question or statement usually ended with no. And right now, it fit. “No, Briggs. If she’s hungry she can eat at the hall like everyone else.”

				“But Major, a woman—”

				“She might as well get used to it.”

				The startled look on the cook’s face made something recoil inside Seth. He usually got along with his men, because of mutual respect, but the way he’d just snapped at the Swede, said he didn’t like it. Seth squared his shoulders, let his stance confirm who was in charge. “Is there anything else you needed, Sergeant?”

				“No, Major. Sir.”

				The man spun around, and this time Seth all but slammed the door. Exactly what he’d always suspected. A wife would interfere with his duties.

				* * *

				A reflection of the dented brass tub caught in the mirror. The accommodations were rough, but she’d never enjoyed a bath as much. Twisting, needing the mirror’s assistance in placing the combs, Millie coiled each braided length and pinned them in place at the back of her head. Drying it would take an hour, and curling it even longer, and she didn’t have that kind of time. Besides, just as she’d suspected, curled hair would not convince Seth she was Rosemary.

				Satisfied the combs were secure in hair that was once again brown and not dust gray, Millie tidied up the area before opening her bag to stuff her boots on top of the traveling suit that would never be pale green again. It had been new at the beginning of her journey, and clothes usually lasted her years. A miniature shiver had her lifting her head, gazing toward the mirror again.

				The reflection in the glass mocked her. Millie would be sad about the dress, Rosemary would not. An invisible weight pressed upon her shoulders, so heavily she sat down next to her bag. Being Rosemary was more difficult than she’d imagined. Back in the cabin, when Seth had voiced his suspicion, it had been easy to know what to say. People often confused the two of them, especially from a distance, but in reality, her sister was more attractive, and never failed to remind her of it.

				After she’d pulled Rosemary into her mind and said those words to Seth, her stomach had twisted inside out. His expression had turned hard; those piercing blue eyes had gone cold enough that she’d shivered. Seeing the tick in his cheek had made her afraid for the first time since she’d left Richmond.

				Millie let out another sigh. No matter how irritated Rosemary made Seth, that’s who she had to be—Rosemary. She had to remember that.

				It took several deep breaths, and a few minutes of concentration, but by the time she opened the door and stepped out onto the walkway, she was once again convinced she could do it. Could be her sister for the next three months—until the baby was born.

				People stared, mostly men dressed in their blue uniforms with brass buttons, wide yellow neck scarves and flat-brimmed hats, and though Millie would have smiled, nodded, Rosemary would not, so she kept her nose up and moved forward. She did ignore a few things that her sister wouldn’t have. There was nothing she could do about the wind and dirt, and she had to wave at Mr. Cutter. It would have been too rude not to. The man had to be twice her age, yet his cheeks shone crimson every time he spoke to her. She appreciated him, too, for all he’d done.

				Those things were inconsequential, of course. Seth was the only one who had to believe she was Rosemary. She could do that.

				Then she arrived at their cabin, where he stood in the doorway.

				Smiling.

				Oh, goodness.

				“Feel better?” he asked.

				Millie pressed the thin leather soles of her day slippers against the boards below her feet. Rosemary wouldn’t respond—she’d ignore him pointedly or start spouting demands. But he appeared to be making an effort, and whether her sister would appreciate that or not, Millie did, and couldn’t discount it.

				“Yes, thank you,” she said. “It’s amazing what a little water can do.”

				Once again his gaze became so penetrating her insides sprouted wings. A stirring silence grew between them, and she clutched the satchel handle tighter, afraid it might tumble out of her trembling fingers.

				“Yes, it is,” he said, stepping back, clearing the cabin’s doorway for her entrance.

				She pressed a hand to her stomach, to calm the flapping there. The gown was a simple blue calico with short sleeves and a square neckline. It had seemed the most appropriate for the weather yesterday when she’d packed her bag, sitting in the back of the bumpy wagon.

				When she lifted her gaze, the explanation died in her throat and her feet grew roots. There was a tightness in his jaw, and she could feel his contempt. Tugging her feet off the walkway, and praying she wouldn’t stumble, for there was no excuse now that she was no longer wearing the off-kilter boots, Millie dipped her head and moved forward.

				She’d barely stepped inside the cabin when a clanging noise echoed through the open courtyard.

				“It’s lunchtime,” Seth said. “Are you hungry?”

				Five days of beans—the thought was still horrifying—blasted into her mind like a storm. Men could release the pressure beans produced, but women couldn’t, and most certainly never in mixed company. She’d requested to sit in the back of the wagon for fear she’d burst at times, and the thought of eating beans again today was deplorable. But so was the confrontation about to take place—it was right under the surface. She could tell he was ready to claim once again that she wasn’t Rosemary.

				He was probably going to say her sister would never have made the wagon trip—or half the train rides. She’d have returned to Richmond long before crossing the Mississippi. He’d be right, of course. But Millie hadn’t had the choice of not coming—nor of leaving.

				“As a matter of fact, I am hungry,” she said, setting the bag down on one of her trunks.

				Once again the thought of Rosemary doing what their mother had done made Millie’s insides quiver. The housekeeper, Lola, insisted she mustn’t blame herself. Millie tried not to, but when you’re responsible, you carry blame. Forever. Papa had always feared the same thing—that Rosemary would do what Mother had done—and Millie had never told him how close Rosemary had come once. She’d never told anyone. Martin knew. He’d been the one who saved Rosemary’s life, but he’d thought she’d fallen into the river.

				The weight in Millie’s chest grew immense. Lola had vowed no such thing would happen while Millie was gone, and if anyone could make Rosemary behave it was their loyal, watchful housekeeper. Remembering that gave her fortitude. If Lola could handle Rosemary, surely Millie could handle Seth. After five years postponing the divorce, an additional three months couldn’t be that difficult.

				“Shall we go then?”

				Dropped back to earth like a peach falling from a tree, Millie paused mentally, gathering her wits. “Yes, lunch,” she mumbled, mainly to herself. Food probably wouldn’t help, but not being alone with him would. Her nerves were too jumbled for her to think straight right now.

				Millie didn’t attempt to concentrate on becoming Rosemary during the short walk across the compound. She was too focused on keeping up with Seth’s long strides. Once they entered the building a man as large as a bear, with hair as yellow as corn, met them at the door.

				“Mrs. Parker,” he said, dipping his head. “My name’s Briggs Ryan. Private Cutter said you like tea, no?”

				“Yes, yes, I like tea,” she responded.

				“Good. Ja, I have some for you. This way.”

				As wonderful as the tea sounded, she couldn’t help but pause at the way Seth stiffened at her side. He didn’t take a step to follow the man, so she didn’t, either.

				“I set a table for you and your wife, Major,” the man said, “as usual when we have company.”

				There appeared to be some kind of showdown between the two, and Millie had to believe she was the cause of it. “I’m not really company,” she said, hoping to ease the tension.

				Neither man spoke, but after another quiet moment, Seth nodded his head slightly. He then took ahold of her elbow and led her across the room, following Briggs Ryan.

				The large room was crowded, but almost silent now as they made their way to the table. All men, dressed in their blue uniforms. Some were sitting at the long tables flanked with benches, others standing in line, filling their plates from huge platters set out on a high counter.

				Mr. Ryan held a chair and she sat. The table was small and set for two, complete with a tablecloth and napkins.

				“I’ll have your plates out in a minute and your tea, ma’am,” Mr. Ryan said before walking away. He, too, was wearing a uniform, but it was covered with a long white apron.

				“Is Mr. Ryan the cook?”

				“Yes,” Seth answered. “Keeping the unit fed is his job.”

				The words seemed to hold a double meaning, but it was beyond her to understand exactly what. The man was back within minutes, placing a teapot and two plates of food—stew, not beans—in front of them.

				The tea was refreshing, but it didn’t help as much as she’d hoped. Perhaps because the room held a thick silence, one that had her wondering if being alone with Seth would be better.

				They, too, ate in silence, and though he didn’t gobble his food, Seth was done long before she was. At which point he pushed away from the table. “I have work to see to. I assume you can find your way back to the cabin.”

				After patting her lips, she laid her napkin on the table. “I’m finished, too. May I walk out with you?”

				He eyed her slowly, then gave a slight shrug. “If you want.”

				She wanted, all right. The eyes staring their way had burned holes in the back of her dress. It was to be expected, her showing up out of the blue like this, yet she couldn’t help but wish things were different. That animosity didn’t ooze off of Seth.

				Mr. Ryan met them at the door again. “The food was to your liking, no?”

				“Oh, yes,” she assured him. “The stew was delicious. And the tea wonderful. Thank you, Mr. Ryan.”

				The man grinned, but his smile faded as he glanced toward Seth.

				“I’ll talk to you later, Sergeant,” Seth said.

				“Yes, sir, Major, sir.”

				Needing fresh air, Millie bolted out the door as soon as Seth opened it. How was she ever going to pull this off? Someone that stern, that commanding, was sure to know a lie when he heard one.

				You catch a lot more bees with honey than vinegar. One of Lola’s sayings raced through her mind, and Millie couldn’t help but wonder why that one came to her now. Rosemary wasn’t known for her kindness. Then again, the saying did produce another thought. “You know, Seth,” she said, forcing her voice not to tremble, “it’s been five years. People change.”

				“I haven’t,” he said.

				“I’m sure you have in some ways,” she insisted, while keeping up with his fast strides again. “I know I have.” That much was the truth. Five years ago she’d never have done this: traveled to Indian Territory, taken on her sister’s identity, lied. Papa would have been alive and he wouldn’t have let her.

				Seth stopped and once again studied her thoroughly. “So much that I should believe you’re Rosemary and not Millie?”

				She sighed heavily, partly because lying made her feel more soiled than her travels had. “I am Rosemary.”

				Seth wasn’t exactly sure how to respond. In some ways he couldn’t think. He hadn’t gotten over how a bath had transformed her into a stunningly beautiful woman, and it didn’t help that the men—his men—were already treating her like royalty. It was how he’d expect them to treat his wife, but she wasn’t his wife. Leastwise he didn’t want her to be. Never had. She’d already instigated the first-ever clash of power between him and Briggs Ryan. The cook was right. Guests, moreover women, were respected at all times at the fort, and held in the highest esteem. Making her eat at the long tables wouldn’t have been right, but Seth was in charge here, and his orders had to be followed.

				Not that Briggs had disobeyed any, but he’d come close, and Seth didn’t allow any man to challenge his authority.

				This time, he’d thank the man for seeing to Millie’s comforts. For that’s who she was, and what Briggs had done wasn’t out of line. Anger had overruled Seth’s own manners, but Briggs had to know he was walking a thin line. It had to be that way. If not, the entire regiment wouldn’t have lived through the past few years. Now wasn’t the time to let their guard down.

				Especially not Seth.

				As the thoughts conformed in his mind, and settled, his gaze roamed. Men, mingling in the courtyard, were moving closer, hoping for an introduction, no doubt. He’d have to make them, and take her over to headquarters to meet Jasper Ketchum—his second in command—and Jasper’s wife, Ilene.

				Seth’s temper once again flared. He’d have to introduce her as Rosemary. Explaining his marriage had caused enough confusion. Introducing her now as Millie would have the questions deepening, and that couldn’t happen. People would wonder if he was capable of commanding a fort when he couldn’t handle his own life.

				“Seth?”

				Her whisper was soft, but the hand she’d laid on his arm bit through his coat and shirtsleeve, hotter than the fangs of a snake. Yet the anxiety filling her big brown eyes had his insides colliding. Whether he wanted her here or not wasn’t the issue. She was here and he had to offer his protection.

				With that, he reached over and patted her hand. The action had him smothering a curse. He didn’t want to care about her, but he did care about his men. They looked at him for leadership, and true leaders did whatever it took. Nodding at the first man in line, he then glanced her way. “Rosemary...” Saying the name had disorder leaping inside him. “This is Quartermaster Josiah Fallon.” Turning toward the man, he said, “Josiah, this is Rosemary Parker, my wife.”

				The word tasted bitter, and her fingertips dug deeper into his arm.

				“Mrs. Parker,” Josiah exclaimed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. If there is anything you need, you just let me know and I’ll find it for you.”

				“Thank you, Mr. Fallon. It’s a pleasure to meet you, too,” she responded with sincerity. “Mr. Cutter and Mr. Winston told me about you.” Leaning closer, she said, “Thank you for finding the tea Mr. Briggs served with lunch.”

				Fallon was as hairless as a rock, and right now the top of his head was bloodred, while he shuffled feet the size of snowshoes until a dust storm hovered around his ankles.

				“Private Cutter told me you were hoping for tea,” the quartermaster replied. “I had a tin left over from when we had some English visitors a while back. I dug it out and hauled it over to the cookhouse as soon as Ben mentioned it.”

				“Well, thank you very much. I truly enjoyed it.”

				Seth could have sworn there were stars in her eyes, the way they twinkled.

				Fallon was the catalyst that led to a list of introductions so long Seth started confusing names. Neither he nor Millie moved; people just kept filing past, to the point he wondered if some weren’t coming by a second time, just to get another look at her. A part of him couldn’t blame them. She was overly charming, and remarkably, had conversed enough with Cutter and Winston to know a small bit of information about each and every person he introduced her to.

				The line finally ended with Jasper and his wife, who invited them to sup at their home tomorrow night.

				“That will give you time to settle in, dear,” Ilene Ketchum finished.

				Her angular face with sunken cheeks and narrow eyes could never be noted as pretty, but Seth had never known a more benevolent woman, and he respected Ilene’s knowledge and support as much as he did her husband’s. Lying to her, pretending the woman beside him was Rosemary, had Seth’s stomach curdling all over again. It was almost as bad as letting down his own mother.

				“Thank you, Mrs. Ketchum, that’s very kind of you,” his supposed wife answered, but she glanced his way before accepting the invitation.

				“We’ll be there,” Seth stated, nodding in turn to both women. He couldn’t refuse the invitation, yet he needed to do some serious thinking before the event.

				Jasper, a good four inches shorter than Ilene, and twice as round, gave Seth an inquisitive look. His second in command knew about the marriage and the divorce papers—had since the beginning. “I’ll take care of things for a day or two,” Jasper said. “You take some time getting to know your wife again.”

				“No,” Seth replied, his insides stiffening. “That won’t be necessary. But thank you for the offer.” The last thing he wanted was to get to know Rosemary—or Millie. He was starting to question in his own mind who she was. Which was ridiculous. The woman beside him was nothing like the conceited little snit who’d insisted, that morning back in Richmond, that no man could resist her body.

				He hadn’t touched her then, when she’d claimed he had, and he wasn’t about to touch her now, but he wasn’t going to put himself at her side, either. She was a beautiful woman, there was no doubt about that, and he’d never been one to tempt fate.

				“I’ll see you over at headquarters shortly, Jasper,” he said.

				The Ketchums departed, and with her hand still holding his elbow, the woman beside him sighed deeply. “I never expected this.”

				“What?”

				“It’s so...” A blush covered her cheeks. “Civilized.”

				“Civilized?”

				A tiny frown had formed over her big brown eyes. “Yes, Rose—uh, roses could grow in that garden over there.” She lifted a hand, pointed toward the flower bed Ilene pampered, but the way she’d stuttered had his spine quivering.

				“Rose, huh?”

				“Yes, roses. They are my favorite flower.”

				The innocence in those doe eyes was choking off his air like a hangman’s noose. “Roses for Rosemary,” he said, not quite sure where he’d heard that before.

				“That’s what my father always said.”

				Her face had softened and the words were almost a whisper, lacking joy. She was missing her father, no doubt. He understood that emotion. His own father had died on the battlefield, but hers hadn’t. No illness, no war. The general just hadn’t woken up one morning in his bed at his Richmond home.

				The facts of the death had been forwarded to the fort, as many details as possible. Millicent, the youngest sister, had found their father that morning, and per the report, had been distraught. Seth’s insides jittered again—an odd sensation he recognized and listened to regularly. It was what he’d felt earlier. Intuition that held a warning.

				In the few hours he’d known her, he’d understood Rosemary to be a hard woman, and he couldn’t, or perhaps wouldn’t, believe she’d mourn her father after four years. But Millie, though he’d seen her only once that day, sitting in attendance at the wedding, had been softer. She’d actually shed a tear when offering her congratulations after the ceremony. Yes, Millie would still miss her father after four years.

				He should offer his condolences, yet he couldn’t do that, either. For if this was Millie, she’d changed. Was now lying through her teeth, pretending to be Rosemary.

				“So,” he asked, “what kind of flower did your father relate to you, Millie?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Millie pulled her hand off his arm, but instantly wished she hadn’t. His solidness had kept her stable during all the introductions, and she found herself needing that support again.

				Squaring her shoulders didn’t help much, but it was all she had. “I wish you’d stop calling me that.”

				The only movement he made was to lift a dark brow, but it said a lot. Digging deep into the dredges of her mind, she found a fraction of truth to embellish upon. “Millie is...” She drew a deep breath, hoping lightning wouldn’t manifest out of the blue sky and strike her. “Engaged. Millie is engaged to an army man, too.”

				This time Seth frowned.

				She held her breath.

				He took her elbow and guided her along a well-worn pathway. “Really? An army man?”

				“Yes,” she answered, looking everywhere but at him as they walked.

				“In Richmond?”

				Thank goodness. A subject she could discuss freely. There was no reason to lie about Martin. “He’s from Richmond. His family lived only a few blocks away from our house. The three of us grew up together and everyone always said we...that is, the—the two of them would get married. He’s in Texas right now. At a fort there, and Millie is preparing to travel there. Their wedding will take place shortly after she arrives.”

				“What’s his name?”

				“M-Martin Clark.” The conversation was making her stomach gurgle. If or when Martin learned of this escapade, he wouldn’t be happy. They’d been best friends for years, and he’d been her rock when Papa died, but he wouldn’t be happy to know she was saying such things. Especially not as a cover-up for Rosemary.

				“Is that a trading post?” She flinched as she said it. The sign painted the length of the building said precisely that, but she was searching desperately for anything she could use to change the subject.

				Seth had stopped beside her, was staring at her thoughtfully.

				“Oh, I apologise, you have work to do. Forgive me.” She spun, and a stone caught under the ball of her foot, making her recoil at the sting. It also gave her an answer. “I was just wondering if the trading post might have a pair of boots. These slippers are not made for outdoors.”

				His dark eyes went to her feet and then to several men still watching them before he said, “I can spare a few minutes.”

				“The fort is so large,” she said, as they started walking again. “It’s like a complete town inside walls.” Working hard at sounding normal, she added, “Mr. Cutter said there’s a hospital and a church here.”

				“On the other side of the barracks, along the back wall.”

				His answer was clipped, and Millie bit her lips. Rosemary had said they’d be living in tents and cooking over campfires. Though, in the next breath, she’d insisted it was completely safe and that Millie had to go.

				Quietly, not wanting to draw his attention, she let the air out of her lungs. Pretending to be Rosemary might not have been the best idea, but after her abruptness, Seth would probably believe she was Rosemary now.

				Oh what a tangled web we weave. Another one of Lola’s sayings. It didn’t help any better than the first one had.

				Seth stepped to the side as they neared the door, allowing her to enter first. Millie showed her appreciation with a nod, not trusting her mouth to open again. Upon entering the dark and crowded store, she wanted to take hold of his arm again. The space was crammed with shelves, barrels, crates and tables full of merchandise, and Indians. Lots of Indians. Her heart started beating erratically.

				“This way,” Seth said, walking around several tables stacked high with merchandise.

				Very few windows let light into the area, not that sunlight would have helped. She had to get over this. Nothing had happened for her to fear the Indians, yet the way they looked at her had her inching as close to Seth as possible when he stopped to speak to someone.

				“Here,” he said, pulling over a stool. “Sit down.”

				“I’ll have to measure your foot, ma’am.”

				Millie gulped, glancing toward a burly man with a straggly gray beard hanging almost to his belly.

				“I don’t get much call for women’s boots,” the bearded man was saying as he knelt down near the stool.

				She sat, and inched the hem of her dress just high enough to display her day slippers.

				“I’ll have to order them. It won’t take much more than a month or so.” The man measured the length and width of her foot, and then stood, tucking the flat wooden ruler into his back pocket. “I could try to get them faster, but it’ll cost extra.”

				“Get them as soon as possible, Jenkins,” Seth said.

				“Aye, aye, Major. I’ll see what I can do.”

				Seth helped her to her feet, then kept one hand on her elbow. “Don’t see, Jenkins, make it happen.”

				“I ain’t got the pull you do, Major, but I’ll get them.” With a tip of his head, which was hairless compared to his face, the man shuffled toward the long plank laid atop two barrels, with several people crowded along it.

				“Is there anything else you need?” Seth asked.

				Millie shook her head, barely able to keep her eyes from going to the Indians again.

				A little shudder rippled through her. “Are they friendly?”

				His gaze went to the Indians for a moment. “Friendly?”

				She nodded.

				He led her out the door, and she sighed at both the bright sunshine and the fresh air. The smell of coffee had been overpowering in the store, yet she hadn’t noticed it until they’d stepped outside.

				“For the most part,” he answered, glancing toward a group exiting the building behind them. “When they want to be.”

				She shivered again. None of them appeared threatening, but their stares were acute and left her chilled. “Isn’t that why you’re out here? To fight them?”

				“No.”

				“But you would if they attacked, wouldn’t you?”

				He shrugged. “Guess that would depend on why they attacked.”

				Even her throat was quivering. “What do you mean, why?”

				“They only attack when they want to steal women. Not too many women around here. We’d be better off just turning them over, rather than losing men in a battle.”

				Completely ignoring the stones beneath the soft soles of her slippers, she hurried to remain at his side when he started walking again. “The women? You’d just give—?”

				“I have work to see to,” he said. “I assume you can make it to the barracks on your own.”

				The cabins were only a few yards ahead, and she had no doubt how fast she could make it there and shut the door. Matter of fact, there was probably a rooster tail of dust behind her, but she didn’t care. Her focus was on whether the cabin door had a lock or not.

				It didn’t, and Millie was dragging, pushing and shoving one of her trunks to barricade the door when a knock sounded.

				“Ma’am?” Ben Cutter said, poking his head in the doorway.

				“Y-yes?” she stuttered, breathing hard, mainly because her heart was still in her throat.

				“Briggs wanted me to deliver this pot of tea to you. He thought you might like a bit more than you had for lunch.”

				“Oh, thank you.” Stepping aside so he could squeeze in the small opening—the trunk was almost in place—she waited until he set the pot and a delicate china cup and saucer on the table. “Mr. Cutter, how many women are here at the fort?”

				“Well, let’s see, there’s Mrs. Ketchum, and...”

				By the time Ben Cutter was done explaining exactly who the other four women at the fort were, Millie was full of additional questions, which he readily answered.

				She listened carefully as he explained that the fort had been built ten years ago, when General Sheridan was campaigning to stop Indian raids on white settlers in Kansas and Texas. He also explained Grant’s peace policy. How it promised tribes provisions if they moved onto reservation land, and how special Indian agents had been assigned to oversee the activities.

				Cutter went on to tell her how when General Sherman arrived at Fort Sill several years ago, he’d found several chiefs boasting about the raids they’d initiated on wagon trains and when he’d ordered their arrests, the general had almost been assassinated.

				Some tribes accepted the agreement, but others didn’t, and considered the reservations safe havens. A place where no one could retaliate against them.

				Millie was fascinated by all this. General Sherman and her father had been close acquaintances. During one of his visits to their Richmond home, he’d appointed her father to oversee the men assigned to this fort.

				Years ago she’d learned that Seth was a West Point graduate, and had been in Richmond, the day he’d married Rosemary, to deliver a report to their father about the raids and how rations weren’t being delivered.

				Millie asked a few more questions, mainly about the Indians, and Cutter answered them, praising the major for his bravery and leadership in dealing with various tribes. The man made it sound as if everyone at the fort was alive because of Seth’s valor.

				Having plenty to think about, Millie thanked Mr. Cutter for all his information, and allowed him to move her trunks into her room before he took his leave.

				Papa had rarely spoke about such things with her, but Lola did. The housekeeper insisted Indians were as misunderstood as Negros, and that white folks shouldn’t talk about things they didn’t understand.

				Mr. Cutter had just explained that the army was the only law in Indian Territory. He’d also said their duties included protecting the Indians and civilians, while teaching the former how to farm in order to feed their families. More importantly, he’d told her Indians didn’t steal women.

				Pacing the floor of the dreary cabin, Millie imagined just how irritated Rosemary would be by all this. Her sister wouldn’t just be frustrated with the surroundings, she’d be furious at the way Seth had purposely frightened her.

				A hint of a grin formed. Maybe being Rosemary could be fun, after all.

				* * *

				The report Jasper was reading aloud—about how the declining cattle drives would leave more tribes without food for the winter—wasn’t holding Seth’s attention. It wasn’t anything he didn’t already know. At one time the cattle drives had run directly through Indian Territory, and the ranchers had been more than happy to exchange a few head of cattle for safe travels, but the growing rail lines were replacing the drives. They’d had only half as many this year as last.

				The window was what held Seth’s interest. More so, the activity happening across the courtyard. His so-called wife had beckoned to Ben Cutter a short time ago, and shortly afterward the man had led two of Briggs’s maidens to the cabin. Since then Seth had barely been able to keep up with the comings and goings. Clean linens were carried in—he’d noticed them in one of the bundles—but for the number of trips the women made there would have to have been a dozen beds instead of one. Well, two if you count his, but he highly doubted she’d have his bedding changed.

				Intuition was gnawing at him again. If this was Millie, as he still believed, why was she here, if she was engaged to Martin Clark? Or was Rosemary engaged to the man? Then why hadn’t she just signed his divorce papers? Or was this Rosemary, and now that Millie was engaged...

				His mind was churning faster than the crank on a Gatling gun as he watched the door of his cabin. Over the years, remembering only his wife’s personality, he’d forgotten her looks. Every man in the fort had noticed her beauty. That had been overly apparent during the introductions.

				What he did clearly remember was that the woman he’d married was too full of herself to be concerned about anyone else. Yet the one he’d introduced to his men had taken the time to learn about the people living at the fort.

				Frustrated, Seth ran a hand through his hair. Had he been out here so long, gotten so used to deciphering the cause behind every action, he could no longer accept actions—or people—without overanalyzing them?

				A sour sensation curdled in his stomach. Martin Clark. She’d smiled when she’d said the name. Briefly, but enough that it had displayed her white, even teeth, and showed she cared about the man.

				The name could be familiar, but Seth had met many soldiers over the years. For all he knew, Clark could have been one of the soldiers from Texas escorting the drives that came through this spring.

				Seth scanned the area out the window once more, and frowned when he spotted the quartermaster carrying a large crate across the courtyard, toward the cabin. His teeth clamped down. He’d lied to her about the Indians, but there were dangers here. Plenty of them. The Oklahoma Indian Territory was the roughest place in the nation. Besides the very real possibility of an Indian uprising at any time, there were whiskey peddlers, Mexican traders, desperados, horse thieves, cattle rustlers, prostitutes and men just bent on killing. It was no place for women, and no matter which sister it was, he should send her back as fast as possible.

				Yet he didn’t want to. Instead, he wanted to know why she’d traveled weeks to get here. Her telegram had confused and irritated him, but now she had him out of sorts. She was the exact opposite of what he’d expected. What he remembered.

				“You know, Seth, sometimes what we claim not to want is the exact thing we need.” Jasper had moved, and now stood staring out the window on his right.

				Seth gestured toward the activity happening around his cabin with a nod. “That is nothing but trouble, and I don’t need any more troubles.”

				“Maybe she won’t be trouble,” Jasper said. “Maybe the changes she brings are what the men need.”

				Seth took pride in commanding a well-run fort, but knew the counsel he received from his second in command was a driving force behind all his actions. Still pondering what Jasper could be referring to, he glanced toward the other man when he shifted, pointed out the window.

				“Things have changed out here the past few years, Seth, and they’re good changes. Towns are popping up, settlers moving in, the population is growing. Including women. And I’m not referring to the soiled doves that have made the rounds for years. The army sees it, too. More and more wives are living with their husbands at the forts rather than staying back East. The men here want that, too. Most men, whether they’re soldiers or not, don’t want to remain alone forever.”

				Seth turned from the window, walked to his desk and picked up the report Jasper had been reading, but it was just to give him something to do. “You know how I feel about soldiers being married.”

				“Yes,” Jasper answered. “And you know how I feel about it.”

				He did know how Jasper felt. Four years ago, when the man had been assigned to Fort Sill, Seth had refused to allow Ilene to accompany him out here. Neither the man nor his wife had accepted that command. It had made for some tense meetings, but, now, Seth had to admit, Ilene was as much a part of the fort as Jasper was.

				Spinning so he leaned against the wall, Jasper folded his arms. “You’re one of the best commanders I’ve seen, Seth. Men not only respect you, they trust you. When are you going to learn to trust?”

				“Trust who?” he retorted bitterly. “Her?”

				Jasper shrugged. “Maybe, but I’m referring to life in general.”

				Tension was eating at him, mainly because his second in command was much more than that. Over the years, Jasper, with his mellow ways that were the opposite of the urgency Seth often felt, had become the tutor he needed, often sought.

				“You can’t hide it from me. I’ve noticed you struggling ever since that telegram arrived.”

				Seth threw the report back on his desk. “Of course I’ve been struggling with it. I can’t imagine what she wants.”

				“Then ask her.”

				He let his glare show what he thought of that.

				Jasper cracked a dry grin.

				Seth ignored it.

				“I know you only married her to appease her father. No one said no to the general. Ever. Including me. But—”

				“Army men shouldn’t be married,” Seth interrupted.

				“In your experience,” Jasper said. “I understand why you feel that way. Losing your father in battle, taking over his responsibilities for your family at such a young age... But it’s not always like that.”

				“No?” Seth snapped. “I’ve seen it here, too. How battles take lives. Leave loved ones alone.” Perhaps he’d look upon things differently if his mother had been weaker. Amanda Parker-Wadsworth had cried over the loss of her husband—silently and behind her closed bedroom door. But in front of her children, she’d displayed strength and determination. Seth had seen through it, to the pain his mother harbored while comforting him and his siblings. To this day he lived on the tenacity her resolve had imbedded in him. Every day after school, he’d gone to work in the shipyards until dark, wanting to ease the burden that had fallen to his mother. Once old enough, he’d continued overseeing crews building ships, until his mother had ordered him to stop.

				She’d always known his wish was to become a soldier, but considering he’d lost his father and two uncles at the Battle of Shiloh, Seth had given up on the dream. Not only for his mother’s sake—she’d lost her husband and two brothers on the same day—but for his, too. He needed to continue the shipbuilding business his father and uncles had started before the war, make sure his family was financially secure.

				Even now, years later, he wondered if she’d truly wanted her sons to go to West Point, as she’d said, or if his mother had pushed him to because she’d known it was what he’d still wanted. It had been, and by then, money hadn’t been an issue. So he’d gone. Not just to make his mother happy. It had made him happy, too. By then he’d carried the weight of responsibility for his family and the shipbuilding crews for several years, and he’d found he liked commanding men. It came naturally to him. What he’d decided he didn’t want was the responsibility of having a wife and children. He loved his family, but the loss of their father had affected them all deeply.

				“Yes,” Jasper said. “It’s here, too. There’s no avoiding death.”

				Seth didn’t respond. Death was inevitable, but there was no reason to leave broken hearts and shattered homes when it happened. He saw it on the battlefields, but he shouldn’t have to see it in the faces of the wives and children left behind. It was too much.

				“Someday, Seth, you’ll understand that living is as much a part of life as dying is.” Jasper crossed the room and left, closing the door softly.

				A shiver settled deep in Seth’s spine, making his back stiffen. Living didn’t need to include a wife. Snatching up the report, he forced his mind to concentrate on it, as well as several other tasks that needed to be completed. So it wasn’t until the dinner bell echoed over the compound that he rose from his desk.

				From the front steps of the headquarters building, where he was stretching muscles that had stayed idle too long, his gaze went to his cabin. The right thing would be to go get his wife, escort her to dinner. Then again, she had ears, and as he’d told Briggs, she might as well get used to fort living.

				He was toiling with his decision when he entered the hall, almost feeling guilty. That instantly changed. She was here. Not sitting at a table set for two, but at a long bench, talking merrily with several men already seated around her.

				A growl vibrated at the back of Seth’s throat. That definitely reminded him of Rosemary. As did the way she turned and lifted her brows at the sight of him.

				Men moved, gesturing for him to take their seats, and Seth, accustomed to making snap decisions, faltered. He couldn’t ignore her in front of all his men, yet he couldn’t pretend they were happily married.

				Or could he? That might prove to be the one thing that would irritate Rosemary—or Millie, or whoever she was. After five years, an amorous husband would be the last thing she’d expect, and perhaps the one thing that would send her on her way.

				It was a twist he hadn’t thought would thrill him, but it did, and he almost cracked a grin as he walked across the hall. “Hello,” he murmured, gently placing a hand between her shoulder blades, where he felt the tiniest quiver beneath his palm.

				Shock shimmered in her eyes as she answered, “Hello.”

				“I trust you had a nice afternoon,” he said, taking a seat and scooting a bit closer to her side than necessary.

				“Y-yes, thank you,” she stammered.

				The twitching of her lower lip did make him want to smile. Oh, yes, this might be the perfect plan of attack. He should have thought of it earlier. Not doing what his enemies expected had kept him alive for years.

				When Briggs opened the food line, Seth escorted her through it, with his hand riding low on the small of her back. He noted how her feet kept stumbling, and her nervousness had triumph rising inside him. They ate with the men at the long table, and Seth encouraged her to answer the slew of questions the soldiers posed. Many of them hadn’t been outside Indian Territory for years, and they were hungry to hear what was happening in other parts of the country.

				The attention was more than she’d bargained for—her trembling fingers said that. And the edgy glances she sent his way told him she hadn’t expected him to be so accommodating.

				Seth simply smiled, and asked a few nonessential questions of his own. When the meal was over, he took her hand and folded her arm through the crook of his while leading her to the door.

				Things were slow at the fort right now. The cattle drives were over for the year and most of the crops harvested. That had bothered him this morning, knowing he wouldn’t have other duties consuming his time, but now he realized it was a good thing. Dedicating a few days to a plan that would ultimately hasten her departure was exactly what he needed.

				The way he’d linked her wrist around his elbow had her breast brushing the upper part of his arm, and she was straining to keep the simple contact from happening. Telling himself it wasn’t affecting him, Seth asked, “Would you like to take a stroll through the compound?”

				Her gaze bounced to the cabin and she pinched her lips together, which made him suddenly want to see what all the commotion had been about. “But you must be tired,” he said. “It’s been a long day. Let’s just go home.”

				“No,” she said nervously. “We could take a stroll.”

				“It’s all right, you’ll have lots of time to explore the fort,” he cajoled. “Right now, you need some sleep.”

				“No, really—”

				“I insist.” Seth let go of the hand he’d kept hooked on his elbow, and looped his arm around her shoulders. “You must be exhausted.”

				She let out a sigh that held a tiny groan, but didn’t struggle as he guided her forward.

				The sun hadn’t set yet and the warmth intensified Seth’s sense of smell. They were across the compound from Ilene’s flower beds, but he caught the scent of flowers. Or maybe it was perfume, because it smelled more like roses. Actually, he’d noticed a hint of it when he’d sat down next to her back in the hall.

				A shiver rippled his spine as he turned his head, glanced down at the woman standing next to him. Her grin was much more of a grimace as she stepped aside for him to open the door to their cabin.

				The warm, closed-in air rushing through the open doorway was downright overpowering. Blinking from the sting in his eyes, Seth asked, “Did a vial of rosewater burst in one of your trunks?”

				“No,” she said, stepping past him to enter the cabin. “I washed the floors with it.”

				“Washed the floors with it?”

				Millie drew a deep breath, almost choking. The rose oil Lola made was quite potent and she may have used more than necessary. But it was what Rosemary would have done. “I also had To-She-Wi and Ku-Ma-Quai help me wash the walls.” She flinched slightly, not wanting to get two of Briggs Ryan’s maidens in trouble. The Indian women had proved to be not only friendly, but most helpful in assisting her with transforming the cabin.

				“Wash the walls!” he exclaimed. “That oil will soak into the wood. It’s going to smell like this forever.”

				“One can only hope,” she replied, sounding so much like her sister she wanted to bite her tongue. “It smelled of sour men before.”

				The tick that appeared in his cheek should alarm her, but from what she’d learned today, Seth was not unfair. Though she might have decorated things a little more than she should have. It had been fun at the time, thinking she was getting him back for frightening her.

				“My eyes are watering,” he said.

				“You’ll get used to it.”

				“What’s this?” He gestured toward the table.

				“I know you’ve seen a tablecloth before.”

				“Not in an army barrack.”

				Making her best attempt at being nonchalant, she shrugged.

				“And pillows, and cushions, and rugs.” He was walking through the tiny area, pointing things out, and stopped in the doorway to his office. “Curtains? Curtains in my office? Where did you get all this stuff?”

				“Mr. Fallon. You must be quite proud of him. He has a bit of everything.”

				Seth gave her a glimpse full of disdain before he spun to take a second look at the space that had been his office. Once again Millie flinched inwardly. She’d never done anything like this before, and pulling up the courage to finish what she started was not easy.

				“Where. Is. My. Desk?”

				His cold tone had Millie gulping, but she managed to find the nerve to step into the room and point toward the far corner. With the desk up against the wall, covered with a tablecloth, and the chair positioned in front of the window, decorated with two tiny pillows, plus a rug covering the floor, the room looked much bigger and more homey. To her. What Seth thought was probably a bit different. Obviously was.

				He glared at her with those piercing eyes for several long moments. “You are Rosemary, aren’t you?”

				She held her breath, hoping the churning in her stomach wouldn’t erupt.

				“Put it back,” he growled. “Put it back the way you found it. All of it.”

				Millie scurried aside as he left the room.

				“And get rid of those stupid curtains!”

				The door thudded shut and Millie let out her breath in a gush. Rosemary wouldn’t put any of it back. So Millie wouldn’t, either.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Millie did walk over and open the office window she’d closed earlier, having known the heat would intensify the smell of the rose oil while they were eating supper. Lola had said to use it sparingly, just a drop or two in a bathtub of water. Millie had used an entire bottle scrubbing the cabin.

				Exhausted inside and out, she plopped onto the chair. What would Rosemary do now?

				Millie couldn’t remember when she’d learned her mother had died; it had happened when she was just an infant. But she did recall the moment she’d learned how her mother had died. It had been her eighth birthday. Papa had given her a new saddle, black with silver conchas, and a seat as plush as velvet. She’d ridden all afternoon. It was that night, when she was in bed, that Rosemary had entered her room and said if she didn’t give her the new saddle, she’d jump in the river. Drown. When Millie said she wouldn’t give it to her, her sister had told her the family secret.

				No one was ever to know, Rosemary had said, but their mother hadn’t died from complications of childbirth. She’d taken her own life when Millie was six months old, with one of Papa’s pistols.

				Papa hadn’t been home—he had been off doing army business, as he had been most of their childhood. The saddle had been ordered and delivered with a note from him. So Millie had asked Lola about their mother the next morning.

				The housekeeper confirmed what Rosemary had said was true, that their mother had shot herself when Millie was a baby. She’d also said no one but their dear mama, God rest her soul, knew why she’d done it.

				Months later, when Papa had come home and asked Millie about the saddle, she’d told him she loved it so much she was sharing it with Rosemary. Papa had said he was proud of her, how she understood Rosemary was different, and needed to be assured constantly that she was loved, just like their mother.

				Millie closed her eyes. It was true. For as bold and brassy as Rosemary was on the outside, inside she was fragile, as delicate as glass, just as their mother had been. Rosemary had said she’d take her own life, and that of the baby, before allowing Seth to discover the truth. He would ruin her if he found out. Millie didn’t believe there was much left of Rosemary’s reputation to ruin, considering the number of men her sister’s name had been linked with, but she did believe her threats. She feared the baby would be in danger, for Rosemary did appear to be as desperate this time as she’d been over the saddle, when she had jumped into the river.

				The weight on Millie’s chest increased tenfold. She didn’t believe her sister capable of murder, but she did know there were things worse than death. And knowing that had left her with no option but to agree to travel to Fort Sill to keep Seth from going to Washington, and possibly Richmond, as the letter he’d sent implied, until December.

				Her gaze roamed the room. Seth didn’t deserve the deception, neither Rosemary’s faithlessness nor Millie’s lies. And he didn’t deserve her painting his cabin with rose oil, either. But Rosemary was her sister. There was nothing she wouldn’t do to protect her, and the life growing inside her.

				If Millie was more daring and courageous, this would be easier. Actually, if she’d told Papa the truth five years ago, she wouldn’t be here now. She’d known about Clifton Wells, that Rosemary was planning to run off with him, but instead of saying something, fearful there’d be a row when Papa discovered it, Millie had gone to a friend’s house to avoid being dragged into the argument. The following morning, when she’d been summoned home, she’d been confused to hear Rosemary was marrying Seth instead of Clifton. Until Papa told her Clifton was already wed, and marrying Seth was the only thing that would save Rosemary’s name.

				A knock on the door had Millie pushing off the seat and squaring her shoulders. She couldn’t stop protecting the family secrets now, nor could she give up on this mission.

				“I hope I’m not intruding, Mrs. Parker,” Mr. Winston said when she opened the door, “but I wanted to drop off your boots. They should be fine this time. Good as new, actually.”

				A lump had formed in her throat at how he’d addressed her. Others, when making her acquaintance, had called her Mrs. Parker, but right now, after contemplating the past and the events that had led her to here to Seth, the deceit seemed uglier. Heavier. Taking the boots, she found a simple smile. “Thank you, Mr. Winston. I do appreciate all you’ve done.”

				“It’s been my pleasure, ma’am,” he said, bowing his head as he backed out the doorway.

				Not so much as a single scuff mark signaled that the heel had once been separated from the boot. Brand-new at the start of her journey, the black leather was still relatively stiff and the breakage had been disappointing. To Millie. Rosemary would have thrown them away and bought a new pair in Tulsa.

				“Good night, ma’am.”

				“Good night,” she repeated, closing the door.

				Seth watched the door close from where he stood across the compound. The smell of roses still filled his nostrils, leaving his insides hard. The flower’s aroma might be pleasant in small doses, but what he’d just experienced was sickening, mainly because it reminded him of Rosemary. The overpowering smell had taken him back in time.

				“Marry her and I’ll make you a major,” General St. Clair had said that fretful morning five years ago.

				Seth’s stomach recoiled all over again.

				He’d refused the offer, more than once, but ultimately, before the day was done, he’d become a major and married her.

				It had been a goal he’d set for himself, to become a major, and to do so at the age of twenty-three had been enticing, but that was not why he’d given in. The reason had been the general. The man had been afraid. Seth had assumed it was because of his daughter’s reputation, but St. Clair’s fear had been deeper, more distressing than one might experience over a reputation. The general had talked as if Rosemary’s very life was in danger, and eventually shared the truth that Rosemary was seeing another man, one she shouldn’t have been associating with, but was.

				None of that had truly been Seth’s concern, but knowing how the general had numerous times put his own life in danger to save the men he commanded, he hadn’t been able to ignore the man’s plea for assistance. When the general had assured Seth that he could still return to Indian Territory, and that when things calmed down in Richmond, he’d see to the divorce himself, Seth had finally agreed to marry the girl. In name only. He’d left shortly after the ceremony, with the general’s promise of a divorce within the year ringing in his ears.

				St. Clair had died less than a year later, and that’s when Seth had started pursuing the divorce on his own. It galled him, how he’d accepted the man’s deal—saved her reputation, and then worked twice as hard to prove he was capable of the position he’d been granted—only to have her ignore his requests. Not so much as a note had been sent his way, verifying she’d received his letters.

				Why was she here now? The question jarred his insides. She had nothing to gain, and though he lived half a world away from Richmond, word traveled. He knew Rosemary wasn’t sitting in her father’s parlor, pining for her husband.

				His gaze followed Winston as the man walked almost the entire length of the compound, his way lit by torches staked in the ground and shielded from the wind with heavy glass-and-brass enclosures. Winston turned near the icehouse and headed toward the location where a group had gathered.

				Some of the boys sat back there most every night, strumming guitars and banjos, playing harmonicas and an assortment of other instruments they’d acquired over the years. Seth sat there plenty of nights, too, but it wasn’t their music filtering through his mind right now, it was an annoying little feeling he hadn’t experienced for a very long time. He couldn’t be jealous of Winston; the man had simply returned her boots. Yet there was an inkling of envy or perhaps resentment inside Seth. It had appeared as soon as she’d opened the door and smiled at the man.

				She had Seth flustered. A crazy thing for him to be, but there was no other way to explain the turmoil swimming through his veins, and that confused him, too. Crazy as it was, he was attracted to her. A fact he’d been trying to deny ever since she’d climbed off the wagon and stomped across the dirt with that adorable uneven gait.

				A smile tugged at his lips. Covered in Oklahoma’s red dirt, parasol whipping in the wind behind her, with bright red cheeks and windblown hair, she’d been a sight. He’d never seen anything so endearing.

				And later, when he’d stepped onto the walkway after Russ had signaled that she’d left the bathing house, his heart had almost stopped in his chest. A puny gust of wind could have blown him over as he’d watched the beautiful woman walk toward him, dressed in a form-fitting blue-and-white dress that had him craving to see what lay beneath it. She still had on that dress, and he’d still like to see what was under it.

				He drew in another breath of air, long and hard. The telegraph lines weren’t working. A renegade had chopped down several poles recently, and repairs had been ordered, but the troop he’d sent out hadn’t returned yet. It was ironic that the last message that had come in had been the one saying his wife was to be picked up in Tulsa.

				A short time ago he’d questioned Lieutenant Paisley, but the man couldn’t say when the line might be up again. Poles could be down all the way to Tulsa. It had happened before. He’d given Paisley instructions—private ones—that as soon as the lines were working, a message needed to be sent to Richmond. He was determined to confirm his suspicions that it was, in fact, Millie in his cabin.

				It had to be Millie. There were too many inconsistencies for her not to be.

				Seth pushed off from the post he’d been leaning against. Whether it was Millie or Rosemary, payback was in order. “Lieutenant,” he shouted into the barn.

				A man appeared instantly. “Yes, sir?”

				“Get my saddle and some saddle soap. Bring it to my cabin.”

				“Now, sir?”

				“Yes, now.”

				“But that soap will stink up your cabin. The Indians make it for us and—”

				“I know,” Seth said, already heading there.

				It took even less time than he’d anticipated. He’d barely opened the tin, had yet to work much of the black slime into the leather when the door to her room opened. Her little nose was curled and her eyes were squinting.

				“What are you doing?” she asked.

				“Oiling my saddle.” He explained the obvious without looking up.

				“In here?”

				“Why not in here? An army man has to keep his equipment in order.”

				She crossed the room, opened the door. “Don’t you have a barn for that kind of thing?”

				He leaned back in his chair, stared at her pointedly. “If you don’t like it, you’re welcome to leave.”

				That was a nasty glare, the one she flashed his way, as she stomped across the floor to Russ’s old room. Seth allowed himself a moment to gloat.

				Only a moment, because in the next instant she was back, pouring something onto the seat of his saddle.

				“What the—” He grabbed the bottle, not needing to sniff the container to know she’d just dowsed his saddle with rose oil. “What do you think you’re doing?” A stupid question, but it was all he could think to say.

				“Disguising the stench,” she said with a curl to her lip.

				They stood there, across the table from one another. In all his born days, Seth had never backed down from a challenge, and he wasn’t about to start now. He even felt the tiniest mingling of guilt. After all, her only weapon was a bottle of rose oil.

				Wrong.

				Two nights later, Seth conceded her plethora of female things was more than he could take. Like those big bows, all eight of them, tied to the rungs of the ladder leading to his loft. And the bouquet of flowers that had been sitting in his hat this morning, which she’d positioned in the center of the table as if it was some huge, hideous vase.

				She had to have done that after he’d gone to bed last night.

				He should have heard her. He’d barely slept. Not with the way he was sneezing. The thought of another sleepless, miserable night snapped his last nerve. Two days of trying to out-scent each other hadn’t got him anywhere.

				Seth barreled through the door of their cabin. “What are you doing here?”

				Spinning around from where she stood near the stove, she held up a bundle of weeds. “Drying out wild lavender.”

				He sneezed.

				“Bless you,” she said.

				He’d been worn down before, but never quite like this. The cabin was overrun with flowers and bows and cushions and curtains. A man couldn’t take it.

				“No, I mean, why are you here?” He sneezed again. “If it was to make my life as miserable as possible, if the past five years haven’t been enough, you’ve succeeded.” They hadn’t spoken much over the past forty-eight hours, having been too busy trying to outdo each other. He was ready to talk now. “I did your father a favor—not to mention you—and he promised me a divorce in return.” After one more sneeze, Seth waved a hand around the cabin. “Instead, I get this.”

				Her eyes grew wide. “My father promised you a divorce?”

				“Yes, he did.” Seth hurried to shut the door before the entire compound heard him. “What were you thinking that night? Why’d you climb into my bed?”

				“I—I...”

				The way she trembled from head to toe sent a wave of guilt curdling in his stomach. He took a step back, but wasn’t going to back down on his questioning. He needed some sleep—in a cabin that didn’t smell like a flower garden.

				Another sneezed raked his body.

				“Bless you,” she repeated. “And I don’t know why I did that.” She spun, then walked across the room so the table separated them. “I thought I was going to marry another man, but—”

				“He was already married,” Seth supplied.

				“Yes,” she answered quietly, “he was.”

				That despondent little whisper did more to his insides than it should have. So did the way she gathered up several pots of flowers and set them outside the door.

				“Why are you here?” he asked as she propped the door open.

				“Because of your letter,” she said.

				“Which one?”

				She frowned slightly. “The one asking for a divorce.”

				“Which one?” he repeated.

				Her frown deepened.

				“I’ve sent you five sets of divorce papers.”

				“You have?” Shaking her head, she said, “I—I, um, I only saw this last set. The ones that arrived last month.”

				“How can that be?” he asked. “I know they were delivered.” After hearing no response to his first requests he’d insisted upon and received confirmation that the papers had been delivered to the house.

				He saw how wide her eyes grew before she turned and headed into his office. “M-my sister, M-Millie, always accepts the correspondence that arrives at the house.”

				Following, watching her pull dried bundles of flowers from the rope stretched from corner to corner, he sneezed before asking, “And she withholds mail from you?”

				“No...” Millie was searching for an explanation. She’d wondered if that had been the first time Seth had sent papers, yet had believed Rosemary when she’d assured her it was. The fact that Papa had promised a divorce was a surprise. He’d never mentioned that, but she had to believe Rosemary knew about it.

				The way Seth sneezed several more times had guilt and concern rippling through her.

				“Then why didn’t you get my other requests?” he asked, somewhat winded.

				“There was a lot of mail after Papa died.” Millie continued to pull down the flowers. It had been fun, irritating him, but his puffy, bloodshot eyes said this had gone far enough. “Anything to do with the army, anything official looking, was forwarded on. I must assume that’s what happened to your previous letters.”

				He gave a nod that didn’t really say if he believed her or not. She, on the other hand, had no doubt that Rosemary had received every set. Squeezing past him, flinching at another of his sneezing bouts, she carried the flowers she’d gathered out the front door.

				A fortifying breath helped, as did the memory of comforting Rosemary on her wedding night—after Seth had left for Indian Territory again. “I was distraught the—the night we met. When I crawled into your bed.” Mortification had her neck on fire, having him think she’d behave so, but she had to press on. “My father had forbidden me to see the man I thought I loved. I hadn’t known Clifton was married, and I thought...” She had no idea what Rosemary had been thinking when she’d acted so. Back in the office, Millie pulled down the rope. “I guess I hoped the action might make him change his mind.”

				“How was that going to help?”

				“I don’t know,” she growled. The answers weren’t coming to her, and him sounding so plugged and miserable didn’t help. “I told you, I was distraught and not thinking straight.”

				He sneezed again and Millie speeded up her gathering. Word had gotten out that Mrs. Ketchum had given her permission to pick a few flowers from the garden in the center of the fort, and the soldiers started bringing her wild ones by the dozens. It had been kind of them, and the flowers had worked to combat the foul-smelling concoctions Seth kept bringing in—including the cigar he’d puffed on until the entire cabin was full of blue smoke. But making him ill was not in Millie’s plan. The cabin had shaken with his sneezes last night. She’d grinned then, but this morning guilt had hit her when she saw how wretched he looked. Rosemary or not, it had gone too far.

				Millie had known a few things about Seth before arriving, such as how his work was revered from here to Washington. But it was the respect the others had for him that told her more. Even while traveling over the barren land, Mr. Winston and Mr. Cutter had nothing but admiration for the man they assumed was her husband. An individual didn’t earn that type of esteem by chance.

				“Whatever happened to him?”

				Drawing a blank, Millie asked, “Who?”

				“The man you thought you loved. The one that was married.”

				“I don’t know.” Rosemary had never mentioned Clifton again. “He left town, I guess.”

				“You guess?”

				She nodded and carried the last of the flowers out the door. After the wedding, Rosemary had been forbidden to leave the house. There had been a few months where life had been relatively calm. Then Papa had died and things had changed all over again. Especially when Rosemary had discovered the clout that came with being a major’s wife. She used that to open doors regularly. Special events and ceremonies she insisted she needed to attend—escorted by many different men.

				“You guess?” Seth repeated.

				Sighing heavily, Millie reentered the cabin as a new bout of guilt turned into a hard knot in her stomach. “Yeah, I guess. I guess we all do things from time to time without knowing why we do them.” She was speaking about herself, and crossed the room to wet a towel in the basin. “Here, wash your face to get rid of the pollen.”

				He eyed her warily.

				“It’ll help. Honest.” As he followed her directions, she said, “I’m sorry, too. I’ll put everything back the way it was tomorrow, and ask To-She-Wi if she knows how to eliminate the rose oil smell.”

				Seth folded the towel and hung it on the washstand. “I’m sorry, as well, for the saddle soap and stuff.”

				When the silence grew into a lingering stillness that had her nerves ticking, Millie inched her skirt up to show the tips of her boots. “I no longer need new boots. I’ll cancel the order first thing in the morning.”

				His gaze stayed on her boots. “No. It’s too late. Besides, it won’t hurt to have a spare pair.”

				There’d been a time when she’d had several pairs of boots, when Papa was alive. But like everything else, that too had changed. “All right, but I do have money. I’ll pay for them.”

				“Have you been short of money lately?”

				He’d stopped sneezing and was no longer wheezing. That alone allowed her to sigh with relief.

				“Have you been short of money lately?” he repeated.

				“No,” she answered, for Rosemary hadn’t been short of money. And that’s who she was. Rosemary. Flowers or not.

				Her gaze caught his then, and the way he squinted had her all but choking on the lump that bubbled up the back of her throat. Faltering, inside and out, she gestured toward her room. “I think I’ll turn in now. It’s been a long day.”

				He nodded and she hurried toward the door, but was turning the knob when he asked, “Why didn’t you just sign the divorce papers? There was no reason for you to travel out here.”

				A chill flowed over her, but she ignored it as best she could. “This way you won’t need to travel to Richmond.”

				“It’s only a short distance to there from Washington.”

				She turned, gave him a smile that wobbled on her lips. “Now you won’t need to go there, either.”

				“Yes, I will. I have to appear before Congress. Explain in person how important it is to increase the provisions sent to the tribes out here.”

				Millie felt like a mouse in the corner, trapped, with Lola’s whisk broom about to fall on top of her. Rosemary’s pregnancy wasn’t known outside the family, and before leaving for the fort Millie had taken precautions, told several people that both she and her sister were traveling out of town. But nothing was foolproof, and the news could spread to Washington. Rosemary did have a few enemies who would like nothing more than to be the one to tell Seth about his wife’s behavior over the past five years.

				“Perhaps you can send someone else,” Millie said hopefully.

				“No. It’s my job, and I’ll see to it.”

				“Oh.”

				Finally able to breathe without sneezing, Seth gulped in air. His eyes no longer burned and he could actually see how the lamplight reflected in the depths of her eyes and highlighted the flawless perfection of her skin, the shine of her hair. She was a beauty, but what he found more enchanting was her tender presence. There was sweetness in her voice and movements, even during those times when she reminded him of Rosemary. Which only proved she was Millie. Rosemary was about as gentle as a water moccasin. She would never have fought him with flowers. If they hadn’t made him as miserable as a kid with a runny nose, he’d have kept up the game. He’d run out of ammunition, though. His next choice would have been a bucket from the barn, and he wasn’t willing to do that.

				“Why is it your job?” she asked.

				His mind was circling like a wagon train in fear of attack, and before he remembered anything beyond their game, she was speaking again.

				“Surely they’re other army men that could relay the message.”

				Oh, yes, his trip to Washington.

				“I—I was hoping to stay out here until December,” she said, stammering slightly. “Maybe you could postpone your trip until then.”

				December? That was impossible. Yet, needing time to think why, he said, “We’ll talk about it tomorrow. You look tired.”

				She bowed her head bashfully. “I’ll remove everything in the morning. Including the curtains.”

				He’d won their game, so why didn’t it feel that way? “Good night.”

				She turned and pushed open the door to her room before saying, “Good night, Seth.”

				Something, maybe the sadness, or it might have been the softness of her voice and how sweet his name sounded when she said it, pinched him deep inside. Seth turned and, after glancing into his office, climbed the ladder to the loft, careful of the bows. Once there, laid out on his bed, he wondered if the open window let in that much fresh air or if he’d just got used to the smell of the rose oil. It hadn’t made him sneeze, not like those crazy weeds. Wild lavender, she’d called it.

				The next morning Russ woke him with the news that someone was requesting a meeting. A scout demanding army escorts for a wild-game hunting party coming down from Kansas. While walking across the compound to where the man waited, Russ said Seth smelled like the tents of the soiled doves that camped nearby a couple times a year.

				Seth held his tongue and his temper while talking with Otis Field, a scout known for finding buffalo for rich men to shoot. Not only was the man sniffing the air like a wolf picking up a scent, he was demanding three dozen men—which Seth wasn’t about to give out.

				In the end, he agreed to provide four soldiers, and he dictated the amount of days they could be gone, exactly where the hunting party could travel and what specifically could be hunted. Otis tried haggling, but Seth didn’t give an inch, and the scout was the one to accept defeat, or at least he claimed he’d accept the conditions. Long ago Seth had figured out who to trust and who not to, and the scout was not trustworthy.

				As Otis and four privates left, Seth made his way back to his cabin, where he planned on retrieving a fresh shirt and coat before riding out to find one of his Indian scouts. White Bird was never too far away, and he’d spread the word of the hunting party, letting all the tribes know to stay clear. For their safety, not the hunters’.

				When Seth opened the door, a sound had him walking directly into his office, where his heart did a somersault. Single-handedly she was dragging his desk across the room—or attempting to. The exertion had her face red and her chest heaving, even though the desk had been moved only a few feet.

				The room had been cleared out, including the curtains, cushions and rug, but it was the impish grimace on her face he reacted to.

				Without a word, he pulled the desk across the room. She pushed, and he hadn’t yet found his tongue, so he didn’t tell her not to.

				Once the desk was in place, along with his chair, he told her, “I’ll be gone all of today and probably most of tomorrow.”

				She frowned, which on her was cute. “Where are you going?”

				“I have to go find someone.” He chose not to say more, regretting the way he’d attempted to scare her about the Indians.

				“Who?” she asked, following him out of the office.

				“Just a man.” He climbed the bowless ladder, and pulling down his spare jacket from its hook, figured it probably smelled more like roses than the one he was wearing. That didn’t infuriate him. Perhaps because he now knew for certain that the woman downstairs was not his wife. Rosemary must have put her up to it, and the only way he was going to find out why was to gain Millie’s trust. She was a worthy opponent, and might have won their skirmish if the wildflowers hadn’t gotten to him—he’d seen how bad she felt about that. Fighting on someone else’s terms was the best way to lose; he’d learned that years ago. He would set the terms this round, and the battlefield. This time he would win.

				She was waiting at the bottom of the ladder and he couldn’t help but respond to the worry in her eyes. “Don’t fret. No one’s going to turn you over to the Indians, whether they attack or not.”

				A tiny grin formed, then she gave him an impudent stare. “I know that.”

				“Do you?” he asked, touching the end of her nose with the tip of one finger.

				“Yes, I do.” She spun, watched him shrug on and button his coat. “And I know there is a fort full of men who could ride out to find someone, so why you?”

				“Because I’m in charge.” He caught her beneath the chin with the same fingertip. “No harm will come to you while you’re here. I’ll personally see to that.”

				The trepidation in her eyes grew. “But who protects you?”

				He chuckled, already enjoying the second battle of their war. His finger trailed down her neck before he lifted it to tap her nose yet again. “Never fear, I won’t make you a widow before I truly make you a wife.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				“I swear, Seth, the harder I look, the less I see,” Millie declared, pulling the horse to a stop to study the land. It was like looking at the sea, except instead of rolling waves of water, there was flat ground covered with brown grass that didn’t end until it met the sky at the ridge of the horizon.

				His baritone laugh, a sound she’d heard more and more over the past week, had her insides doing somersaults. Fun ones, the kind that made her smile. There hadn’t been any more flower or saddle soap incidents, and a unique kind of truce had formed between them. One she could definitely live with. Seth was by far the most charming and attentive husband imaginable.

				He was resting one arm across his saddle horn, and his hat shadowed the upper part of his face as he studied her directly. “That, I think, is the best description of Indian Territory I’ve ever heard.”

				The grin on his face made hers increase. She turned back to the empty scene that in an odd way was quite magnificent. “There’s barely a tree.”

				“There are trees north of the fort. In the Wichita Mountains.”

				“Mountains?” This had been her first excursion outside the tall walls since her arrival, but from what she’d seen during the wagon ride, and from what spread out before her, she couldn’t imagine the flatness becoming mountainous.

				“Well, they’re more like foothills,” he said. “It’s a full day’s ride, though, and not a trip I’m willing to let you attempt.”

				The hammering of her heart told her what she thought about that even before her mind kicked in. His protectiveness was uncanny, and wonderful. “Oh, you let me travel two hundred miles with two men in a wagon with no canopy, for five days, seeing nothing but prairie grass and red dirt, yet you won’t let me ride for a day to see mountains?”

				Not even the sky overhead was as blue as his eyes when he removed his hat. The smile on his face grew, revealing the dimple in his cheek. He winked, and her insides jolted and fluttered so fast and hard her breath locked in her lungs.

				“That,” he said, “was before I knew you.”

				A heated sensation engulfed her chest, and went lower, all the way past her stomach. Bowing her head, for her face was on fire, she pressed her bottom against the saddle. Goodness, but he had an effect on her. His kindness and generosity had her thinking about things she’d never thought of before. Ridiculous things. Like kissing.

				Especially at bedtime, when he’d wish her good-night from her bedroom doorway, the desire inside her grew so strong it was troubling. Pretty much like it was right now.

				“Come on,” he said. “It’s time we headed back. I have a surprise for you.”

				Her head snapped up so fast her hat jostled. “A surprise?”

				She turned the horse around, kept it even with his. The happiness she’d experienced the past week was amazing, and it just kept increasing. Every day she awoke with a newfound freedom. Never before had she been able to climb out of bed knowing there was no merchant she had to confront, no “friend” she had to assure had misheard something her sister supposedly said, and no fear she might accidently say the wrong thing and have her sister as furious with her as she was with the rest of the world. Lately all Millie had to wonder about was how bright the sun would shine. There was still the pretense of her being here, but Seth never brought it up, and that was utterly liberating.

				Glowing inside and out, she asked, “What kind of surprise?”

				He reached over and tipped the brim of her hat lower. It was dark blue with a flat brim, an army-issued one just like his, but smaller, and he’d fastened a string through the felt to tie beneath her chin.

				“If I tell you, it won’t be a surprise.”

				“I can keep a secret,” she insisted.

				His laughter was like a song that made her want to dance with all the joy it inspired.

				“Is it a pot of tea?” she asked. That wouldn’t necessarily be a surprise. Even when he was busy over at the headquarters in a meeting, or out with a troop, one of Briggs Ryan’s maidens would unexpectedly bring a pot to the cabin, saying the major had requested it be delivered to her.

				He made a point of showing her how tightly his lips were clasped together, teasingly illustrating he wasn’t about to tell her anything. She laughed, but her mind went back to kissing, and she pulled her gaze away. He didn’t kiss her. Hadn’t, not once. But there were so many times he acted as if he was going to that she was going mad. It didn’t even help to pull up images of Rosemary. Matter of fact, it was becoming difficult to think like her sister most times.

				A twinge of guilt made Millie take a moment to silently chide herself. Seth Parker wasn’t her husband, and kissing him should never, ever enter her thoughts.

				Telling herself that was like telling the sun not to shine. It was a good thing he was a gentleman. She liked that about him. His manners and honor, and overall charisma. Truth be told, there wasn’t much she didn’t like about him. Perhaps that was why there were all these thoughts about kissing. A person should want to kiss someone they liked—shouldn’t they? Another type of guilt spilled inside her. She’d never thought about kissing Martin like this. Had never even wondered about it. All these other things had never surfaced when he’d taken her arm or aided her in some way, either. Then again, she’d never thought of Martin as anything more than a friend.

				The pressure in her lungs released slowly as she huffed out a long sigh. Millie didn’t know what she thought of Seth, as he seemed more than a friend. He was her husband, or at least her pretend husband. The stirring warmth in the depths of her body throbbed when she thought of him, and there was nothing she could do about it. Truth was, she loved being called the major’s wife.

				Seth turned her way, and she almost gulped at the heat that flared.

				“No, it’s not tea,” he said, “but I’m sure Briggs will have a pot brewing.”

				“Steeping,” she corrected, attempting to reroute her thoughts.

				He gave her a somewhat puzzled look. “Steeping?”

				“Yes, one brews coffee, but steeps tea.”

				His chuckle was accompanied by a head shake. “I’ll remember that.”

				“Good, you do that.” He had her insides bubbling, but there was also a carefree feeling she’d never experienced. “Want to race to that rock?”

				“You’ll be careful?” he asked.

				“I always am.”

				He stretched his long legs by standing in the stirrups for a moment as he took a look around the area. When he sat back down, he nodded. “All right, but just to the rock.”

				Excitement zipped under her skin. “On the count of three?”

				He nodded again.

				“One,” she said, hunching down. Riding always lifted her spirits. It was the one thing she’d always done just for her, and she missed it so much. It had been years since she’d gone riding just for the pleasure of it. Watching Seth out of the corner of her eye, she said, “Two...”

				Then, whipping the reins across the horse’s rump, she sent the animal into a full gallop before yelling, “Three!”

				He was at her side in no time, and remained there, his horse neck and neck with hers the entire race. The wind, the air, the dirt churning beneath the animals’ hooves, it was all so wonderful she was sorry when they passed the rock. But true to her word, she reined the horse in and glanced to her side.

				“You cheated,” Seth said, grinning.

				A giggle tickled her throat. “I thought I’d need a head start.”

				His laugh had her floating on a cloud, and she still felt that way a short time later, when he lifted her from the saddle as Russ appeared to lead the horses into the stable.

				“Thank you, Corporal Kemper,” she said, while wrapping a hand around Seth’s proffered elbow. The simple action never failed to make her heart swell.

				“You’re welcome, ma’am. Did you enjoy the ride?”

				She smiled at the tall young man, but something tugging at her heart had her turning to Seth as she answered, “Yes, thank you very much.”

				His smile was like the sun, with the ability to make amazing sensations grow inside her, as high and thick as morning glories on a trellis.

				“This way,” he said, pivoting about.

				“Our cabin is that way.” She glanced over her shoulder toward the little rooms that no longer smelled like roses. To-She-Wi had helped her scrub the place with water boiled with a minty-scented plant, while Seth had been gone that day and a half. That’s when things had changed between them. Ever since his return, he hadn’t questioned who she was. Instead he treated her with the utmost respect, and actually seemed to enjoy her company as much as she did his.

				“I know,” he said, with a noteworthy twinkle in his eyes. “But your surprise is this way.”

				Butterflies once again inhabited her insides, too strong to ignore even if she wanted to. “Ah, yes, my tea.”

				Several steps later, as they walked toward the officers’ quarters, she asked, “Are we visiting the Ketchums?”

				“No.”

				He angled their path toward the last house on the left, the big one she’d learned was a storage building. A sad thing for sure. The inside of the Ketchums’ home was roomy, not at all like their tiny cabin, and she assumed this one must be, as well. Identical in size and shape, it was made of thick round rocks and mortar, like most of the rest of the fort, including sections of the tall wall.

				During the past week, Seth had given her tours of every building on the property except this one. He’d said there might be mice in there, with all the boxes and crates. Hard to believe, with all the people scurrying in and out of it every day. The activity would surely scare away the varmints.

				Perhaps that was her surprise—a tour of what was kept in the building. Not that it mattered. The ride he’d already taken her on had been a wonderful gesture, and just being with him had made the world seem brighter and her steps lighter. He was a busy man and she couldn’t expect him to keep her entertained when there was work to be done. Yet she didn’t have the wherewithal not to want him near whenever possible.

				He escorted her up the short set of stairs, onto a porch where two high-back rocking chairs swayed in the wind. A day didn’t go by when the steady gusts weren’t stirring up dust, leaving no choice but to accept it. Therefore, in her mind, the breezes were no longer a bother.

				The contemplative look on Seth’s face as he paused near the doorway made Millie’s stomach flip. “What?” The moment that followed had her brows twitching and pulling downward.

				With a bow of his head, he opened the door. “After you.”

				The smell of beeswax reminded her of the hours she’d spent coating the banister, floors and furniture back in Richmond. She’d never minded the work, for afterward the house had shone. Taking a step forward, she removed her hat to get a better look while glancing around. The house back in Richmond gleamed as brightly as this one did right now.

				The left side boasted a large front parlor and the right held an arched doorway that led to a kitchen. Both rooms were fully furnished with pieces as finely crafted as those in her father’s home. A staircase straight ahead created a wall that led toward the back of the house, and the sun shining into the hallway proved there were more rooms with their doors open.

				She spun all the way around. There wasn’t a box, crate or barrel anywhere to be seen. Her gaze stopped on Seth, who wore an endearing, secretive grin. A chill not of fear or apprehension, but of anticipation zipped up her arms.

				He took her hat, and removing his, placed them both on a nearby table. When he turned, he held out his hands.

				Curious and delighted, she laid her fingertips in his palms, and drew a breath at how tenderly his hands folded around hers.

				“Welcome home,” he whispered.

				She tilted her head, to make sure she’d heard what he said, and to quickly scan the area again. His touch created a unique craving inside her that had her pulse racing and blood pounding in her ears. “Home?”

				“Yes, I decided it was time for the major to start living in the major’s house.”

				“Oh.” A nervous quiver made her ask, “But what about the cabin? Who’ll live...?” She swallowed, stopping the question as she suddenly remembered they weren’t married and truly shouldn’t be living as such. A shower of sadness rained inside her.

				“Russ will move back in there.”

				“Oh,” she repeated, glancing to where her feet had glued themselves to the polished floor. Just this morning he’d compared the quiet nights they’d shared to the ones where Russ had filled the cabin with snores. “I guess I’ll get used to his snoring,” she mumbled.

				Seth had wondered how this moment would go, and now that it was upon him, anticipation had his insides kicking like a lassoed pronghorn. He let loose one of her hands to lift her chin with his knuckle. The forlorn look in her eyes only heightened his excitement. His plan was working, almost too well. He found himself looking forward to spending every waking moment in her company, but he was still in control. Was always in control. “No, you won’t get used to Russ’s snoring,” he assured her, “because you’ll be living here. With me.”

				Her little gasp was accompanied by another flash of those big doe eyes, and Seth couldn’t help but grin at the sight.

				“Had you really thought I’d move in here without you?” he asked, keeping her chin up with his knuckle.

				The flush that appeared on her cheeks sent a jolt through his system. The desire to kiss her, taste those sweet lips, feel the way they curved, had been building over the past few days to the point where he thought of little else. It was tough at times, remembering just who she was, or rather, who she wasn’t. He uncurled his finger, ran the tip of it along the graceful curve of her chin.

				“This house,” he said, “is for the commander of the fort and his wife.”

				A tiny smile pulled at the sides of her lips. He knew this wasn’t Rosemary, but playing along with the game the two sisters had concocted did have its rewards. No harm could come from a simple kiss. Seth slid his hand along the softness of her neck and held her head in place as he lowered his lips to hers, slowly, giving her time to step back if she chose. His entire body sighed with pleasure when his mouth met hers. Soft and precious, the touch was perfect, just as he’d known it would be.

				A tiny gasp escaped her lips when he pulled his away, and a bashful smile covered her face. Oh, yes, soon she’d be telling him everything he wanted to know.

				Folding his other arm around her, he eased her closer, and this time, when their mouths met, he explored every sweet inch of her lips.

				Her hands were pressed against his chest, and the collar of his coat tugged downward as her fingers curled, clutching the material.

				He kissed her again, and again, long and hard, short and sweet, delighting in the way her lips moved to meet his, until his lungs screamed for a full breath of air. It would be so easy to forget the past, focus on the future. A chill rippled over him at that contradiction. His past held no women, and his future wouldn’t, either, once he’d found out what she wanted. He needed to remember that. And that this was a game.

				“Aw, Rosemary,” he whispered, purposely calling her that. Just as he expected, her entire body went as stiff as a rifle barrel.

				She pushed on his chest and spun around before he could glimpse her expression. It didn’t matter. He knew this was Millie, and he needed to find out why she was here.

				He caught her hand and tugged her back around. The fingers beneath his trembled, and her cheeks were red. When she attempted to step past him, he blocked her path. “Where are you going?”

				“I—I...” She took a breath. “I must pack. My clothes. My trunks. They’re at the cabin.”

				The rise and fall of her breasts as she gasped drew his eyes. The low neckline of the yellow-and-brown dress showed just enough skin to taunt his heightened senses. He fought to remind himself that this was all part of a plan. “Your trunks are already here,” he said. “Come on, I’ll show you around.”

				Stepping into the closest room, he stated, “This is the kitchen, obviously. It’s up to you if you want to prepare our meals, or continue to...”

				By the time the tour ended in the last room upstairs, where her four trunks lined the walls, tension no longer snapped inside him and her easy conversation said the kisses downstairs hadn’t had any lasting side effects in her. They had in him. The pleasure of the connection had him wanting to do it over and over again. And then some. Which would be overplaying his hand, but he couldn’t seem to stop the visions when they started forming.

				“I thought this was the storage house,” she said, running a hand over the quilt covering the bed.

				“It was,” he admitted. “Until I ordered it cleaned and made ready.”

				“When did you do that?”

				She was shy and skittish. He had to remember to take it slow. “Several days ago.” Leaning against the door frame, he gestured about the room. “What do you think?”

				She glanced at the windows, the walls, the furniture, and then quite nonchalantly, but grinning mischievously, said, “It’s certainly larger than the cabin. I suppose I could get used to it if I had to.”

				He chuckled. Her mocking banter never failed to delight him. Hoping she sincerely was pleased, he asked, “So do you like your surprise?”

				The way she smiled and kept her gaze locked with his as she walked toward him, led him to believe she did. Charm practically floated in the air around her, a magical essence no one at the fort was immune to. In a sense, Jasper had been right. She was what the place needed. In the short time she’d been here, there’d been changes. The men were showing up at mealtimes with their hair combed and their uniforms brushed, and they’d been watching their language. Their manners had improved, too, as had the overall mood of just about everyone. Seth couldn’t attribute it to anything but her.

				“Well,” she said, ducking around him and heading down the hallway, “I was hoping for a cup of tea.”

				It had been years since he’d laughed as much as he had over the past few days, and chuckling now, he snagged her arm. The desire to pull her against him and kiss her again was tempting, but he quelled it. Holding her in place, he pivoted and then walked down the hallway beside her.

				“I’m sure Briggs stocked tea in the kitchen.”

				A coy little smirk sat on her lips as she glanced his way. “You specifically requested it, didn’t you?”

				His ears heated up, but he admitted, “Yes, I did.”

				Her eyes dimmed and a flash of sadness crossed her face, but then her smile returned and she reached over to rub his hand. “Thank you.”

				There were times when the sincerity of her appreciation had him questioning his deceit. Pretending not to know who she was. The more he got to know her, the more things he found to like. Seth hadn’t expected that. He’d seen how the general had doted on his daughters, and knew full well the man’s death had left them very wealthy women. Yet she acted as if no one had ever given her anything, had ever taken an interest in her or truly cared for her.

				Something opened within him, as if someone had just pulled aside a shutter to reveal a window glowing with light. Caring for her, about her, was so easy, and gave him a pleasure he’d never quite experienced before. It was a little worrisome, but nothing he couldn’t deal with. Letting go of her elbow, he slipped his arm around her shoulders and brushed her hair with his lips. “You’re welcome.”

				Millie wanted to close her eyes, but his comforting touch made the chance of tripping and tumbling down the stairs a real possibility. She chose instead to hold her breath and try not to focus on how he kissed her hair, or how his hand tightened on her upper arm, holding her close to his side. It was so wonderful, yet so painful that the tears behind her eyes grew hotter, sharper.

				Being Rosemary had become agonizing. No, that wasn’t it. Not being Rosemary was what had become agonizing. His kiss had been all Millie had dreamed it would be and more, but unbearable pain had sliced through her the moment he’d whispered her sister’s name.

				He’d been kissing Rosemary, not her. The lump that formed inside her was massive and sore, and try as she might, she couldn’t think beyond it.

				“Hey,” he said. “You don’t seem very excited about your tea.”

				She stopped next to him at the bottom of the stairs—had no choice, with his arm around her. And digging deeper than ever, she searched for the ability to pull up yet another smile. The past hour had been grueling, pretending nothing had happened, trying to be excited about the house—a beautiful home indeed—all the while knowing it was a sham. A farce.

				No, she was the farce, and that wasn’t new. Her entire life had been a charade, at least as long as she could remember. She’d always had to pretend to be someone she wasn’t. Had to pretend she wasn’t the reason her mother took her own life—that an innocent baby couldn’t be to blame. Yet inside, Millie knew it was true, and knew she was as selfish as Rosemary always claimed.

				Maybe that’s what hurt so badly this time. All these years she’d wished for a way to prove otherwise, but Rosemary didn’t want to have anything to do with Seth. She didn’t want his attention—didn’t want him to kiss her. But Millie did, and here she was, focusing on that instead of the reason she was here. To save her sister’s life, and the baby’s.

				A sob bubbled in her throat even as she tried to pull up an ounce of fortitude. The baby depended on her and she couldn’t forget that. She’d just have to stop thinking about other things, and make sure kissing Seth never happened again. No matter how badly she wanted it.

				Resolve came—at least that’s what she told herself—but a smile couldn’t be found. So instead, she just shook her head. “I’m afraid I’ll never be able to steep a pot of tea as well as Mr. Ryan.”

				The tenderness in Seth’s face stabbed her already breaking heart, and when he leaned forward, pressed his forehead against hers, an ache shrouded her entire body.

				“Then,” he whispered, “I’ll go have Briggs steep you a pot and have it delivered.”

				“Major.”

				Millie didn’t turn at the sound of Russ’s voice. Tears were pressing too firmly against the backs of her eyes. Crying wouldn’t help, and it wouldn’t stop the urge to fall into Seth’s arms and tell him the truth. He’d be furious and hate her, and that would be worse than having him believe she was Rosemary.

				“Yes, Corporal Kemper?” Seth answered, lifting his head.

				“I’m sorry to intrude, sir,” Russ said. “But riders are coming in. It’s Per-Cum-Ske.”

				Seth’s hands continued to tenderly rub Millie’s upper arms, and his affection had her insides twisting into knots.

				“I’ll be right there,” he answered.

				She kept her eyes closed for as long as possible, until one of his hands lifted her chin, forcing her to look at him. The breath she was pulling in snagged in her throat at the solemn expression on his face. Concern set her heart throbbing. “Who is Per-Cum-Ske?”

				His sober gaze went to the door behind her. “He’s the current leader of the Comanche.”

				All her self-pity and sorrows vanished, while fear gripped her insides like a huge fist at the seriousness of his tone. She latched on to his shoulders, grasping the material of his jacket. “Seth—”

				“There’s nothing to fear,” he said. “I’ve known Per-Cum-Ske for years.”

				“Why then do I see worry in your eyes?” The question surprised her, for she hadn’t realized that was what she’d say. But his troubled look sent a chill clear to her toes.

				He smiled, though it was as false as some of the ones she forced upon her own lips. She’d created so many, they were easy to spot. Yet this was the first one she’d seen him display.

				“I,” he said, brushing her forehead with his lips, “am worried about your tea.” He took one of her hands, led her to the table by the door. “I’ll have Briggs send over a pot. You stay here. Acclimate yourself to your new home.”

				Her mind insisted she didn’t need tea, but her voice refused to comply, so she simply nodded.

				“Good girl,” he said, squeezing her hand before letting go. Then he put his hat on and walked out the door.

				The tremors in her knees kept her legs from moving. It was several moments before the ability returned and she followed his footsteps. On the front porch, she grasped one of the porch pillars to hold her up. The Indians on horseback, the ones slowly riding toward Seth as he stood in the center of the courtyard, were not like the ones in Tulsa, nor the ones she’d encountered here at the fort. Dressed in animal skins, with feathers in their hair and on their horses, they rode through the wide gate with guns in their hands and scowls on their faces. These were the ones that lived in Indian Territory. The ones her father had spoken about behind closed doors.

				Seth spoke to the man in front, the one with a large amount of feathers sticking out of the hat on his head. Though no words carried all the way to the house on the breeze, Millie could tell by his gestures that Seth was welcoming them to the fort. The Indian nodded while turning his head, scanning his surroundings, and when his gaze stopped on her, it was as if his eyes bore right into her skin, leaving it burning.

				“Come, dear, we mustn’t stare at them.”

				“Mrs. Ketchum...” Unaware that anyone had joined her, Millie found a touch of comfort in the older woman’s presence. She wanted to ask about the Indians, but the pull to turn back to the gathering in the courtyard was too strong.

				Seth’s gaze was what held her attention, and though he was a distance away, she clearly understood his request. Still fearing for him, she comprehended he had a job to do, and so did she. Being a major’s wife included allowing him to complete his duties without interference. Her father had instilled in her years ago the importance of not interfering in army business.

				“Come along, dear,” Mrs. Ketchum repeated.

				Millie turned, and remembering her manners, waved a hand for the other woman to cross the threshold first.

				“I know they’re frightening at first, dear, but your husband is an excellent commander. One of the best, and you have nothing to fear.” Ilene Ketchum closed the door. “Now, why don’t I take this opportunity to show you where everything is? I was so excited when I heard you and Seth were moving into the major’s house. I stocked the kitchen for the two of you myself.”

				“You did?” Millie bit her tongue and quickly added, “Thank you.”

				“You’re welcome. Seth was adamant that you not learn about what we were doing. He said everything had to be in order the first time he showed it to you. He wanted it to be a surprise. It was, wasn’t it?”

				The other’s woman’s features were angular and stern upon first glance, but Millie saw beyond that, especially after the meal she and Seth had shared with Jasper and Ilene upon her arrival. The woman’s kindness seemed to have no bounds, and Millie found herself looking up to her, wishing she could be more like her. Ilene had such confidence and poise, and Millie couldn’t help but wonder if her mother had been like that at one time.

				“I was surprised,” she answered. “Still am.”

				“Good.” The woman smiled brightly. “I’m glad. Now, as I said, I put the kitchen in order and I’ll show you where everything is. Jasper and I usually have our meals brought over by one of Mr. Ryan’s maidens, especially in the summer months. Even the smallest fire in the stove heats up the house and there really is no sense in wasting the wood. It’s so precious out here.”

				They’d crossed the room, and stood near the long wall adorned with cupboards. Gesturing toward the back door with one hand, Ilene continued, “You’ll see the woodshed out by the facilities. All of the officers’ homes share it. I will caution you to watch for snakes.”

				“Snakes?” Millie tried to keep the quiver out of her voice, but didn’t succeed.

				“Don’t worry. They’re just bull snakes. They keep the mice population down and the rattlesnakes away. But they do like to hide in the woodpile, and have startled me a time or two.” Ilene gave a carefree giggle. “Now, this is where I put the dishes, plates and bowls. Cups are over here....”

				The woman’s voice seemed to fade away. Mr. Cutter and Mr. Winston had warned of snakes while traveling, but Millie hadn’t thought of them inside the stockade walls. Of course, there were snakes in Virginia, but not in town. She’d never seen one in person and would be happy to keep it that way.

				“Rosemary?”

				A shiver had Millie glancing up, wondering how many times Ilene had called her by that name and she hadn’t answered.

				“Someone is knocking on the door. Would you like me to answer it?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				The tea To-She-Wi delivered was a magical elixir, and after sharing the pot with Ilene, Millie was much more prepared to be shown about her new home—and see it this time with a clear mind. The house had all the comforts of her Richmond home, and more, for Seth’s clothes hung in the room across the hall from hers.

				Back downstairs, in the hall beyond the staircase, Ilene pointed into a windowless room. “I saved this for last. It’s the bathing area. It was my idea, as was the bathing house for the men living in the barracks. Men just don’t think of such things, yet they use them as regularly as women,” she said. “Most of the year, just leaving water on the back porch will heat it enough to use. Of course, Briggs always has a stove going, and will heat water if you don’t wish to start your own fire.”

				A large tub, bench and small dressing table filled the room, and the thought of the private area was welcome. Yet other things were filling Millie’s mind. “There’s barely a tree out here,” she noted. “Where does the wood come from?”

				“The Wichita Mountains are fifteen or so miles from here. Troops of soldiers are regularly deployed to gather enough wood to last a couple of months.”

				“Is that where the Indians live?”

				“Sometimes. Most of them still move from place to place every few months or so.”

				“Why?”

				“Let’s return to the kitchen,” Ilene suggested. “I added more water to the teapot so we can have another cup.”

				Millie followed, and once seated, sipping the tepid, weak but still refreshing tea, asked again, “Why do they move around?”

				“It’s their way of life.” Ilene shrugged as she held her teacup, but her face and tone held compassion and understanding. “They used to follow the buffalo, and now some follow the cattle drives, gathering chips and whatnot for fuel.”

				“Chips?”

				“After the cattle defecate, the sun dries the piles hard and they burn quite well.” Ilene smiled, setting her cup down. “It’s not as unpleasant as it sounds. The Indians also cut tall grass and twist it into small bundles to burn in their fires.” She sighed then. “They aren’t bad people or evil, they’re just like you and me, and the rest of the world. Families with babies and children to take care of. But unlike a lot of us, their entire way of life has been unbalanced. For the most part, they’re trying very hard to adjust. The buffalo used to provide them with almost everything they needed.” She shook her head as if confused or disgusted. “And now the army sends them flour.”

				“That’s bad?” Millie asked.

				“Well, yes, they don’t know what to do with flour and baking powder. They’ve never used it before. They don’t have ovens, just open fires.” Ilene pushed her cup away and folded her hands upon the table. “That’s why Seth is going to Washington in person next month. To insist that the provisions sent out here are ones the tribes can use. Things that will feed their families. It used to be the cattlemen would give the Indians a few head of cows to cross their land, but now they bring bottles of whiskey to trade instead. A very sad thing for sure.”

				Millie pushed her cup aside, as well, no longer thirsty. Seth’s trip to Washington was imperative. She understood that and couldn’t ask him not to go, but she had to find a way to postpone it.

				“Don’t frown so,” Ilene said. “I know Seth will make progress. He can be quite persuasive.” She reached over and laid a hand upon Millie’s. “And I’m so glad you’re here for him.”

				Millie had no idea how to respond, so she simply nodded. “Thank you.”

				“Did your sister go off to school, or marry?”

				Her blood turned cold. “My sister?”

				“Yes,” Ilene said. “Seth said you have a younger sister, that you had to take care of her, raise her. That’s why you never came out here before.”

				“He did?”

				Ilene patted her hand. “Last winter Seth was very ill. That’s when I discovered he was married. I wrote you a letter. I know I’d have wanted someone to tell me if Jasper was ill.”

				Millie’s heart was pounding as she thought of Seth, so strong and healthy, becoming ill. It seemed almost impossible, and frightening at the same time. “I—I never received a letter.”

				“That’s what Seth assumed once he was better. And that’s when he told me about your younger sister. Millie, isn’t it?”

				The lump was too large to swallow around. Would the lies never end? Millie nodded and reached for the tepid tea.

				* * *

				Seth was still at the headquarters building along with Jasper Ketchum and several others, including the Indian Per-Cum-Ske, when Millie carried a lamp up to her room and prepared for bed. Ilene had returned and they’d eaten together the meal To-She-Wi had delivered. Millie had worked hard to keep the conversation off herself. Had to. Confusion was overwhelming her mind. She knew she wasn’t Rosemary, but she couldn’t help but wish she was. Pretending Seth was her husband—speaking of him as if he was—was so easy and enchanting. It was as if she’d landed in the life she’d always imagined having, except she wasn’t herself. She was a Millie-Rosemary person who didn’t even exist.

				Flopping onto the bed, she lay on top of the covers wearing just her nightgown. The weather hadn’t cooled off yet this evening, and even with the window open, the room was hot. Or maybe it was just her body. When it wasn’t heated by thoughts of Seth, it was boiling with all the things Rosemary hadn’t told her.

				If Millie had seen Ilene’s letter, she’d have come. She’d have taken care of Seth.

				The rolling of her stomach said that wasn’t true. Rosemary would never have let her, and the chance she’d have come upon Ilene’s letter was next to nil. Not only would Millie never have read someone else’s private message, she was often away from home when correspondence arrived. Either staying clear, not wanting to know who was visiting her sister, or on an errand for Rosemary. Returning a garment to the dressmaker that didn’t fit quite right, or a hat to the milliner, or...her eyes went across the room, to where her boots sat upon one of her trunks...shoes to the shoemaker.

				She pressed a hand to her chest, where it felt as if someone was stitching up her heart and pulling the string tight, telling her once again how selfish she was. Focusing on the boots, she tried to think other thoughts. The heel was as good as new. It hadn’t given her any problems, and every morning, when she pulled the boots on, she was reminded of her mission. Yet it didn’t stop her from wishing things were different.

				Sighing, she turned her gaze to the window, wondering again when Seth would return. To-She-Wi had said he’d eaten. All the men in the meeting had, and that was comforting, but not as soothing as the way he wished her a good-night. She’d wait up, as long as it took, to hear those words again tonight, too.

				Without much effort, her mind pulled up a picture of him standing in the doorway, leaning against the frame as he had back at the cabin. His grin would be a bit cockeyed—showing his dimple—and sweet, and he’d say the words softly. Not necessarily a whisper, but in a low tone that was like a lullaby. Kissing entered her mind again, and she could almost see him walking across the room, sitting down on the edge of her bed.... A sigh left her chest, and she let her mind wander, creating a most pleasurable dream.

				A thud, thump, or some such sound tugged her from slumber. Blinking, she fought to chase away the groggy thickness in her mind and vision. The flame in the lamp still flickered, and she reached for it, wondering when she’d fallen asleep.

				Her hand stalled as she sat up. Fine-tuning her hearing, she waited for another sound, something to let her know Seth had returned.

				The quiet was interrupted by an odd, faint scratching. Flipping her legs over the edge of the bed, she scanned the room, noting one boot on the floor.

				She was halfway across the room when she noticed the other boot, still atop the trunk, wobble. She took another step, but froze as a tiny head popped up over the top. Her heart jolted, throbbed against her rib cage, and then the snake noticed her. Or she realized it was a snake. Either way, it hissed and she screamed.

				In a single bound she was back on top of the bed, screaming the only name her mind knew. “Seth! Seth...!”

				Shrugging out of his coat, having just walked into the house, Seth left the garment in his wake as he flew up the stairs. The terror-filled screams sent ice pumping through his veins.

				He shot down the hall, and rounding the corner into her room, slid to a stop. She stood on the bed, up against the wall near the headboard. The lamp beside her bed flickered in the darkness, turning her thin nightgown gossamer and silhouetting a shape beneath that stole his breath away.

				Another scream, his name, pierced the air. One of her trembling arms was held out, pointing toward the far side of the room. He saw it then, the bull snake. A young one from the size of it. They all had bad attitudes, and this one was no different. Reared up, forming an S with its body, it lunged forward while backtracking across the top of the trunk. He was thankful such a minor thing was the cause of the commotion. For a moment he’d imagined one of Per-Cum-Ske’s braves climbing through a window. The man had been too curious about her, and that had got Seth’s goat early on in the meeting.

				He crossed the room, snatched up the critter by the back of the neck and tossed it out the open window. A brave would have needed a ladder to enter her window, and none were left lying around. Turning back to assure her all was fine, he felt his heart jolt again. Not only was her gown see-through, her face was colorless.

				“Shhh,” he whispered. “It’s gone.”

				Still cowering near the wall, she shook her head.

				“It’s gone,” he repeated, walking slowly to the side of the bed and holding out a hand. “Come here.”

				Her head didn’t move, but her eyes did. “Seth?”

				“Yes, it’s me. Come here, sweetheart.” The endearment rolled off his tongue without thought as he took her hand and tugged her toward him.

				She crumpled onto her knees and latched her hands around his neck. Catching her with both arms, he pulled her forward, held her trembling body against his chest. “Shhh,” he repeated as his insides filled with unfathomable warmth. “It’s gone.”

				“It was huge,” she gasped.

				“No, he was just a little guy,” he teased, hoping to ease her fears. “And he’s gone now.”

				“Where’d it come from?”

				He shouldn’t be enjoying holding her, for she was scared, but she felt so good pressed against him like this. Just the thin cotton of his shirt and her gown separated his chest from her breasts, and that had his blood pulsing. Running a hand down the length of her hair, stopping to press his palm into the small of her back, he answered, “It must have been left over from one of the crates or barrels.”

				“What did it want?”

				She was calming down a touch. Her breath was no longer coming out in tiny gasps, but he continued to run a hand up and down her back. “A mouse or two, I’d suspect.”

				“I don’t mind mice.”

				Her voice was so tiny and meek he smiled and brushed a kiss to the top of her hair, which hung between her shoulder blades. He’d watched her brush it out, standing in the doorway back at their cabin last night, and wondered. Five years ago, Millie’s hair had hung past her waist. He remembered that because Rosemary had pointed it out, when noting differences between them. She’d said Millie had no style.

				People could cut their hair, did all the time. Millie could have, too. He’d contemplated that again in the past few hours, while telling himself he wasn’t jealous of Per-Cum-Ske’s interest in her. Yet Seth had also started to wonder if he’d judged too quickly. Started questioning if this could in fact be Rosemary, his wife; maybe she’d changed. They’d spent only a few hours together back then, and she had been upset—which could bring out the worst in people. If only he had a picture to compare. But he didn’t. Other than the one in his mind, which, he had to admit, he’d painted very unflatteringly over the years.

				“Will it be back?”

				He nestled his chin against the top of her head, curled his arms tighter around her. “No, he won’t be back.”

				She shivered slightly. “Does he have friends?”

				Seth chuckled and scooped her off the bed.

				They were halfway across the room before she asked, “Where are we going?”

				“To my room.” It wasn’t that he was surprised by his actions, just unsure, and he considered turning around, but didn’t.

				Once in his room, straight across the hall from hers, he leaned down and threw back the covers before setting her on the bed. “You can sleep right there.”

				“Are there snakes in here?”

				Her arms were still locked around his neck and he gradually eased them off, questioning if he’d lost his mind. “I’ll go get the lamp from your room and check.”

				Back within seconds, he made a show of looking beneath the dresser and in the wardrobe closet, and a touch of apprehension clutched him as he bent to peer under the bed, as if he half expected to find another snake himself. It was doubtful, but he’d have the men sweep the house again tomorrow and make sure there were no others.

				“No snakes,” he declared, setting the lamp on the table. He pondered sleeping in her room, but only for a moment. Taking a seat on the edge of the bed, he removed his boots, using the toe of the opposite foot against the heel. The pants would stay on, even though they were wool, but the socks and shirt would have to go. It was too hot to remain fully dressed.

				“Where will you sleep?”

				Once his socks found a place on the floor beside the boots, he twisted and patted the pillow beside hers. “Right here.”

				She bit her bottom lip and swallowed hard, and a part of him wanted to copy her actions. Instead, he removed his shirt, tossed it on the chair and stretched out, tucking his feet and knees beneath the covers still folded back on his side. “This way, any snake will have to crawl over me to get to you, and I won’t let that happen.”

				Her relieved sigh was probably heard in Texas, but it did little to ease his apprehension.

				“Thank you,” she whispered.

				She needed his protection. That’s all this was. He repeated the justification as he reached over and turned down the lamp wick, and then, as if it was the most natural thing on earth, he slid an arm beneath her neck and tugged her close. “Come here.”

				She stiffened, but only for a moment, and then rolled onto her side to snuggle against him, resting her head on his shoulder and her hand on his chest, right over his thudding heart. This time he did swallow hard, for something deep inside called a warning, while another part of him rejoiced. He slipped his free hand beneath the covers and cupped her hip to hold her in place.

				“Better?” he asked.

				“Much,” she whispered. “Much, much better.”

				“Good. Go to sleep now, it’s late.”

				“How late is it?”

				“After midnight.”

				“I was trying to stay awake, to wish you good-night.”

				Her hand was playing havoc on his already heated body as her fingertips teased and parted the hair on his chest. “You can say it now,” he whispered, as hoarse as a frog with a cold.

				“Good night, Seth.”

				“Good night, sweetheart,” he answered. This was crazy. He should have heeded the warning. Or he should crawl out of the bed now, while he still could. Her leg had curled up and one knee was resting on his thigh, awfully close to the other part of his body that was growing more eager by the second. He’d never wanted a woman as badly as he wanted her, as thoroughly. Had never reacted to anything this way. Even in the heat of battle his heart hadn’t raced like this. Furthermore, patience wasn’t his best virtue, and right now he found himself wishing she was Rosemary. Wishing he could be sure. Actually, her name didn’t matter. Truth was he’d gotten caught in his own snare. He was no longer pretending. Might never have been. He wanted her, this beautiful woman that the entire fort was talking about. His wife.

				Millie couldn’t quite grasp what was happening inside her. The fear of the snake—though she’d never been more afraid in her life—was gone, and the way Seth called her sweetheart had her heart singing the sweetest tune imaginable. But beyond all that there was an energy building inside her that wouldn’t slow down, and her breasts were on fire. They felt heavy and swollen. An odd thing for sure, and embarrassing to think about, but the sensation of being pressed against Seth heightened their sensitivity and consumed her thoughts. As did her leg. It was folded over his, and her inner thigh could feel the coarse fibers of his wool britches. She’d never experienced anything like this awareness before.

				If it was possible, her body wanted to get even closer to him.

				She wiggled slightly, pressing tighter against him. Her heart leaped as if rewarded when his hand, the one resting on her hip, slid upward, rubbing her side, and the stirring in her stomach increased as he kissed the top of her head.

				Millie shifted, just to glance up. The room was dark, but she could see his smile. His blue eyes held hers for several quiet moments and then a wave of delight flooded her being as his face came down to meet hers.

				His lips were tender and warm, and swept over hers so gently her lips chased after them. It was fun, and created a tiny giggle. He chuckled, too, and then softly bit her bottom lip. She laughed again.

				It was unfathomable, but goodness gracious, wonderful. So much so that she copied his action. It was like a game of copycat, or hide-and-seek, that ended when his mouth completely covered hers. His lips were firmer, more precise, and his hand held the back of her head. Astounded, having never experienced anything so magnificent, she arched upward and pressed her mouth fully against his.

				With her head spinning and her body flaming with an inner heat, all Millie could comprehend was that his kisses were all she’d ever wanted.

				Or so she thought, until his hand glided to the edge of her breast. The sensation had her toes curling, and then his palm covered one, kneading it in a way that provided such bliss she couldn’t contain the moan that bubbled in her throat.

				His tongue had entered her mouth, and hers had leaped to life, twisted with his, and she didn’t want it to stop. Didn’t want any of it to end.

				The heat and pressure building inside her was agonizing and wonderful at the same time. His body was so firm and hard beneath her fingertips, and a driving inner force had her scooting closer.

				He stopped the kiss so abruptly she gasped, or maybe she was just breathless. She pulled air into her lungs as he kissed her forehead and then rested his chin on her head.

				“We have to go to sleep. Now. Or we never will,” he whispered.

				She nodded, not really sure why. There was no way she could sleep. Her very center was on fire, and her breasts were stinging, wanting him to touch them again. His hold was still strong, kept her firmly pressed against him, and she hoped—no, prayed—that he wouldn’t let her loose. Not yet, or maybe not ever.

				He rubbed the top of her head with his chin and stroked her side with his hand, and the actions were comforting, slowly allowing her to relax. But even as sleep crept in, Millie continued to relive the moment, over and over again. It had been extraordinary.

				The next thing she knew was that she was alone in the bed.

				Startled, she sat up. Sunlight was streaming in the window. Turning, she stared at the bed, half afraid she’d dreamed it all. There was a clear indentation in the pillow next to her and a smile formed as she recalled the comfort of his shoulder beneath her head.

				“Good morning.”

				Her gaze snapped to the doorway, where Seth was leaning against the frame, as handsome as ever, perhaps more so.

				“Good morning.” Noting he was freshly shaved and fully dressed, she said, “I must have overslept.”

				“You had a rough night.”

				A frown pulled at her brows. It had been the most delightful night of her life.

				“I have men coming over in an hour. They’ll sweep the house for snakes.”

				Her heart leaped, and she scanned the room.

				A warm and gentle hand folded around her fingers. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll take you back to your room so you can dress before the men arrive.”

				Embarrassment at wearing nothing more than her bedclothes stung her cheeks, but she shook her head.

				“All right,” he said, “just tell me what you need and I’ll get it for you.”

				She did, and he gathered it all, and then stood outside his closed bedroom door as she dressed. Her hands had never shaken so, and it had nothing to do with snakes. The fact that Seth had touched her private garments had her heart threatening to pound its way right out of her body. This should never have happened—him gathering her underclothes or her sleeping in his bed.

				Once fully dressed, she fixed her hair and then straightened the bedcovers. Not sure what to do with her nightgown, Millie draped it over the footboard of the bed before moving to the door. Once the men had checked for snakes, she’d take it into her room, and make sure nothing like this happened again. Rosemary would be furious.

				“Ready for breakfast?” Seth asked, holding out his arm as she opened the door.

				Her heart did a complete cartwheel when he took her hand, but she managed to nod demurely. She couldn’t pull away—she was his wife. But not really, so she shouldn’t encourages such advances. Oh, good heavens, nothing made sense.

				“Our food was just delivered,” he said as they walked down the hallway. “At least that’s what I’m assuming. I heard the front door close.”

				He was so very handsome, she could spend hours just looking at him and never tire of the sight, and when he smiled at her as he was right now, her insides turned all warm and soft, making her want to feel like this forever. That, too, was wrong and selfish, and she had to put a stop to it.

				Once they were at the bottom of the stairs, she sought what she hoped was a safe subject. “Would you prefer I cooked our meals?” Cooking wasn’t her best talent. Lola had made all the meals back in Richmond, but Mr. Ryan was sincerely kind, and he’d probably assist her if she asked.

				Seth tugged her toward the kitchen. “I,” he said, leading her toward the table, “prefer that you do whatever you want. If you want to cook, cook. If you don’t, don’t.”

				Sitting in the chair he held out, she glanced over her shoulder. “You don’t even know whether I can cook or not.”

				He paused, gazing at her curiously as he pushed her chair in. Her stomach flipped. Rosemary would never have offered to cook, and his look said he knew that.

				“I have some things to see to this morning,” he said, after sitting down across from her and filling her cup with tea. “But this afternoon, I can take you over to see Jenkins. A cargo wagon pulled in a short time ago. Your boots might be in it.”

				“Oh, I forgot about them,” she admitted. Shopping was something Rosemary would do. She lived for it. “I can go over there this morning. There’s no need for you to take me. It’s only across the compound.” She cut a piece of bread in half, thankful her insides were returning to normal—or as normal as they could be. “It’ll give me something to do while the men look for snakes.”

				“I can send Russ with you if you want.”

				“That’s not necessary,” she answered, pulling up Rosemary’s tone. It chilled her to the bone, but it was the only thing she could do to still her heart and fulfill her purpose.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Damn, he was tired of these eerie feelings. Fighting the urge to devour her all night had left him so full of frustration his skin was too tight. But right now, her tone sliced him deep, as did the set of her chin. Together they caused a peculiar inner instinct to kick in, as if he somehow knew a storm was brewing.

				They finished the meal in silence and that irritated Seth even more. The shine was gone from her eyes, the glow from her cheeks. She was like a chameleon, changing her skin color to adapt to her surroundings.

				A knock on the door had him pushing away from the table. The movement didn’t help the knot in his stomach, the one that coiled itself around his spine until his back ached. That gut-wrenching sensation occurred whenever he was reminded of the old Rosemary, and nothing relieved it. Hadn’t for years.

				Aw, hell. He was putting too much thought into all this, that was the problem. This wasn’t an Indian uprising, where he had to strategically consider every move, find a way to think ahead of his opponent. This was about one tiny woman. He had to quit questioning if she was Millie or Rosemary. He knew the answer to that. Carrying Rosemary to his bed would never have happened. Would never happen. Ever. His goal, to get to the bottom of why Millie was here, and send her home, hadn’t changed. The fort was no place for her. She was too innocent for this untamed territory, and for him.

				“Major? We’re here to check for snakes.”

				Shaking his head, Seth glanced up, half unaware he’d even opened the door. Stepping aside, he waved a hand. “Come in, Private.”

				“Ma’am,” Kent Wickham said, clicking his heels together as he squared his shoulders and pulled the hat off his head.

				From the archway between the two rooms, she nodded. “Good morning.”

				The way her cheeks grew pink again when Seth caught her gaze had him clenching his teeth. Leaving as soon as possible was what would be best for everyone. The men were taking too much notice. Even in the simple dress, green with tiny white stripes, without lace or ruffles or other embellishments, she looked as stunning as a woman decked out in finery for a fancy ball. The form-fitting gown enhanced her slender figure, but it was more than that. Natural beauty hovered around her like a glow an artist painted around images of angels.

				He’d discovered that something soft and whimsical swirled around his heart whenever he looked at her lately. A reaction he’d never before experienced, and that worried him. Almost as much as what had happened last night worried him. He had a fort to oversee and couldn’t afford to be distracted. He certainly couldn’t afford to take Millie’s innocence.

				Two other privates greeted her as they entered, and Seth quickly explained the situation last night, before he moved to where she stood in the archway as the searchers went upstairs.

				He was a military man, had embraced that choice for years. But when it came to spending time with her or carrying out his duties, resentment toward his obligations tended to flare up. That had never happened before and couldn’t happen now. Things were precarious out here, and needed his constant attention. Per-Cum-Ske was insistent upon going to Washington, and that was what needed Seth’s focus right now. He should have been at it an hour ago.

				“I’ll walk with you as far as headquarters,” he said.

				“I’ll need my bonnet and wrist bag.”

				The grimace when she glanced toward the stairs made him grin, even though he didn’t want to. “I’ll get them,” he offered. “Where are they?”

				“Thank you,” she said. “They’re in the wardrobe closet. Hanging on a hook on the left.”

				He nodded and shot up the stairs. After insisting the men double-and triple-check every nook and cranny, he grabbed her items and found her waiting on the front porch.

				“I’m sure there aren’t any more snakes,” he said, pulling the door closed behind him.

				“I hope not.” She took the bonnet, slipped it on and tied the long ribbons on the side of her chin before taking the bag. “Thank you. Both for getting my things and for having the men search the house.”

				There was a shyness about her again, and with it came the desire to kiss her again. It had been there the moment he’d awakened with her still snuggled against his side, and had been with him ever since, other than that fleeting moment in the kitchen when she’d reminded him of the past. Then he’d wanted her out of here as fast as possible. Now, looking into those clear brown eyes, he didn’t want her to be anywhere but at his side. Which was impossible.

				Seth dwelled on that as they walked, and if she hadn’t stopped, he’d have kept going right past headquarters. The big stone building with its wide double doors mocked him this morning. Challenged him to ignore the responsibilities that lay inside it. Inside him.

				“Have a good meeting,” she said.

				Accepting his duties, as he always would, he let loose her arm.

				Millie, with her hands trembling and her insides fluttering, turned, knowing he wouldn’t go into his meeting while she was standing there. He was too much of a gentleman for that. Putting one foot in front of the other had never been quite this difficult before. The desire to tell him the truth, the entire truth, created a rather intense argument inside her.

				By the time she reached the trading post she had resigned herself again to the fact that she couldn’t tell Seth anything, but it left her stomach churning. She told herself to ignore it. Not that it helped.

				“Aw, Mrs. Parker, your boots are in.”

				“Good morning, Mr. Jenkins,” she said, maneuvering through the space, which was even more crowded than usual. Crates made of thin wooden slats were balanced precariously and stacked head high in most every direction. “My husband thought they might have arrived.” A thrill circled her heart. Husband. One word had never filled her with such pride.

				“Yes, yes, just this morning,” the bearded store owner answered. “I’d sent a wagon to Denver the day you ordered them, to make sure I’d get them as soon as possible. No one wants to disappoint the major.”

				“I’m sure they don’t,” she answered, turning toward the dusty window, where the faint outline of the headquarters building could be seen. Seth was a firm leader, but well respected and admired. She’d gathered that from the first day, and every day since.

				“Here they are, ma’am.”

				Mr. Jenkins, the lower half of his face covered in white whiskers, had set a pair of black boots very similar to the ones she was wearing on the counter. “These are perfect,” she said. “Thank you.”

				“Would you like to try them on?”

				“I don’t believe there is any need.” Then, remembering the soldiers searching for snakes, she realized spending time at the trading post seemed a much better idea than returning home. Especially if another slithering creature was uncovered. “On second thought, I believe I will.”

				Mr. Jenkins pulled a stool around the plank-and-barrel counter and set it down, patting the round top. “Here you go. Sit right here.”

				In no hurry, she removed a boot and slipped her foot into one of the new ones. It fit perfectly and the inner sole was as soft as a pillow. “These are very nice boots, Mr. Jenkins.”

				“Only the best,” he said with a wide grin. “I have something else for you, ma’am.”

				“Oh?” she answered absently, while removing the boot. The idea that Seth had picked them out filled her with a unique sense of endearment. She’d save them for special occasions.

				“Here you go.” The man held out a yellow parasol, complete with cane handle.

				Shaking her head, she sought for an explanation. “I don’t recall ordering that, Mr. Jenkins, though it is very beautiful.”

				“You didn’t order it, ma’am. It’s my gift to you.” The top of his head, very close to being hairless, took on a pink glow. “Seeing how your other one was ruined on your journey out here.”

				His smile was so bright and his tone so sincere, she had a hard time shaking her head again. “I couldn’t accept such a gift, Mr. Jenkins. But thank you for the thought.”

				He extended it farther. “I insist, Mrs. Parker. It’s a gift to welcome you to our fort. Please take it.”

				“Oh, but I couldn’t.”

				Shaking his head, the man said, “Then I’ll have to tell the major.”

				Her stomach flipped. “Tell the major what?”

				“That you wouldn’t accept my welcoming gift.” There was a teasing glint in his eyes. “He’ll make you take it. He likes to keep everyone happy. Makes for easier living.”

				Relieved, because for a split second she’d thought he had discovered her true identity, Millie clicked her tongue. “You, Mr. Jenkins, are a rascal.”

				His guffaw echoed off the walls, ceiling and unevenly stacked crates. “That I am, ma’am. Now are you gonna take my present or not?”

				“I believe I have no choice.” She grasped the handle and ran her other hand over the silk and lace folded and tied along the intricate woodwork. It was a beautiful piece, and finely made. “Thank you, Mr. Jenkins. I appreciate your thoughtfulness.”

				“And we appreciate you. The major’s been grinning ever since you stepped off that wagon.”

				Her heart seemed to double in size. Everyone at the fort was so kind to her. Had been since her arrival. She leaned closer to the man and teasingly whispered, “He’s probably still thinking about the comical limp my broken heel gave me.”

				The storekeeper’s rumbling laughter filled the room again. “You were a sight, ma’am.”

				She couldn’t help but giggle. “I know.” Happiness like this was so new, sometimes she wondered if she should pinch herself. Setting the parasol on the counter next to her boots, she asked, “May I leave these here? I’d like to look around a bit.”

				“Of course.” He picked a can out of the box next to him and set it on the shelf. “I gotta get this freight unloaded, but you just holler if you find something you can’t reach.”

				“I will,” she assured him, already scanning the shelves and tables. There truly wasn’t anything she needed, but it would take the men time to check the house, so she might as well explore the merchandise. Besides, with Seth at headquarters, there was little else to fill her time.

				Time. Now that was an amazing thing. A week ago, she’d thought Mr. Jenkins a scary-looking character, but now recognized he was an enterprising shop owner who was also generous. A kind-hearted soul. Not even the Indians filing in and out of the doorway fazed her. She offered a smile to those who glanced her way. Who’d have ever imagined she’d adjust so well, so quickly? It just proved people could get used to new things if they would only try.

				Her hand stalled on the glass chimney of the oil lamp she’d been admiring. The tiny flowers on the base no longer drew her attention. She’d adjusted all right. More than she should have. A heavy weight settled in her chest.

				She’d tried to become Rosemary this morning, but hadn’t put forth much effort. It was as if something inside her refused to allow the disguise to manifest, and she’d readily accepted that. How would she ever make it to December? September was barely over, and every day it grew more difficult to remember why she was here. It wasn’t that she didn’t think of her sister and the baby regularly. But being here wasn’t so much of a chore anymore, and that wasn’t right. Rosemary wouldn’t be enjoying life at the fort, and that’s who Seth had to divorce. Rosemary. Not Millie.

				The air around her grew suffocating. It was as if she no longer existed, yet at the same time, she had never been happier. And that was the problem. This wasn’t about her. It was about her sister and Seth. Millie felt as if her head was spinning. The harder she thought, the more confusing everything became. Of all the skirmishes and incidents she’d had to clean up for Rosemary, this was the most complicated, especially for her.

				Millie cleared her lungs with a long sigh, but it didn’t help. What kept her head spinning and belly churning the most, what turned her inside out, was that she didn’t want Seth to not like her. But he had to dislike her in order to divorce her, didn’t he? Divorced people didn’t like each other—at least she assumed they didn’t. She’d never known a divorced person.

				“Do you like the lamp?” Mr. Jenkins asked.

				She spun around, and walked to the counter. “Yes, it’s very pretty, but I have no need for it.” Pointing to the shelf behind him, at items that had caught her eye earlier, she asked, “Could I have one of those tablets, and a pencil holder and lead?”

				“Do you like to draw?” he asked, stepping onto a stool to reach the paper.

				“Yes, I do.” There was no reason to explain that she hadn’t spent much time drawing lately. She hadn’t done a lot of things she used to do. Lack of money. Lack of time. Lack of desire. The reasons just continued. Right now, she needed to draw. Needed something to occupy her mind.

				“I have this new lead holder.” The shopkeeper held up a metal tube much larger than her miniature ones at home. “The men swear by it. They say the size is much easier to use. I have smaller ones if you prefer.”

				“No, actually, I’d like to try the larger one, thank you. I’ll need a box of leads, as well.”

				“Anything else?”

				“No, that will do.” She pulled open the top of her wrist bag. “How much do I owe you?”

				“I’ll just put it on the major’s account,” Mr. Jenkins said, arranging the boots, paper tablet and pencil set in a small crate.

				“I’d rather not. I’ll just pay you.”

				He was shaking his head. “Can’t do that, Mrs. Parker. The major would have my scalp, and I ain’t got much hair left to lose. If you wanna pay someone, pay your husband.” Jenkins turned then and shouted over his shoulder, “Wind, come carry this for the major’s wife.”

				Short of arguing, insisting she’d pay for her supplies and causing undue distress for the shopkeeper, Millie closed her bag and hooked the string over her wrist. “I can carry the crate. There’s no need to trouble anyone.”

				“Wind likes doing it,” Mr. Jenkins said as a young boy, no more than ten or so, came running through a blanket-draped doorway next to the long set of shelves behind the counter. “Don’t you, boy?”

				“Haa.” The child nodded. “Yes.”

				“Here then, follow the major’s wife to her place. But come back, and no dillydallying. We’ve got a lot of freight to put away.”

				The boy grabbed the crate off the counter, looking at her expectantly with big brown eyes. His black hair hung to his shoulders, which were thin and bare, showing the sharp edges of his collarbones. The only clothing he wore was a pair of brown leather pants that stopped near his knees.

				Smiling, Millie said, “Hello, Wind.”

				“Maruawe, hello, Major’s wife.” Turning to the shopkeeper, Wind tipped his head toward the parasol. “That, too?”

				Mr. Jenkins nodded.

				“I can carry it.” She lifted the parasol off the counter. “Good day, Mr. Jenkins. Thank you for all your assistance.”

				With a nod and a smile that was hard to see with all his facial hair, he said, “My pleasure.”

				The day was warm, as most every day since she’d arrived had been, yet winter was around the corner. Popping open the parasol, she shielded both herself and the boy from the bright sunlight. “Do you live here, Wind, at the fort?” she asked, already thinking of the material in Mr. Jenkins’s shop, and wondering if the boy would let her sew clothes for him. Not that she knew how, but she could learn.

				“Kee, no. We came for Per-Cum-Ske to talk to Major.”

				“Per-Cum-Ske? Is he your father?”

				“No. He Comanche leader.”

				“A chief?

				“Kee, no. A leader.” The boy hoisted the crate higher in his arms. “He go talk to Wash-ing-ton man. Tell him we need buffalo.”

				“Washington man? Do you mean the president?”

				“Haa. Yes.”

				Sadness welled inside her. Congress couldn’t know there were children out here, hungry and without clothes. Surely they would have done something more if they did. Wouldn’t they? It would be nice to believe they would have, but deep down, she had an inclination they knew. The army had been out here for years. They would have reported such things. Another welling happened, one that filled her with warmth and pride. Seth would make them listen. He’d make things better.

				Smiling at the boy, she asked, “Mr. Jenkins hired you to help him?”

				The child spoke well, better than some of the older Indians she’d encountered, yet a frown rippled his forehead as he asked, “Hired?”

				“Yes, he pays you to help him. Gives you money?”

				“Haa, yes. Trade. Gives sweet stick.”

				“Sweet stick?”

				A smile took up his entire face. “Haa. Good. Much good.”

				“Candy?” she asked. “He pays you with candy?”

				“Haa. Much good. My...my, uh, seester, she like.”

				“You share it with your sister?” Imagining a little girl as adorable as Wind was easy, yet a candy stick wasn’t an appropriate payment. Though Millie had come to understand money meant nothing to the tribes. They bartered for everything.

				“Haa,” he answered, still grinning.

				They were approaching the house, where Russ stood near the corner talking with the three men who had been looking for snakes. “Corporal Kemper, may I speak with you?”

				“Yes, ma’am,” he answered, and after nodding to the men, turned and met her on the short walkway leading to the porch. Standing stiff and straight, with his hands behind his back, he asked, “What can I do for you, Mrs. Parker?”

				Already digging in her bag, she pulled out several coins. “Would you please escort Wind back to the trading post and purchase as much candy as this will buy for him?”

				Russ’s green eyes went from sparkling to dull and filled with unease. “Ma’am, I don’t—”

				“Corporal Kemper,” she interrupted, and though it felt wrong to use her status so, in this instance she would, and be glad of the power being a major’s wife allowed. “I wouldn’t want to tell my husband you’ve disappointed me.”

				“No, ma’am.” Blushing red, the corporal took the coins.

				“Just put the box right there, Wind.” She collapsed the parasol while waiting for the boy to set the crate on the bottom step, and then bent down in front of him. “Thank you very much for helping me. You follow Corporal Kemper back to Mr. Jenkins’s store and take what he gives you. It’s for you and your sister. It’s my trade for your assistance. For carrying the crate for me.”

				His little shoulders squared with what she assumed to be dignity. “Haa. Ura.”

				“Ura,” she repeated, watching the boy walk away. Pins seemed to prickle her skin. Wind had nothing, yet what he did have, he shared with his sister, whereas she and Rosemary, having whatever they’d wanted when they were his age, had rarely shared anything. Well, Millie had, but she’d always felt resentful. Another shameful thing to admit, even to herself. But it was the truth. She’d resented the fact that she owed her sister, and right now she resented what she was doing for payment of that debt.

				Millie walked up the steps toward one of the high-back chairs. This trip had her thinking about things she’d never thought of before, seeing a side of herself she’d never admitted to having. Plopping into the chair and sending it rocking back and forth, she thought of the reason she was here. A baby, who someday would be a boy not so unlike Wind, or a girl, like his sister. A child who would need love and care, food and clothing, and a candy stick every now and again. A child who was depending on Millie this very moment.

				“This just ain’t right,” Lola had said in the early morning dawn weeks ago, yet the words echoed in Millie’s mind as clearly as if the woman was standing beside her right now. “Your Papa wouldn’t like this, not at all.”

				“I know,” Millie whispered, just as she had that morning—the day she’d left.

				“That girl ain’t never gonna learn if you keep stepping in, righting her wrongs,” Lola had added.

				A long sigh escaped as Millie continued to rock. Lola didn’t understand Rosemary’s need for affection. Never had, but Millie did. Not so unlike Rosemary, she’d always longed for their mother, too.

				Big tears had cascaded down Lola’s coffee-hued cheeks when they’d hugged goodbye, and Millie had cried, too. She hadn’t wanted to go, but there had been no choice.

				Rosemary had said she didn’t want Seth disgraced, which he certainly would be if others learned of her pregnancy, and now that Millie knew Seth, she felt even more strongly about that. He was such an honorable man, and truly didn’t deserve the way his wife had carried on with other men.

				“I’ll wire you as soon as the child’s born,” Lola had said. “But once you get those papers signed, don’t you bring them back here. You mail them, and then go to Texas, tell that young Martin you’ll be the best wife he ever hoped to have.”

				Lola hadn’t given her time to answer before continuing, “I’ll take care of everything here. No harm will come to that baby, not before it arrives or after.”

				Tears pressed on Millie’s eyes now, just as they had that morning. Although she believed Lola would see to the baby’s safety, she wouldn’t be going to Texas. She’d known that then, but hadn’t told Lola. During the train and wagon rides, Millie had tried to convince herself she could go to Texas when this was all over, but knew the entire time she wouldn’t. That would be as big a sham as this one. She and Martin didn’t love each other—not like that. Not as a husband and wife should.

				Flinching inside, she rerouted her thoughts.

				Weeks before the morning of her departure, she’d told Rosemary she would help, had even offered to claim the child as hers. But her sister would hear nothing of that. She’d announced that as soon as the child was born, and her divorce settled, she and the baby’s father would marry. Lola insisted the baby’s father was already married, and Millie believed that to be true. Most of the men that “frequented” the house were married. Millie had tried to talk to Rosemary about it over the years, only to have her insist that Millie knew nothing about the needs a woman had. She couldn’t argue with that, but she did know right from wrong.

				Shortly after Papa had died, Martin had told her about her sister’s trysts. He’d been over in Charlottesville and seen Rosemary, who’d pretended not to know him.

				Millie’s stomach started churning again. Martin had been disgusted by her sister’s behavior, and he’d feel the same way about what Millie was doing. Though he’d been her best friend for as long as she could remember, he’d never understood the guilt that churned inside her. She’d never told him about it, either. That she was the reason Rosemary was the way she was. As an infant, Millie had been too young to remember their mother, but Rosemary had been older, and the loss had scarred her—forever.

				Quiet, thoughtful, Millie sat for several minutes. She’d have to return to Richmond when this was all over. Rosemary would need her more than ever.

				Eventually, she pushed herself out of the chair and walked down the steps, to carry the box onto the porch. Digging out the pad and pencil, she sat back down, and after loading the lead in the holder, flipped open the cover on the tablet.

				Despite starting over several times, she found Seth’s features appearing on the paper again and again. It was the only image her fingers wanted to draw. After the seventh or eighth picture, she gave up, though her eyes remained on the tablet. How had the plan suddenly become so complicated? First, she hadn’t known how to delay him in demanding a divorce, and now she didn’t know how to convince him that she wanted one, after all. No, that Rosemary wanted one. But she was supposed to be Rosemary. Oh, how had it come to this? Millie pressed her fingers to her temples to try to ward off what was building into a fearsome headache. The thought of leaving Seth tugged at her heart as fiercely as if they truly were married.

				A heavy lump formed in her throat. She was being selfish again, thinking about herself and not her sister.

				Flipping to a new page, she found her pencil strokes flowed easily, quickly. From practice. Rosemary loved to have her likeness sketched, until a few years ago, when out of frustration at her sister’s latest antics, Millie had drawn Rosemary a bit chunkier than she was. That, too, had been selfish. Other than in the secrecy of her room, Millie hadn’t drawn since then.

				Her heartbeat quickened, and she didn’t understand why until she lifted her head.

				Seth stood at the bottom of the steps, more handsome than when he’d left this morning. But it was the smile on his face that was almost her undoing.

				The tip of the lead snapped against the paper.

				“Hi,” he said, walking forward.

				Wiping away the chunk of lead, which left a smear across the bottom of the page, Millie answered, “Hello.” Thank goodness her voice wasn’t as out of control as the flock of butterflies dancing a cotillion in her stomach. Ignoring them was next to impossible. So was finding where she’d buried her sister inside her.

				“What are you doing?”

				“Just drawing,” she answered, making a few more strokes.

				“May I?” He held a hand toward the pad of paper.

				Shrugging, she passed it over. He’d already seen the picture, so there was no use attempting to hide it.

				His gaze made several trips from the paper to her face, until her cheeks were burning.

				“This isn’t you.”

				Gulping inwardly, she searched for an answer that would make him believe it was a self-portrait and not a picture of Rosemary. “My hair is styled differently.”

				He studied the paper again. “No, that’s not it. It’s a good likeness, but it’s not you.”

				Why had she been so foolish as to draw Rosemary? It was as if her very spirit wanted the truth out and was scheming against her. “Actually, it’s my sister. Millie.”

				He pointed to the paper. “This is Millie?”

				“Yes. That’s her.”

				Seth studied her face for a moment more before gazing back at the pad. “Do you miss her?” he asked, before flipping through the other pages.

				Her heart started hammering. He’d have to notice the drawings were all of him. “Doesn’t everyone miss those left behind?” she asked, hoping to distract him from looking too closely at the pictures.

				“Yes, we do,” he answered, without looking up.

				Folding her trembling hands in her lap, she asked, “Where’s your family?”

				“My brother is in Montana, my mother in Boston.”

				“You never mention them.”

				He shrugged. “I haven’t seen them for years. Sam is in the army, too, and my mother writes to both of us regularly. She’s remarried, to Ralph Wadsworth. They have three children together. They’re all doing well.” He flipped through a few more pages. “These are good. I didn’t know you liked to draw.”

				“I guess there are a lot of things we don’t know about each other.”

				His eyes were back on her, staring thoughtfully. The longing inside her, to kiss him again and have him hold her in his arms as he had last night in bed, stole her ability to think. The swirling in her stomach went lower, to the very spot it had been last night, and stirred up a tremendous heat and ache.

				Still watching her, he leaned down, and it was as if a fire had been lit between them. She couldn’t breathe, had never felt such intensity inside her. It was chaotic and exciting at the same time.

				He took the pencil from her fingers and, barely moving, set both it and the tablet in the crate near his feet.

				Millie was still holding her breath. Her lips were now trembling and the heat between them was growing. His eyes were watching hers and she didn’t dare so much as blink for fear she’d miss something. She wasn’t exactly sure what, but anticipation said it would be wonderful.

				A smile lifted the corners of his mouth as his hands folded around hers, gently towing her out of the chair as he stepped back.

				“Let’s go inside,” he whispered.

				A thrill shot through her veins and she nodded.

				“I’ll get the box. You get your new umbrella.”

				The haze surrounding her thoughts dissipated enough for her to move and pick up the parasol from where it leaned against the porch railing. “Mr. Jenkins gave it to me.”

				“I know,” Seth said, opening the door.

				She was about to step inside when a wail like she’d never heard before echoed over the compound. Millie spun about, but couldn’t see anything other than Seth, who was pushing her through the doorway.

				“Stay here,” he said, and then pulled the door shut.

				Millie stood there for a matter of seconds, before her heart leaped into her throat and she wrenched the door open. Once on the porch, she saw Seth running across the compound, and she gave chase.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Millie hadn’t gained any headway in catching up with Seth when someone grabbed her arm. She attempted to break loose, but the hold was too strong and brought her to an abrupt stop.

				“It’s not for you to become involved in, dear,” Ilene Ketchum said. “Come back to the house.”

				Millie twisted, finding Seth among a swarm of men near the trading post. “What’s happening?”

				“I don’t know for sure,” the woman said, forcing her to turn about. “But I believe it’s a skirmish between two Indian boys.”

				Twisting to keep her eyes on the crowd, her heart fluttering, Millie asked, “Was Wind one of them?”

				“The men will take care of it.”

				“But—”

				“Su-Ma and Ku-Ma-Quai are here with your husband’s lunch.” Ilene pointed out the two women standing on the porch. “That is what you need to be concerned about. As Major Parker’s wife, taking care of him should always be your first thought.”

				Millie stumbled, both physically and mentally, but caught herself and walked back to the house. She knew nothing about being a wife. Her gaze once again went to the crowd taking her husband, which included several Indian men.

				Ilene pulled her across the threshold and shut the door. “Just put it in the kitchen, ladies. I’ll help Mrs. Parker lay it out,” she instructed.

				Once again Millie faltered. The maidens had set the table back at the cabin, and she’d never questioned it. Frowning, she followed the others into the house and kitchen.

				“We won’t need those.” Ilene gestured toward the tin plates Su-Ma set on the table. “That will be all now. Thank you.”

				Millie thanked the maidens as they piled the plates back in one of their crates and took their leave. But her attention was on Ilene, who’d started lifting fine china dishes out of the cupboards.

				“Here, take these,” she said. “I’ll show you how to wrap the food so it stays warm until the major arrives.”

				Taking the matching plates and serving dishes, Millie carried them to the table, listening as Ilene started to explain, “Now, in the winter, it’s easier to keep food hot with a fire in the stove. During the summer months, I wrap the kettles with these miniature quilts. I made them myself and they work quite well. When the major arrives you just spoon everything into the serving bowls.” While wrapping the kettles the maidens had left, Ilene gestured across the room. “You’ll find the napkins in the drawer over there. I embroidered them with blue Ps when I heard you were coming. Seth wasn’t sure what your favorite color was, but I knew his was blue.”

				Millie found the napkins, beautiful cream-colored ones with a fancy P stitched in one corner. “Blue is my favorite color, too,” she whispered, more to herself than the other woman. The letters were the same deep blue as Seth’s eyes. If she’d never had a favorite color before, she did now.

				“You know, dear, being a major’s wife—an army wife in general—isn’t for everyone. It’s hard work.” Ilene took the napkins and set them beside the plates.

				Millie placed the silverware atop them, noting how nice the table looked compared to the tin plates and cups they’d used back at the cabin.

				“I believe a proper wife knows how to make a home presentable wherever that home may be located.”

				Pride had filled the woman’s words and an invisible weight settled on Millie’s shoulders.

				“It is part of taking care of our husbands,” Ilene continued. “Another part of being married to a commander is never questioning his actions. If they want to talk about things, we need to be good listeners, but we should never ask about what they’ve seen or had to do.”

				A hard knot formed in Millie’s throat. “I don’t know very much about being a wife.”

				“Of course you don’t, dear, living apart as you have the past five years. When Jasper and I were first married, we lived apart, too. It’s the way it was back then, for army wives. A tragedy for sure. Your mother wasn’t the only wife to succumb to the loneliness.”

				A chill ran so deep Millie’s entire body shivered. “You know about my mother?”

				Ilene stepped closer, laid a tender hand on Millie’s arm. “I knew your mother.”

				“You did?”

				The other woman nodded. “Not well, but I met her a couple of times. Jasper and your father were well acquainted.”

				There were so many things swimming in her mind, Millie didn’t know how to respond, and didn’t have time to figure it out before the front door opened.

				“That must be the major,” Ilene whispered. “I’ll let myself out the back door.”

				Maybe dreaming about kissing her all morning, or worrying about her while dealing with the incident with the children—even though he’d seen Ilene Ketchum take her back to the house—was the reason he was so anxious to see her. Either way, when Seth rounded the corner, saw her standing near the table set for lunch, his heartbeat sped up.

				He’d been about to kiss her earlier, and the desire was just as strong now. But the atmosphere had changed. Releasing an inward sigh, knowing the moment was long gone, he wondered what to say, and finally stated, “The men didn’t find any more snakes.” He held in the groan that tried to escape. Reminding her of the snake had not been a good choice of words.

				“That’s a relief,” she said, offering a wobbly smile. “Lunch is ready.”

				“It smells good,” he answered, then pointed to the table. “This looks nice.”

				“Thank you.” She carried a serving dish from the counter. “Mrs. Ketchum helped me.”

				He waited until she had the food set on the table, and then held her chair before taking his own. After filling his plate from the assortment of bowls, he ate slowly, watching her pick at the food she’d served herself. “Aren’t you hungry?”

				She nodded and lifted her fork, but it was obviously a show. He opened his mouth. Wind was fine, but she should never have purchased so much candy for him. Seth took another bite of food instead of voicing his thoughts. This was all new to her. She didn’t understand that trading a single item was fine, but multiple items needed to be distributed evenly. That was the tribe’s way, but Wind hadn’t wanted to share his jackpot. If anyone but her had caused the skirmish, Seth would have already reprimanded the instigator. Things were precarious right now, and even fighting children could be enough to set off some of the tribes.

				When his plate was empty—an act of habit, since his mind was ticking away—he laid his fork down and refilled his coffee cup. “I have to go back to headquarters. Will probably be there until evening.”

				She nodded, but was clearly deep in thought.

				The silent treatment wasn’t like her. Mealtime usually was full of her questions about everything from the meaning of Briggs’s maidens’ names to how many horses were in the stables. “Wind is fine,” Seth finally said.

				Her head snapped up, but she bit her lips together as if afraid to speak.

				“Please don’t purchase any more candy for him without asking me first.”

				She frowned. “I didn’t charge it. I used my own money.”

				“That’s not the issue. Everything given to the Indians has to be distributed evenly. It causes trouble if it’s not.”

				She gave a slight nod, and after setting her cup on the table, lowered her hands to her lap and looked everywhere but at him. The air in the room seemed to take on a tension it hadn’t before, not unlike how it did during deep negotiations with one of the tribal leaders.

				“Did something else happen? Something I should know about?” Seth asked.

				She barely blinked. Just sat as stiff and straight and stubborn as a mule, and her brown eyes had a dull glaze instead of their usual luster. He bristled. Rosemary was back. Leastwise, Millie was attempting to be her again.

				“Nothing happened, and nothing is wrong,” she said, lifting her chin slightly.

				The way she sat there, had ire inching up his back like a slow-growing vine, twisting and curling along the way. “I’d prefer you not lie to me.”

				Her neck reddened as she drew an audible breath.

				He knew how to handle soldiers, but this woman... He hadn’t known what to do with her from the start. Then, as her eyes squinted and her lips pursed, life pitched him backward five years, except he wasn’t sitting in her father’s office.

				Millie was good. Right now she caused an image of Rosemary to shoot across his mind like a bird flying past a window. Seth ran a hand through his hair. “Why are you here?” The back of his throat felt laced with shards of glass, suggesting he might not want to know her answer, yet he said, “The truth this time.”

				She swallowed hard, then answered, “Because you want a divorce.”

				He lifted a brow, waiting for more.

				“And—and I’m not sure if I do.”

				That split him in two. He took the route he knew best. “Why? So you can go on seeing other men?” He’d heard things over the years, but chose not to pay attention, for they hadn’t bothered him. Then. Now they did. If men at the fort heard of Rosemary’s activities, they might assume Millie, in her guise as Rosemary, would behave in the same way.

				“I’m not...” She took several deep breaths before pushing the chair away from the table. “I believe I shall pack my things. Corporal Kemper’s snoring can’t be as—as ghastly as your manners.”

				He was already on his feet, had been from the moment she’d spit out the word pack. Taking her arm, he willed self-control to keep his tone even. “No, you will not pack your bags. This is your house. This is my house. This is where we both will live.”

				She tugged free of his grasp. “I find it impossible to remain here.”

				He snatched both arms this time, with a hold she couldn’t break, while frustration ate at his neck muscles. He should tell her he’d have a wagon ready in an hour to take her to Tulsa, but his tongue didn’t want to create the words. He didn’t want her to go, and that was a reality he couldn’t quite accept. Nor was the idea of her living anywhere but at his side.

				Her arms trembled and she closed her eyes. The glistening tear slipping out the corner of one eye melted his heart, or the armor around it, anyway. Without even knowing he’d declared it, she’d won their second battle, too. This time she hadn’t even needed flowers and weeds.

				He’d always been a sore loser. As evenly as possible, Seth demanded, “Why did you come here? Truthfully.”

				She covered her mouth with one hand for a moment, before lowering it to say, “To have you sign the divorce papers.”

				Tension burned his locked jaw. Releasing the muscles, he declared, “There was no need for that. I’d already signed them. All you had to do was sign on the line and return them to the lawyer in Richmond.”

				Shaking her head, she lowered her hand to the base of her throat. “Not those ones. Another set was drawn up.”

				“Why?”

				She blinked several times. “B-because there are stipulations that needed to be addressed.”

				Anger was mounting inside him, but the tears she fought so hard to hide kept it simmering below the surface, which was worse. “Like what?”

				Sniffling, she wiped a finger under her nose before answering, “I—I need to ensure my future is set...financially.”

				When she said certain things, he found himself questioning how sure he was that this was Millie and not Rosemary, and that had his stomach churning. “I don’t want your money,” he snapped. “I told your father that the day we married.”

				Panic flashed across her face, so quickly he wondered if he’d imagined it, because the next moment she callously replied, “Perhaps it’s not my money I’m talking about.”

				His blood turned colder than the Boston winters he clearly remembered. He’d never laid a hand on a woman, and wouldn’t start now, but she could fear him. Should fear him. He wasn’t going to be taken twice. Not by her sister and not by her. Tension ate at his neck muscles, left them burning, and he used the sensation to fill his gaze with loathing. “My family’s wealth is none of your concern.” He’d made that perfectly clear before the wedding, as well. His seething mind told him to get rid of her now, but his damnable heart wouldn’t let him.

				There had to be a way to put a stop to her acting. For that’s what this was again—the rational part of his brain had finally kicked in, and assured him that was so. It was just Millie trying to be Rosemary. His last attempt hadn’t worked, not as he’d planned. Perhaps it was time to be himself. An army major.

				“I won’t stand for temper tantrums like your father did, and you’ll do well to remember that.” Pointing around the room, Seth continued slowly, clearly, so there’d be no mistaking his order. “Until we can safely travel to Tulsa, to Washington, this is where you live, so don’t think you can throw a fit and move into one of the cabins. I will not—will not—” he repeated for emphasis “—have men I lead into battle believing my wife and I can’t get along. In private you can do whatever you want, but in public you will behave as a major’s wife. Is that understood?”

				She gave a slight nod, which gave him absolutely no satisfaction.

				“Good,” he growled, spinning around. It wouldn’t hurt for her to have one more thing to think about. “You also need to remember that only army personnel and wives of army men are allowed to live inside the barracks.” He stopped shy of saying “not sisters.”

				Seth left then, grabbing his hat along the way and not caring how hard the door slammed behind him.

				A coherent thought hadn’t had time to enter his mind when someone said his name. Planting the hat on his head, and attempting to hide all that was going on inside him, he met the man at the end of the walkway. “Yes, Lieutenant?”

				Paisley, with his eyes magnified behind thick glasses, held a piece of paper in his ink-stained fingers. “The lines are up. I sent the wire this morning and this reply just arrived.”

				Seth almost ripped the note out of the other man’s hold. Unfolding it, he read the simple sentence. “NEITHER SISTER IS IN ATTENDANCE. STOP.”

				An invisible pull had him turning, glancing over his shoulder to his house. Handing the note back to the man, he said, “Burn this and find out where they both are.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“And Paisley, no one knows about this except you and me. Make sure of that.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				* * *

				Millie barely made it upstairs before sobs racked her so hard she could no longer move. Not only had her muscles melted, her bones had dissolved, and pain encrusted her entire being. Pulling up Rosemary had been her only defense, but the hurt in Seth’s eyes, the disbelief and loathing, had dissolved all thoughts of her sister and now had tears pumping out of her eyes like water from an artesian well.

				Sometime later a noise below had Millie scurrying into her bedroom. There, drained, she crawled onto the bed and curled into a ball against the pain.

				Tears still blurred her vision, but her gaze went to where her trunks sat. The divorce decree was in one, the papers Rosemary had drawn up—ones that said Seth had to give her a small fortune. Papa’s money was all gone, and her sister insisted they’d need the money to care for the baby. Ultimately, that was the reason Millie was here.

				Rosemary wouldn’t care that her demands were hurting Seth, but she did, and she couldn’t do it. Couldn’t hurt him. It left her feeling disgraced beyond all she’d ever experienced.

				The noise below had long since ended—the maidens gathering the dishes, no doubt. Millie rolled onto her back. Seth had explained how some Indian names translated into English, whereas others didn’t—not into anything comparable, anyway. To-She-Wi meant Silver Brooch. He’d said she’d given herself that name a few years ago when Briggs had given her a brooch. Su-Ma meant Number One, and Ku-Ma-Quai was Woman Who Eats Buffalo Meat. If Millie were a Comanche her name would mean One That Lies and Lies and Lies.

				She hadn’t lied about the divorce papers, but there was little solace to be found for one truth in a stack of deceit.

				Pushing herself off the bed, Millie walked across the room, and looked out the window without really seeing anything, as she was too busy gazing inward. The thick, dreadful gloom inside her was massive, and grew when her eyes snagged on the other houses and buildings. Her deceit embraced so much.

				Spinning around, she found the trunks lining the walls seemed to jeer at her, and the room threatened to close in, suffocating her. She had to get away from everything, everyone, at least for a few minutes.

				Once she was downstairs, Seth’s demand of how she appear in public had her repairing her hair and washing her face, while ghosts of their argument screamed at her from the kitchen, increasing her need to escape. Grabbing her sketchbook and pencil, she left the house and didn’t stop walking until she’d exited the wide gates of the fort.

				A short distance from the stone-and-wooden walls a cluster of tepees had a large number of people mingling around them. The sight of Indians no longer startled her; instead she found interest in their clothing and way of life. That was due to Seth. He held such respect when he spoke of them and their ways.

				Moving closer, she found a rock to rest against, and sat down. The sound of a child crying reached her ears and she lifted her gaze, watched a woman pick up a toddler and cuddle it close.

				The ache in her heart increased. Millie drew a breath, trying to control it, yet at the same time she couldn’t pull her focus off the scene before her—how children need love and protection.

				The child was soon consoled and waddled off again, but Millie continued watching the Indians, mainly the women and children.

				Her mind played havoc on her emotions, recalling specific events that left her eyes burning with more unshed tears. She’d never met anyone who’d known her mother. Not even Lola had. Father had moved them to Richmond shortly afterward. He never spoke of what had happened.

				Yet Ilene had said she’d known her. Millie shook her shoulders, repressing a quiver.

				Your mother wasn’t the only wife to succumb to the loneliness.

				Loneliness? Millie understood loneliness, had for years. Truth was, the only time she hadn’t felt it had been since arriving at the fort. Not once in the past few days, even while Seth had been out with troops or over at headquarters, had she been lonely. She’d missed him, but knew he’d be home soon, and people stopped in to see her continuously. Moments of the past few days, times of laughter and joy, flashed through her mind, and then came the poignant moment of the argument with Seth.

				The air in her lungs grew stale, and she let it out slowly. If he told her to leave...

				Millie pressed a hand to her aching forehead. Her mind was exhausted, couldn’t comprehend that event right now.

				Flipping open her tablet, she picked up the pencil to let whatever wanted to be drawn appear on the paper.

				The first few pictures included Seth, but eventually her fingers copied what lay before her, the Indian village. Page after page, she drew images. Some of single people—a woman building a fire—and some of groups: three children chasing each other; young boys caring for a herd of horses grazing on the stiff brown grass; women dumping ingredients into large wooden bowls and then mixing everything together with their hands.

				The sun was low in the sky when Millie felt her heartbeat speed up. Only one person did that to her. She closed her eyes when an elongated shadow fell over her paper.

				He sat down next to her, and though Millie opened her eyes, she didn’t glance his way, merely absorbed his nearness. Keeping her gaze on the paper, she continued drawing a scene of three women she assumed were tanning a deer hide.

				As badly as she knew what had to be done, the energy it would take was currently beyond her. Perhaps if she ignored him he’d go away. A smile almost touched her lips at the absurdity of that. Seth was not a man who could be ignored, nor one who would leave a woman sitting in the middle of the prairie by herself, no matter who she was and how much he despised her.

				She flinched and the pencil shot across the page.

				“I didn’t mean to disturb you,” he said.

				“You didn’t.” She set the pencil on top of the paper resting on her lap, and shifted slightly to make sure her skirt covered her ankles, just for something to do. “This one wasn’t turning out like I wanted.”

				“I think it’s very good.”

				Unable to accept praise of any kind right now, she frowned. Mrs. Ketchum had said a good wife didn’t ask questions, but Millie was as far from being a good wife as could be.

				Gesturing toward the tepees, she asked, “Why’d they set up their homes here? They weren’t here yesterday.” She stopped shy of adding, “when you took me riding.” Reminding herself of that joy right now would spoil the memory, and someday she’d want it to be pure, so she could smile when it came to mind.

				“Per-Cum-Ske wants to go to Washington with me,” Seth answered, plucking a blade of grass to twirl between his fingers.

				She still hadn’t looked his way, couldn’t, but hearing his voice, and seeing his hands out the corner of her eye, had her heart thudding again. “Why?”

				“To make sure the needs of his people are heard.”

				“I thought that was why you’re going.”

				He tossed aside the grass. “It is, but others have gone before me, and things haven’t improved. He has no reason to believe they will this time, either.”

				The distress in Seth’s voice had compassion swirling inside her. No matter what her issues were, they didn’t change him. He was a good person who cared deeply about the Indians and his duties to oversee their welfare.

				“Will you let him go?” she asked.

				“I haven’t decided yet.”

				“Are you still planning on going soon?”

				“Yes. Before the end of the month.”

				Knowing she couldn’t ask him to wait until December again, since she’d seen for herself how important the trip was, Millie searched for another topic. “Where do they get the poles for their tepees?”

				“They bring them with them,” he said. “When they leave there won’t be a single sign left behind that they’ve been here, except some trampled grass.”

				“What are they made of, the walls of the tepees?”

				“Hides they tan and sew together. Then they decorate them with die made from berries and such.”

				“They’re very resourceful people,” she said.

				“Yes, they are. There was a time when the land gave them everything they needed.”

				Millie nodded. Seth had explained the way things used to be for the Indians one night while eating supper. During the silence that settled between them now, she picked up the pencil and filled in the deer hide on the drawing.

				The clothes of the women—one wearing a leather tunic-type shift, and two others wearing cotton dresses they’d cut off near their knees—had been filled in, as well, when he let out a sigh.

				Unable not to, Millie glanced his way, and the sincerity in his eyes had her dropping her gaze instantly.

				“I didn’t come out here to talk about them,” he said.

				Sorrow tightened the skin on her cheeks and a heaviness invaded her stomach, yet she nodded.

				“I came to apologize to you. I’m sor—”

				“Don’t,” she insisted, swallowing the sob burning her throat. He held no fault in any of this, and she couldn’t bear to hear him apologize. “Please don’t say you’re sorry.”

				“I am. I shouldn’t have—”

				“Please, Seth.” The tears were back, pressing hard and making her blink. Taking a breath, she said, “I’m sorry, too, but that’s not... I can’t...” An explanation wouldn’t come out. How could it when she didn’t know what she was trying to say? What she could say.

				“What do you want me to say?” he asked.

				Millie thought for a moment, wondered what Rosemary would say, and if she had the wherewithal to pull her sister up right now. The uncertainty in Seth’s voice—a man who was so full of confidence—was like a knife slicing her heart in two. Knowing her sister would never say what Millie was about to didn’t stop her. Right now she had to be herself, and be honest with him.

				“I don’t know what I want,” she whispered.

				He was quiet for a few minutes, and she tried to put her emotions back into the little imaginary box she’d enclosed them in earlier. Saving them for a day when she could cherish every moment.

				“Can I put my arm around you?” he asked.

				Her little box wasn’t very strong, for it exploded as if hit by the force of a locomotive. Not trusting her voice, she nodded.

				The arm that stretched over her back to cup her shoulder was not only familiar, its touch sent calming relief spreading through her system. It was so comforting that even her spirit felt soothed. Drawn to him, she leaned his way and tilted her head to rest it against his shoulder.

				His jaw gently bumped her forehead, and a sweet blanket of solace covered her from top to bottom and inside out. She loved her body when it touched his. The sensations were unique and precious, and so utterly amazing. This was for her imaginary box, something she’d remember forever, and she closed her eyes, embedding the moment deep inside.

				Not so long ago she’d wondered how a person knew when he or she had fallen in love. Well, now she knew. And the thread of pain flowing through these wonderful, life-changing feelings was enough to make her wish she didn’t. Loving Seth altered everything. Inside her, that was. But it didn’t alter the fact there was nothing she could do.

				When she opened her eyes, the brilliance before her had her blinking. The sun had met the earth at the far-off horizon, and the way it splayed a rainbow of colors—reds, yellows, oranges, pinks, blues and purples—over the great flat land made it impossible to tell where the ground ended and the sky began. The irony of the scene made a heartrending smile tug on her lips. The sunset was exactly like the feelings overwhelming her. There was no way to tell where the love began or ended, nor the pain.

				“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Seth asked, knowing she was staring at the sunset. He’d never been in this state before, this gray area of being neither right nor wrong. It was not only frustrating, it left him lacking, searching for answers that wouldn’t come.

				“Yes, it is,” she whispered.

				Even though he was holding her, he wanted more, and it wasn’t just physical. This went deeper than that. He’d known that right after walking out of the house this afternoon. When it came to her, he didn’t want to be an army major. He just wanted to be man. A plain and simple man.

				Russ had came to headquarters an hour or so after lunch, said she’d walked out the gate. The corporal offered to go after her, but Seth said he’d go himself. He had, and for the past several hours he’d sat a short distance away, watching her.

				A dozen scenarios had played in his mind during that time, but the one that stood out was that he had to face the truth. He could put himself in dangerous situations, lead a charge of men into a heated battle, and defy death head-on, because there was no one he had to worry about leaving behind. No widow or children to mourn him.

				Somehow, in some unimaginable way, he’d fallen in love. The one thing he’d sworn never to do. With a woman who didn’t exist. She was flesh and blood, but beyond that it all became a little hazy. The very fact that he felt the way he did proved she was Millie and not Rosemary, and that, too, only complicated things.

				The fort was no place for her. She was too gentle for such harshness. But he couldn’t come clean, either, tell her he knew who she was, because then he’d have to send her away. Army regulations stated she couldn’t live here, not without being married. He’d pointed that out himself, which meant the sham had to continue.

				Sitting there watching her, he’d thought of many things, including his mother. How she’d cried after his father had died, but only when she thought no one was near.

				Amanda Parker-Wadsworth was a strong woman. He’d heard that his entire life, still did, and knew it to be true. Though she hadn’t wallowed in her grief, it had changed her. He’d seen that, too. His father’s death had changed Seth, too. His dreams, his plans. And that had led to something else he couldn’t abide. His death—that of a husband, or someday, maybe a father—would affect other people. People he loved. Namely, one very pretty woman currently nestled against his side.

				Seth had also wondered, while thinking of his mother, what her dreams had been. He’d bet they hadn’t been to run a shipbuilding company, yet she had. When her husband and brothers were called to fight in the war, she’d taken over the helm, overseen the building of ships that were still carrying supplies up and down the eastern seaboard and making the entire family very wealthy.

				Some thought marrying Ralph Wadsworth had been a business move for her. The man had worked for a competitor before their marriage, but Seth now wondered if his mother had remarried so that he and his brother could move on. Go to West Point as they’d always dreamed. He hoped not, but while entertaining the fact that he’d fallen in love, he’d started to wonder just how far people might go to make someone they loved happy. Perhaps even as far as pretending to be someone they weren’t.

				The sun was slowly fading and early stars were popping out in a purple-hued sky when Per-Cum-Ske walked toward them.

				“Major.” The Indian leader stepped closer as they rose to their feet. “Your wife?”

				Seth hooked a hand on Millie’s hip and tugged her a bit closer to his side. “Yes, this is my wife. Mrs. Parker.”

				Per-Cum-Ske, standing tall with shoulders squared, gestured toward the three women behind him. “My wives.”

				Tightening his hold when she wobbled slightly against him, Seth nodded toward the women. “Maruawe. Hello.”

				Once they’d responded in kind, Per-Cum-Ske said, “You, your wife, eat with my family.”

				Seth looked down at the woman beside him, letting her know it was her choice. Her eyes were thoughtful, glimmering in the fading light, yet a little smile formed as she nodded.

				“Yes,” he told Per-Cum-Ske. “We’ll join you.” As the others started walking toward their tepees, he held her back. “Are you sure?”

				She glanced from the camp to him before nodding. “Yes, I’m sure.” Seconds later, as they started to follow, she whispered, “What does Per-Cum-Ske mean?”

				“The Hairy One.”

				“Oh.” Glancing up with a mystified expression, she asked, “And all three of those women are his wives?”

				Smiling, for some of her expressions were too adorable not to grin at, Seth answered, “Yes, all three of them.”

				Eyes wide, she gazed at the women.

				His mind, the one small section he still had control over, wondered how she was going to react to the meal. There would be no table, no chairs, no silverware or pot of tea. His nerves started ticking, and he glanced over his shoulder, checking the sentry seated in his lookout post. If the Rosemary he’d met five years ago suddenly appeared and sat down on the ground with Per-Cum-Ske and his wives, there just might be an Indian uprising before the meal ended.

				An hour later, Seth was eating his thoughts, while his wife had the entire tribe eating out of her hand. The charm and grace she’d portrayed most of the time since arriving at the fort had captured the band as easily as it had won him over, especially when she allowed them to pass her sketchbook around. Laughter had abounded as members pointed to themselves on the pages.

				Per-Cum-Ske now rested the book across his folded legs, carefully examining each page, and frowning so deeply Seth’s spine quivered.

				“How you draw,” Per-Cum-Ske asked, gesturing across the fire, “Major Parker so—” the leader squared his shoulders and lifted his thick, square jaw “—perfect, and draw you—” he was now gesturing toward Millie as he pulled his face into a fierce grimace “—so ugly?”

				Fire shot up Seth’s back, but his wife’s laughter launched the entire tribe into hoots and guffawing.

				Still laughing, she reached over and folded her fingers around his hand. The firelight shone in her eyes and made her cheeks glow as she glanced up at him. “Because,” she said, “I can look at him.” Turning to Per-Cum-Ske, she pointed to her eyes and then patted her chest. “I can’t look at myself. I have to draw from memory.” She pointed to her temple. “I have to think what I look like.”

				The leader shook his head and, making a show of turning the page, said, “Think better. Harder.”

				Her giggle floated on the air and swirled all the way around Seth as she leaned her head against his shoulder.

				Gently bumping her, he teased, “I told you it wasn’t a good likeness.”

				“Yes, you did,” she said, still giggling.

				It was amazing all the things she manifested inside him, the way she had him looking at the world in a different way.

				“You draw me and my wives?” Per-Cum-Ske asked, handing her the tablet. “So I take to Washington, show Great Chief.”

				“Yes, I will draw you and your wives,” she said, setting the paper on the ground beside her. “But not now.” Pointing to the sky, she explained, “I need the sunlight.”

				“Tomorrow?” the leader asked.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Millie dipped her head beneath the warm bathwater and rubbed her scalp with both hands, rinsing away the bubbles. Goodness, drawing was exhausting. Sitting up and wringing the excess water out her long hair, she rebuked herself. Not exhausting. Exhilarating. Never had anything consumed her as her art had the past several days. The hours between when Seth left her near the rock in the morning until he came to fetch her each afternoon were spent drawing, and drawing, and drawing.

				From braves carrying deer carcasses across the backs of their horses, to babies tied in cradle boards leaning against rocks as their mothers foraged for things Millie would never have imagined were edible, and everything in between. It was amazing to have a job to do, something people wanted from her. But the most thrilling aspect was the pride in Seth’s eyes every night when he looked through the tablets. She’d never experienced anything like it, was amazed at how it made her feel so significant, so useful and important.

				She did try to convince herself she should be uncomfortable with all his praise. Tried, but failed, because his attention was far from unpleasant. Frustrating maybe, but that was her fault. Since the day—ten excruciating days ago—when she’d seen the snake, he hadn’t tried to kiss her.

				Sometimes, especially during lunchtime, when he’d carry a basket out and they’d share the meal on her blanket beneath the open sky, she sensed he wanted to. Something in his eyes said so, but she pretended not to notice.

				It’s what needed to happen, but not kissing him felt worse than kissing him. Desire had compounded inside her until she was so fraught with need she was sure that if she sat on a pin she’d explode.

				After they’d left the Indian camp the night Per-Cum-Ske had asked her to draw him, they’d come home and prepared for bed, and Seth had asked if she was fearful of sleeping in her room. She’d had to say she wasn’t. He’d still offered his room, said they could trade, but she assured him she’d be fine, and had been every night since.

				Fine was hardly the word. She was miserable.

				There hadn’t been any more snakes, and she rarely thought of them, but that had little to do with it. A serious change had happened between her and Seth. He was still attentive and charming, and they’d formed a unique companionship—something akin to friendship that went deeper, filled her with such warmth there was no place for fear or worry.

				“Where are you?”

				Just the sound of his voice filtering into the room had her heart racing and put a smile on her lips.

				“Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

				Millie stifled a giggle. “I’m taking a bath,” she yelled, and then held her breath as footfalls stopped outside the door. Just knowing he was in the hall had her skin tingling.

				“Need any help?” he asked through the wood.

				He’d started teasing her lately, in a way no one had ever done before, and the delight lingered long after the moment. In an ironic way, it satisfied some of her longing, while increasing it at the same time. It had all been baffling until she’d come to understand it. Mrs. Ketchum had explained it while sitting with her as she drew one day. The woman said a wife’s role was to relieve her husband of the worries he constantly carried, and how teasing brought out the child within and made a person feel carefree. Millie enjoyed knowing she did that for Seth, and welcomed his bouts of playfulness.

				“No,” she said, while wondering what he’d do if she said yes. “What do you need?” She slid the bar of soap up and down her arms, hurrying to complete her bath and join him in the parlor, where they’d sit and talk of little things. Afterward he’d walk her up the stairs and wish her good-night, at which point her longing to cross the hall and lie next to him would keep her awake for hours.

				The doorknob rattled. “If I tell you what I really want, will you give it to me?”

				The bar of soap shot out of her hand, landed on the floor with a thud.

				“Is that a yes?” he asked.

				Splashing to quickly rinse the last of the suds from her arms before her heart exploded, she searched for an answer to keep him on the other side of the door. He was using the tone that made her stomach simmer like a pot about to boil, and when he sounded like that the glow in his eyes made her toes curls. Leaping out of the tub, she answered, “I’ll save my bathwater for you.”

				“You always save me your water.”

				She lifted a towel off the stool. “There’s no sense wasting it.”

				“Wasting it? You only save it because you don’t want to carry it out back.”

				With the towel tucked beneath her armpits, covering her front to her thighs, and her hair still dripping water, she opened the door a crack. “There might be snakes out there.”

				His blue eyes were sparkling and her toes curled against the floor.

				“There might be. So don’t empty the tub. I’ll do it when I get back.” He touched the tip of her nose with one finger.

				Excitement zipped under her skin at the simple connection, yet disappointment pulled her lips downward. “You have to go back to headquarters? It’s been dark for hours.”

				His grin widened. “Yes, Jasper and Per-Cum-Ske and I are going through the pictures to send to Washington, but we can’t find a specific one.” Reaching through the narrow opening, he brushed a clump of hair off her forehead. “It’s one of three women tanning a deer hide. Do you remember it?”

				Breathing was difficult, and thinking hard, yet she managed a nod.

				“You drew it that first day,” he said, tucking the hair behind her ear. “Do you know where that sketchbook is?”

				Her fingers wrapped more firmly around the door handle, clutching it with all her might in order to keep her trembling body from melting onto the floor and joining the water dripping into a pool between her feet. The notion of stretching onto the tips of her toes and kissing him was so strong she had to shake her head in order to clear her mind enough to answer. “It’s in my trunk. The one next to the door. There’s a pouch inside the lid.”

				“Mind if I get it?” he asked, now smoothing the hair behind her ear all the way to her shoulder.

				She wondered what he’d do if she pulled the door open and let the towel slip to the floor. Heavens, but that was a wanton thought if ever she had one. But an enticing one, too. Swallowing against the growing urge to do just that, she answered, “No, I don’t mind, go ahead.”

				“Thanks.” Pinching her cheek, he winked. “I’ll be home as soon as I can. Leave the water.”

				He was long gone, thudding up the stairs, when she whispered, “I will.” After shutting the door, she plopped onto the bench and let the air out of her lungs slowly. Goodness, he continued to grow more handsome, and more endearing, and more lovable every day, and she grew more desperate.

				Martin had been right. Women did grow amorous when alone for long period of times. Like an hour. Pressing a hand to the heat beneath her belly, she sighed heavily. Yes, she now fully understood what Martin had meant. She even had a touch of understanding for Rosemary’s behavior. Millie had thought it outrageous then, but now she could grasp what her sister meant.

				Another sigh built and she had to let it out. She’d even spoken to Mrs. Ketchum about it. Not that she’d broached the topic; Ilene had brought it up on one of her visits. The woman’s companionship had become very special to Millie. They’d even spoken of her mother, and loving Seth as she did—all these reactions boiling around inside her body were confirmation of the love she had for him —she grew to understand how much her parents must have loved each other. How badly it had pained them to be separated.

				She wished her mother—and Rosemary—could have had the friends she now did. Other women to help them understand all the complexities of men. One of Per-Cum-Ske’s wives had become a dear friend, too, which was another part of the reason everything made sense now.

				Leah-Widd-I-Kah—One Who Stirs Up Water—had explained it, as well as many other things. The Indian leader was very amorous. All he had to do was look at one of his wives and they’d followed him into his tepee. No matter what they were doing or what time of day it was.

				A few days ago, extremely curious as to what took place, Millie had asked her newfound friend. Without a hint of embarrassment, Leah-Widd-I-Kah had explained everything. Everything. Even in broken English, Millie had completely understood. Perhaps because now, unlike when Martin had told her a few things, she could relate, knew exactly what the other woman described. And it not only had increased a hundred times over the desire she had to lie with Seth, it prevented her from thinking of just about anything else. Leah-Widd-I-Kah didn’t understand how a married couple hadn’t already shared their love, and assured her that when they did, it would make them both very, very happy.

				The one thing Millie couldn’t understand was how Leah-Widd-I-Kah could allow her husband to do that with other women. Millie could never share Seth.

				A knock on the door had her jumping to her feet.

				“I got it. I’ll be back soon,” Seth said, before she gathered the towel off the floor. “Don’t float away in there.”

				Giggling, for even with all the frustration eating at her, he made her smile, she said, “I won’t.” Hearing his footfalls, she eased the door open an inch, just enough to watch him walk out the front door.

				It was more than an hour later when he finally walked through it again.

				Over her nightgown she wore a blue flannel housecoat that had three large pearl buttons she absolutely adored. It was very pretty and Mrs. Ketchum had told her how important it was to always look pretty for her husband, so she was sitting on the divan in the parlor, where she’d brushed her hair until it was completely dry. Millie smiled, watching him remove his hat and jacket. She cherished this time, when all was calm and quiet, and it was just the two of them.

				“Hi,” she murmured.

				“Hi.” He walked into the room. “I’m glad to see you didn’t float away.”

				“There was no chance of that,” she said, setting the brush aside. “And I saved you my water.”

				He nodded, but the grin on his face wasn’t quite as bright as normal.

				A shiver rippled her back, settled deep between her shoulder blades. Concerned, she asked, “Didn’t you find the picture you needed?”

				“Yes.” He held the sketch pad in one hand, and as he lifted the cover she noticed an envelope.

				Her stomach rolled. It was Rosemary’s divorce papers. If Millie had been thinking straight she’d have remembered they were in the same pouch as the sketchbook.

				Tapping a corner of the envelope against the pouch, he said, “It was inside the tablet. I didn’t notice it until I was back at my office.”

				A chill had her skin quivering. “Did you sign it?”

				Frowning, he stared at her for a moment before he shook his head. “No, I didn’t even open it.”

				Relief had her wanting to close her eyes, but she didn’t. Just nodded, accepting his answer.

				He set the envelope and her sketchbook on one of the two tapestry chairs in front of the fireplace, and then moved to the window, where he held the curtain aside and stared out into the darkness. His broad back was stiff and the air in the room grew dreary and heavy.

				“Will you answer a question for me?” He moved back to the chair, leaned both hands on the back. “Tell me the truth?”

				“Yes,” she said, even with anxiety welling in her chest.

				“Do you want a divorce?”

				A bone-chilling fear raced through her, so fast it felt as if flames leaped to life under her skin. An impossibility, so cold it was hot, yet it was fitting. Telling him the truth was just as impossible. Unable to face him, she studied her hands, ran a thumb over the slickness of her fingernails. But when they started trembling too hard, she laced her fingers together, all the while searching for an answer. There was no sense trying to pull up Rosemary. That wouldn’t help. Besides, Millie was done playing that game. She’d given it up the day of their last argument.

				“Do you?” he asked quietly.

				She had to close her eyes in order to find the fortitude to answer. Blinking at the moisture on her lashes, she said, “If our marriage was...” Shaking her head, she tried again. “If you and I had said the words spoken five years ago, and meant them, then no, I wouldn’t want a divorce.” Hurrying, before he could grasp exactly what she’d said, what she’d just told him, she continued, “However, as it is, with the way things are, resulting from that day, then yes, the divorce is still needed.”

				He turned, walked back to the window, and she bowed her head, biting her lip so hard she tasted blood. Here, too, things were convoluted. She’d never want to divorce him, but she wasn’t married to him. Rosemary was.

				It was several minutes before he moved, turned around and then walked all the way across the room without glancing her way. “I’m going to empty your bathwater. I’ll see you in the morning.”

				Her mouth had a mind of its own. Before she realized it had opened, she heard herself saying, “It doesn’t have to happen until December.”

				With one hand on the banister as he turned the corner toward the hallway, he stiffened and twisted to look at her.

				She pressed the hand she’d slapped over her mouth harder against her lips. His frown was fierce, but it was the squint of his eyes that sent her heart into her throat.

				Shaking his head again, he turned, and a moment later the bathing room door shut so hard she flinched.

				A powerful anger rose, so fast and severe that Millie wanted to scream, hurl things across the room or pummel both fists against something until it hurt as bad as she did. Never in her entire life had she thrown a fit, but right now, she wanted to throw one that would leave all of Rosemary’s in the dust.

				Instead, Millie grabbed the brush and yanked it through her hair until her scalp burned. Then she marched up the steps. This wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t how things should be. Seth didn’t deserve to be treated this way, and neither did she.

				In her room, Millie moved to the window, stared into the darkness. Not even thinking about the baby helped, an innocent life that held no blame. She was beyond that. Past living her life for what others needed. It was unseemly to think only about herself, her desires, but ultimately, she only had until December to love Seth. Then she’d have to leave. Return to Richmond and— A growl filled her throat.

				This whole thing was erroneous. Her entire life had been.

				The freedom she’d experienced lately, and the hours she’d spent drawing, where her mind had time to quiet down and reveal things she’d never had time to focus on before, had given her a new perspective on so many things. As had the friendships she’d made. The foremost one being with the man downstairs. The only husband she’d ever want.

				A single star appeared in the cloudy night sky on the other side of the glass. October was well upon them, bringing cooler days and colder nights. Six weeks at most and this would all be over, and no one would ever know how painful it had been for her. As Millie found the star again, a somewhat shocking, but appealing thought occurred to her. No one would ever know what took place out here, except for her and Seth.

				She pressed a hand over her lips as the thought expanded. She spun toward the bed as a thrill had her sucking in her stomach. That would be so improper. So inappropriate.

				Spinning around, she paced the floor. Pretending to be his wife—really his wife, in every way—would only increase the deception. Furthermore, it would be entirely selfish on her part.

				The thought of kissing him, of doing all the things Leah-Widd-I-Kah had told her about, had her insides swirling. Steaming. Millie closed her eyes against the temptation pounding inside her.

				It would be wrong. Wrong. And trickery. Worse than what she was already doing.

				Stopping at the window, she searched the darkness for an answer that couldn’t be found. There wasn’t a solution, leastwise not one she could fathom justifiable. Even while the longing to give herself to Seth, to have what other married couples had, if only for a short time, grew stronger, more intense.

				Her skin became clammy and she lifted the window sash, hoping for a cooling breeze. A faint drumming sound entered with the night air, and the steady beats resounded in her soul, matching the thuds of her heart. Leah-Widd-I-Kah had said the Comanche would call to the Great Spirit tonight, asking for guidance in Per-Cum-Ske’s journey to speak with the men in Washington.

				The beats continued to resonate, all the way to her befuddled mind. “Oh, dear Lord,” she whispered, her words matching the steady thumps of the drums. “I need your help. A sign. Something that will tell me what to do.”

				The drumming stopped. She opened her eyes and stared into the darkness. Even the tiny star was gone, and no matter how hard she searched, its flickering light couldn’t be found. A long and hollow sigh left her slumped against the windowsill. What had she hoped? That all of a sudden the stars would spell out Seth’s name? Tell her it was all right to love him? To be with him? That was a foolish thought if ever she had one.

				Noises echoed from below, hoofbeats and shouts, but such sounds no longer startled her, for the fort was seldom silent. The knock that came at the front door, though, had her rushing across the room.

				She was halfway down the stairs when she froze.

				Seth stood in the doorway. His hair was wet, still held the comb marks, and he wore nothing but his britches, with both suspenders hanging from the waistband, the loops resting near his knees.

				His arms were bare and bulged with muscles, as was his back, and she wrapped her fingers around the banister at the sight of his glistening skin.

				“Ma’am.”

				Millie tugged her gaze away and nodded at the corporal tipping his hat.

				“What is it?” Seth asked.

				“Sorry to interrupt, Major, sir, but two mule skinners just rode in. Said they’d been chased by Indians the entire way. Their animals looked it, too.”

				“Have the M troop mount up,” Seth instructed, spinning to hurry back down the hallway.

				Millie didn’t even nod when Corporal Kemper bade her farewell and pulled the door closed. The only thing keeping her where she stood was Mrs. Ketchum’s advice. A major’s wife doesn’t question her husband’s actions. But Millie wasn’t his wife. Not really, and even if she was, she doubted she’d ever be a good one.

				Seth came out of the bathing room, snapping his suspenders over his white shirt, and she lost the ability to keep her mouth shut. “When will you be back?” she asked, in place of begging him not to go.

				“I don’t know.” He lifted his coat off the back of the chair near the door, where he always hung it. “Don’t leave the house.”

				“I won’t.” She moved down the steps, somewhat amazed at how calm she could pretend to be when fear had her heart racing. The way he watched her made her try harder, to force even her fingers not to tremble. Brushing his hands aside, she buttoned the jacket, holding her breath at the way his eyes followed her movements.

				“You’ll be fine,” he said, reaching for his hat.

				“Yes, I will,” she said. “And so will you.”

				The smile that appeared on his lips played with her heart, filling it with sweetness, while panic squeezed the life from it at the same time. She pulled the ends of the yellow scarf held on his jacket by the shoulder bars, and tied it in a loose knot.

				One of his fingers settled beneath her chin, forcing her face up. She closed her eyes for a moment, contemplating. Right or wrong, she loved this man, and knowing she might very well be sending him into battle made that love even more precious.

				Lifting her lids, she met the gentle caress of his gaze, and in that moment she honestly didn’t care whose husband he was. He’d become a hero in her eyes, some magnificent knight in armor that had swept into her life and saved her from fire-breathing dragons, highwaymen and all the other evil-doers of the world, all the while remaining a flesh-and-blood man who had stolen her heart.

				He stared directly into her eyes for what seemed an eternity before he said, “Yes, I’ll be fine.”

				“I’ll wait up for you.”

				“No, you go to bed,” he said. “It may be several hours.”

				The desire to beg him not to go grew, and there was only one thing she could think to do. Rising on the tips of her toes, she pressed her lips to his.

				He hesitated, a brief poignant moment in which Millie was too afraid to breathe. Then his hands grasped her waist and lifted her into his arms. She caught his shoulders, and held on as their lips met and parted and met again in an almost desperate fashion.

				He pulled back, but then, cupping her cheek, kissed her again, before whispering, “I have to go.”

				“I know,” she answered. “I’ll be here when you get back.”

				His lips quirked in the confident grin she loved as he cupped her other cheek. “You’d better be.”

				This time his kiss was long and tender, and when she wobbled, he held on tighter. As soon as the kiss ended, he turned and left. Which was for the best. That way he didn’t see the tears flowing down her cheeks.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Seth rode front and center, flanked by the M troop on both sides and followed by a dozen more soldiers. It was where he always rode. That was about the only thing that hadn’t changed. He hadn’t really thought about it before, where he rode. It hadn’t mattered, because if something were to happen to him, the men beside him would continue on. On the field or at the fort. Jasper would take over. Nothing would change.

				Nothing.

				But inside him, everything had changed, making this the first time he’d ever ridden though the gates desperately praying he’d return in one piece. For her and for him. For them.

				A man could take only so much before he snapped. Seth had used that fact against his opponents regularly, but this was the first time he’d felt it himself. When he’d left the house earlier this evening, the image of Millie peeking around the washroom door with dripping, tangled hair falling across wet, glowing shoulders, and grinning like a mystical imp, had danced in his head, and that picture returned now. Actually, it had never really left him, not even when he’d found the envelope tucked between the pages of the tablet.

				His question had been a fact finding mission, he’d thought. Whereas really, there was no right or wrong answer. He’d realized that sitting in the bathtub full of chilly water still carrying her scent. The papers had thrown him for a loop—had him thinking it was her he’d be divorcing. It wouldn’t be. It would be her sister. He’d remembered that, too, in the bathtub. Millie was the woman he’d fallen in love with, and Millie was the one waiting for him back at their house. Yet he wasn’t married to Millie.

				Was this some kind of demonic curse? He’d never wanted to fall in love, and when he had, it was to a woman he couldn’t marry, one he couldn’t proclaim his love to because she couldn’t know he knew who she was.

				Even with his mind twisted, his sight was clear, and he reined in his horse, holding up an arm for the soldiers to follow suit, near the edge of Per-Cum-Ske’s village.

				The leader stood there, flanked by braves. The two of them, Seth and the chief, had known each other for years as allies and enemies, and at times that had made dealings more difficult.

				“No one in Washington will talk to either of us about better provisions if an attack happens right now,” Seth said, without dismounting. “Even an attack on one man.”

				Per-Cum-Ske waved an arm. “We are here.”

				Seth showed no emotion, which in the past hadn’t been this difficult. Knowing Millie, with sweet, petal-soft lips and smelling like a bouquet of sun-kissed flowers, was depending on him to return, made his desire for peace stronger than ever. “Are you saying those weren’t Comanches chasing those men?”

				The leader made no sign of a response.

				Riding off in the dark of night, chasing down braves who’d had the time to find strategic hiding places and set up their attack, was dangerous, crazy even, but Seth would do it. They wouldn’t expect that, which was what had made him the commander he was today. Doing whatever it took to gain the upper hand and keep it. He’d been able to because he’d had no worries. No one to leave behind if his plan failed. That wasn’t so now, but he couldn’t let it change him.

				“I know they’re Comanche,” he said, displaying none of the companionship he’d shown to the leader the past several days. “No other tribe would come this close to your village.” His horse shifted and he let it take a full step closer to Per-Cum-Ske. “You round them up or else I will. But know that if I go after them, I will make no concessions, show no mercy, and when I return neither of us will be going to Washington.”

				The air grew heavy, tense, as they faced off, neither man blinking an eye. Seth knew stare-downs. There’d been a time he’d thrived on reading what was playing inside his opponent’s mind. Right now he was impatient for it to end. As the realization clicked, so did something else. He’d never had anyone to protect before, either, and thinking of Millie, her safety, had a mountain of determination growing inside him.

				“I warned you,” he said, wrenching on his horse’s reins.

				“Wait,” Per-Cum-Ske said. “I go to Washington.”

				Seth issued a silent curse. He hadn’t yet agreed to let the Indian go, and this had been Per-Cum-Ske’s way of pushing him into a decision. If Seth had been paying closer attention, he’d have seen it coming. His mind may have been elsewhere before, but it was focused now. He had more to lose than ever before.

				“I haven’t decided that yet,” he said. “Behavior like this makes my decision more difficult. I won’t travel with men I can’t trust.”

				The movement was slight, but Seth saw it—the slight bow of disgrace Per-Cum-Ske displayed. “I find them. I stop them.”

				“I’ll go with you.”

				The leader surveyed the soldiers with a cold gaze.

				“Just me,” Seth said.

				Per-Cum-Ske lifted his square jaw.

				“I don’t ride with men I don’t trust,” Seth said again.

				This time the Indian let his action be seen by everyone. He bowed his head in acceptance and waved for his horse to be brought forward. “Just you and me.”

				“Just me and you,” Seth repeated, hoping he wasn’t making the second biggest mistake in his life. As an army commander, he knew when to send others to do a chore and when he had to do it himself. This was one of those times where he had to be the one to go, and that had his stomach churning.

				It was several hours later, deep in the night, when even the locusts were sleeping, that he finally rode back through the gates of the fort. The four braves, who he’d seen at Per-Cum-Ske’s village mere days ago, had been apprehended, and he did believe the leader when he’d vowed there were no more.

				Seth relayed the outcome of the event to Jasper, who met him in the stables, and then hurried toward his house, where he found Corporal Kemper sitting guard on his front porch.

				“She’s asleep in the parlor,” Russ said. “I checked on her a few minutes ago.”

				“Thank you,” Seth said, with a throat full of gravel. He’d been gone only a few hours, but he missed her. Missed her like he hadn’t ever missed anything before, and in all honesty, he didn’t want it any other way.

				She wasn’t his wife—that bit of reality had worn down the more he’d rolled it around in his mind, became less of an issue. He was the only one who knew, besides her and her sister. Rosemary wasn’t a concern to him. Their marriage wasn’t real. Never had been. To him it was even more nonexistent than it had been before. What he’d focused on the last few hours was the fact that Millie didn’t want a divorce—had said so herself. Any number of things could have happened out there tonight and she would have never known how he really felt.

				He wasn’t going to take that chance again.

				Seth entered quietly and removed his coat and hat, and after one step, when his boot heels echoed in the silence, he removed his footwear, as well. Then he crossed the room and knelt down next to the sofa, where she was curled on her side, both hands folded beneath one cheek.

				Beautiful didn’t start to describe her. Her glorious hair, her fine and delicate features, were exquisite, but her loveliness went beneath that. He’d seen inside her the past weeks, and that’s where her true beauty emerged from.

				“Sweetheart,” he whispered, brushing his fingers over the silky skin of her forehead.

				Her eyes opened slowly and a smile formed as she blinked. “I like it when you call me that,” she answered sleepily, and her lids closed again.

				“Then that’s all I will call you,” he said, nuzzling her hair with the tip of his nose. “Sweetheart.” It was the perfect name. He couldn’t call her by her given name, wouldn’t call her by her sister’s name. Someday he’d have to admit to knowing who she was, get to the reason she was here, but right now, it didn’t matter.

				He leaned over and blew out the light. “It’s time for bed,” he whispered, easing his hands beneath her.

				She stiffened and her eyes popped open. “You’re home.”

				“Yes, I’m home.” He lifted her into his arms.

				Hers wrapped around his neck and she snuggled against him. “I missed you.”

				“I missed you, too.”

				“I knew you’d be back.”

				“And I knew you’d be here.”

				“Always,” she said, tightening her hold.

				His hold tightened, too, as he started up the stairs. He’d never held anything more precious. More perfect. “Always,” he repeated.

				No part of him suggested he take her to her room, yet once they’d entered his, and he arrived at the bed, a flash of uncertainty had him wondering what to do next. The way her hands roamed his neck, shoulders, chest and back said she was now fully conscious, and there wasn’t a single thing about him that wasn’t wide-awake.

				“You’re all right?” she asked.

				Wondering about his answer, he said, “Yes.”

				“You weren’t hurt, were you?”

				He eased his arm from beneath her knees, lowered her feet to the floor, so they ended up standing with their arms around each other and their gazes locked. “Not so much as a scratch,” he answered.

				“I knew you would be fine.” She lifted her face, and he accepted the invitation, thrilled beyond coherent thoughts. The kiss went from soft and sweet to hot and needy within seconds. When their lips parted and they’d both inhaled, she whispered, “I want to be a wife you can be proud of.”

				His heart doubled in size. “I am proud of you,” he said, running a single fingertip down the side of her face.

				“You are?”

				“Very.”

				“I’m very proud of you, too,” she whispered.

				Their next kiss lasted twice as long and had him losing control of how much longer he could wait. He’d never wanted a woman the way he wanted her. Fully. Completely. “I think it’s time we take this thing off.” Digging beneath the ruffles of lace on her housecoat, he added, “If I can find the buttons.”

				She giggled, that sweet lifting laugh that made the world a bright and amazing place.

				“They’re too big to miss,” she insisted, pushing his hands aside. “Here, let me.” She folded back the lace and slipped three huge buttons through their holes. Then slowly, one after the other, she shrugged her arms out, and let the gown fall to the floor. “How’s that?”

				He raised a brow while running his fingertip along the neckline of a thinner, but just as concealing gown. “Better, but I don’t believe we need this one, either.”

				Watching his fingers tug on the pink ribbon tied just above her breasts, she asked demurely, “But what will I sleep in?”

				He let loose the ties and used one knuckle to lift her chin. “From this night forward, you’ll have me to keep you warm.”

				Blinking those dense lashes shyly, adorably, she met his gaze, and a flash of excitement sent his blood humming, his soul ablaze.

				“I’ll like that,” she said.

				“Me, too.”

				He kissed her again, deeply and intensely, for he couldn’t get enough of her lips. Then he gathered handfuls of the gown near her thighs and gently eased the material upward. It was as if he was opening the greatest gift of his life, a treasure he’d guard forever.

				She lifted her arms, raised them above her head as he slid the gown up and over. Tossing it aside, he caught her hands, kept them raised while turning her in a slow pirouette. Twice. Once hadn’t been enough for him to grasp her absolute perfection. From her shoulders to her ankles, the mysterious elegance of every curve, her graceful poise, was flawless in every way, and divine.

				After watching him over a shoulder, she twisted her head around to face him as the second twirl ended. “You’ll make me dizzy,” she said, her hair swirling to catch up.

				“Then we’re even,” he said, lowering her arms enough to kiss the backs of both hands. “Your beauty makes me dizzy.”

				It was true, her body was the epitome of perfection, and glimmering in the lamplight, her skin looked as fine and delicate as the thin china cup she sipped tea from. An unexpected, unsettling thought snagged his mind. Compared to her, he was as big as an ox, and nothing he’d experienced before had prepared him for taking a wife to bed.

				A woman he loved. The woman.

				He ran the back of one hand up her arm, from her wrist to her shoulder. Her skin was like velvet, and her hair, cascading over her shoulders, down her back, as well as her front, where it had settled after her twirls, was like silk. Using both hands, he gathered it into two long tails and pulled them over her shoulders. As he smoothed the tresses down her front, the backs of his hands encountered her breasts, and she let out a tiny gasp.

				The long, thick mane created an iridescent curtain, hiding her breasts until he was ready to push aside the hair like one would pull open drapes to expose the brightness of the sun. “I want to promise you something,” he said, trailing his hands back up her arms, to settle on her shoulders.

				Tilting her head, as if listening intently, she nodded.

				He wanted to tell her he knew who she was, but that would only complicate things more, and he truly couldn’t go any longer without loving her. “I’ll never hurt you, not intentionally, and if by some irresponsible act I do, I want you to tell me, so I can make amends and make certain it never happens again.” It was a vow he took seriously, as was the silent one in which he willed himself to find the patience and skill and tenderness this woman deserved.

				“All right,” she whispered. Then, hooking her fingers inside his waistband, she tugged him forward. “Will you do me a favor?”

				Momentarily stunned, perhaps because her fingers were testing the very control he sought, Seth paused a second or two before nodding.

				“Will you kiss me? The pain I’m feeling at wanting you is quite devastating.”

				He wanted to throw his head back with laughter. She was an imp. An adorable, charming pixie that was his. All his. Settling for a grin, he framed her face with both hands. “I’d love to.”

				The kiss started out slow, but quickly escalated into a forceful act of passion that birthed an all-consuming fever. The delirium grew, sent his hands roaming, to explore the swells and curves and sleekness that seemed to form flawlessly beneath his fingers and palms. When at last he gathered the wits and strength to pull back, end the kiss, he lifted her into his arms and, cradling her as he had before, carried her the few feet to the bed.

				With one hand, he threw back the covers, to lay her down on the crisp sheets. Her arms were around his neck and she didn’t let go, pulling him onto the bed beside her.

				They kissed again, by mutual consent, but she was the one to finally break it. Taking short, fast breaths, she cupped the sides of his neck. “Don’t you have to take off your britches?”

				Already on the brink of desperation to be inside her, Seth groaned. “Eventually I will,” he said when able.

				“Eventually?”

				There was such yearning in her voice, as well as a touch of disappointment, that Seth concluded it was time to start his full exploration of her body. Teach her the sweet nuances of strategic maneuvers. “Eventually,” he repeated, while parting the veil of chestnut-shaded tresses to reveal her breasts. Fanning the hair out, he spread it over both pillows before running one fingertip down her neck and then lower, tracing her breastbone.

				She let out a pleasure-filled whimper when he used his lips to follow the trail of his finger, and again when he allowed himself to feast leisurely on one delectable nipple.

				“Seth,” she whispered with a touch of urgency.

				“Hush, sweetheart,” he said, brushing his lips over hers. “Just relax.”

				“Relax?” Her brows slanted downward as if she was perplexed, while those big brown eyes held a dreamy quality.

				“Yes,” he said, kissing each brow. “Just relax.”

				She let out a ragged sigh as a beautiful smile curled her lips. “I’ll try.”

				He took his time, stroking and kissing places he knew would provide her great pleasure. Some he’d tasted before—her lips, her neck, her eyelids. But others, such as the inside of her elbows, the hollow of her hips, the silken skin near her belly button, were new. He held her hands over her head and kissed along her arms, not stopping until he found her breasts again and she was moaning his name with such desire the blood was beating in his veins as if it wanted out.

				Still he held back, pleasured her with tender kisses and caresses that now focused on her legs and the moist cavern where they connected. Offering herself, she arched her back, meeting and aiding his searching fingers. His discipline was waning, but like battling an enemy—the sweetest, most desirable adversary ever—he kept forging onward.

				“Seth?” she gasped. “Seth?”

				Running a string of kisses from hip to hip, while keeping his hand below, he mumbled, “Yes?”

				“I—I...I think you need to take your pants off now.”

				Unquestionably charmed beyond measure, he grinned. “Oh, I will,” he assured her, at the same time sliding a hand beneath one knee and lifting her leg, giving his mouth access to where his finger explored.

				Millie gasped at the heat and moisture and all-out pleasure of Seth kissing her in the most private place imaginable. The fever, the need, was like nothing she’d ever known. The past weeks, when she’d thought her desire was at its utmost, had been like a mere candle flame compared to the wildfire blazing inside her now. Her throat was raw, yet she couldn’t stop whimpering and moaning, couldn’t keep her body from twitching and thrashing while something wild and passionate built inside her.

				It was a sweet, heavenly energy that had her calling Seth’s name out loud as he held her to him, kissed her as deeply there as he had her mouth. The excitement grew and grew and grew until she was damp with sweat, and a frantic spasm overtook her muscles. She could bear no more and shouted his name, only to have him lift her, hold her hips up and continue to make the frenzy inside her leap to another level. It was like climbing a ladder, higher and higher, and then, when she knew for certain she couldn’t go any higher, an explosion happened, sending her in a million directions at once.

				Her body was quivering, responding to the sweet tension so suddenly released, and then Millie felt as if she were floating like a feather, gently falling from the sky. The calmness was beautiful, brilliant, and had her sinking deep into the mattress.

				“Sweetheart?”

				She lifted her eyelids, smiled as Seth’s face appeared. “Oh, that was...unbelievable.”

				“Yes, it was,” he said, kissing her forehead. “And there’s more.”

				“More?” She laughed, shaking her head. “There couldn’t possibly be.”

				He was poised over her, and his eyes held a significant glimmer. Her hands, roaming his lower back, encountered nothing but bare skin, and an entirely new flame leaped to life inside her. He’d removed his britches.

				Smiling, seeing the perceptive glint in his eyes, she whispered, “Oh, there is more, isn’t there?”

				“Yes,” he said, “there is.”

				“Now?” she asked, her excitement growing again.

				He nodded. “If you’re ready.”

				“I’m ready,” she assured him. “I’m ready.”

				He entered her in one swift movement that took her breath and had her grabbing his shoulders at a quick slice of pain. His body went stiff, and he held her tight for a moment, kissed her softly.

				She hadn’t expected pain, but it had already faded, and utterly novel and dazzling sensations were once again building, promising to lead her to that ladder again, or beyond.

				“Oh, sweetheart,” he whispered, kissing her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I should have been slower, gentler.”

				She shook her head. “I don’t think so.” Her hands on his back followed the slow rise and fall of his hips, and the friction, the way he glided inside her, coaxed her body into a splendid rhythm.

				The journey was long and spectacular, taking her to plateaus and new levels that made her believe in an eternity no one else knew about. Just her and Seth. They stayed there, somehow suspended in time as the whirlwind frenzy spiraled onward. Wrapped around his hips, her legs were locked at the ankles to keep her moving with him as they climbed together, and this time when the sudden eruption happened, it was to both of them.

				She shouted his name as a moan rumbled from his chest, and he held her hips, kept them linked with his while wave after wave of limitless fulfillment fanned over her body.

				The soothing quiet that came next had her releasing the sheets balled in her hands, and her legs, as weak as the rest of her, released the hold she’d had on him. Kissing her sweetly, tenderly, he rolled off her, and then wrapped both arms around her as he pulled her to his side, cradling her with such affection that moisture slipped from the corner of her eye.

				It wasn’t a tear, couldn’t be, for she’d never felt so amazing. Perhaps it was a tear of joy. She’d heard of such things, and she’d never, ever, known the bliss filling her right now. After rubbing her cheek against his shoulder, she tilted her head to gaze upon him.

				He kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry, darling. I promise there won’t be any pain next time.”

				“Pain?” she said, still basking in the tremendous aftermath of all that had occurred. “There was no pain.” She closed her eyes. “None whatsoever.”

				His hold tightened, and she spread one arm across his chest, one leg over his thigh, to snuggle as close as possible.

				“I love you,” he whispered.

				A real tear fell then. “I love you, too,” she answered. At least she thought the words came out. Her mind was so consumed with his statement, repeating it over and over, that she wasn’t exactly sure if she’d spoken or not. A tiny part of her tried to bring to the surface the deceit she’d just made worse, but Millie refused to allow that to happen. Not now. Content and spent, she drifted into a profound slumber.

				It was still dark when something drew her awareness. Stretching, luxuriating in the way Seth was once again kissing her breasts, Millie moaned and dug her hands into his hair, keeping him there until a fresh, fantastic storm of sorts had her begging him to enter her, join her in yet another journey to the world he’d created just for her.

				Afterward, while mini aftershocks still rocked them, she caught Seth’s shoulders before he could roll off her. “Don’t!” She had to catch her breath before more words could be said.

				Breathing almost as hard as she, he rose, balancing on his forearms and knees so as not to crush her. She cupped his face with her hands, kissed his lips soundly. Not knowing how to explain all she felt, she whispered, “I like who I am when I’m with you.”

				Seth returned her kiss, couldn’t stop himself even if he wanted to. Which he didn’t. Rolling off, he folded her to his side again. “I like who you are, too.” Guilt rose inside him then, and he whispered, “Go to sleep. It’ll soon be morning.”

				Her giggle caught his heart, filled him with elation, while his mind, tangled in a bizarre cobweb, tried to tell him how wrong this was. He had other secrets. Army secrets he’d go to his grave with, but this wasn’t one a man could live with. Pretending she was his wife when he knew full well she wasn’t. And he’d taken her. Until the moment it had happened, he hadn’t thought of the outcome of that.

				“I guess sleep is a part of sleeping, isn’t it?” she asked, plastering her body against his like a second skin.

				He liked that, too, her skin meshing with his. They’d declared their love to one another. Shared that love as intimately as two people could. It had been the greatest, most fulfilling thing he’d ever encountered. Yet in a dark cavern of his mind, a single thought kept leaping forward. She wasn’t his wife. Whether he loved her or not. Whether he wanted to be or not, he was married to someone else.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				Millie stared with tremendous longing at the bed she’d left less than an hour ago. Not because she was still tired; she awoke every morning more refreshed than the day before. But because she wondered if she’d ever see this bed again. Their bed. She sighed and closed the clasp on her traveling bag before moving to the door. Glancing over her shoulder, she found tears stinging her eyes. It had been ten days since the night he’d ridden into the darkness and she’d vowed to do whatever it took to become his wife in every way upon his return.

				And she had. Except for the one way she really wanted. The truth.

				The heaviness in her heart grew as she made her way down the stairs. The entire house was full of remarkable places she and Seth had created memories—the parlor sofa, the bathtub, the kitchen—and it was about to end. She was leaving, going to Washington, where she’d have to fess up to who she was, and he was going to hate her.

				“Ma’am?”

				Pinpricks of embarrassment stung her cheeks. Russ couldn’t know her thoughts, yet her deceit was so close to the surface, she felt as if it was written across her skin.

				“Yes, Corporal Kemper?” she responded, stepping off the last stair.

				“The major says it’s time to go.”

				Millie took a deep breath. Needed to. She’d told Seth she’d stay here, wait for him, even dreamed he’d just go to Washington and return, having never learned of the deceit. He wouldn’t hear of it. Said he couldn’t be separated from her for that long. She’d cherished the statement, for she didn’t want to be parted from him, either, but a deep intuition said the trip would change everything.

				Corporal Kemper crossed the room and held out one hand. “I’ll carry that.”

				“Thank you.” She handed over the bag and pulled down the hem of her once-pale-green traveling suit jacket. The color was an odd mixture now, a not overly flattering gray-orange, but it had washed up better than she’d imagined. The white underblouse with a large ruffled collar was tinted orange, as well. At least the shades matched, and there really was no sense in ruining another gown. The trip was bound to be long.

				Seth met her on the porch, which had her heart drumming and a smile bouncing onto her lips. He was so handsome, dressed in his full uniform, yellow scarf and all, and she loved him so much it hurt.

				“You look as beautiful as ever,” he said, bending to brush a kiss to her cheek.

				Compliments from him always made her blush. Taking his arm, she said, “I missed you when I awoke this morning.”

				“I had things to see to, but I’d rather have been there with you.” He turned then, escorting her down the steps. “We want to make it as far as possible today. Hopefully, we can cut the trip to Tulsa down to four days.”

				That wasn’t what Millie hoped for. She wanted it to take forever. Yet knowing he was attempting to shorten the trip on account of her made her love him all the more. “We’ll be together,” she said, “so whether it’s four, five or fifteen days, it doesn’t matter to me.”

				His lips brushed her temple before he nodded toward the courtyard. “There are a few folks who’d like to say goodbye.”

				So engrossed in Seth, she hadn’t noticed the line of people flanking a pathway that ended at two loaded wagons and several saddled horses. “Goodness.”

				“I think you’re going to be missed while we’re gone,” he whispered in her ear.

				Tears pricked her eyes, but humor sparkled in his. So did pride, so she tried to smile.

				“I’ve left a dozen times over and never had this happen before.” He waved a hand for her to precede him along the pathway.

				It was early, so she’d imagined half the fort would still be sleeping, but they weren’t. Besides army men, and the three other wives she’d come to know well, Briggs Ryan and all four of his maidens, as well as Mr. Jenkins and Wind wished her safe travels and a speedy return. Mr. Ryan, right after a bear hug that left her cheeks stinging, and may have broken a rib, handed her a small pouch.

				“Tea leaves,” the big man said in his gusty voice. “Drop a few in boiling water and let steep for five minutes. No longer, though, or it’ll get bitter. No?”

				“Yes, yes,” she answered. “Five minutes, thank you.”

				Wind, with his tiny shoulders protected from the cold by a red-and-blue-plaid shirt, handed her a peppermint stick that was no longer white. “For Major’s wife.”

				Taking the candy, which had obviously been hidden, saved for a special moment, Millie felt her heart tumble in her chest. If only she’d known, she’d have saved a coin to give in exchange, but her money—what she’d chosen to take with her—was in her wrist bag inside her traveling satchel, and Russ had already put that in one of the wagons.

				“I believe you dropped this, dear.”

				She turned to Seth, and seeing the coin in his palm, met his gaze with all the love bubbling in her chest. Squaring her shoulders, trying to act as poised as a major’s wife should be, she nodded. “Thank you, Major.” Taking the coin, she handed it to the boy. “Thank you for the sweet stick, Wind. May I give you this in exchange?”

				The boy bowed his head respectfully. “Haa. Yes.”

				After he took the coin, she leaned down and kissed his cheek.

				“I’d have given you a peppermint stick if I’d known that was the exchange,” Mr. Jenkins said, rousing a chuckle from many of the people standing nearby.

				At her side, with a hand on her back, Seth replied, “I may have something to say about that, Jenkins.” His retort brought more laughter from the crowd.

				Jubilance tussled with a hint of embarrassment as Millie glanced up, saw the mirth in his eyes. Rubbing her back, he nodded, directing her to continue along the pathway.

				Ilene Ketchum stepped forward from where she stood next to the wagon as they made their way to the end of the line. After giving her a solid hug, the woman said, “I’m assuming you have my list.”

				“Yes, it’s safely packed away,” Millie answered.

				“Feel free to substitute if you need.” Ilene had been to Washington several times and had created a list of very specific items, with substitute options, to be purchased at just as specific stores.

				“I’ll do my best,” Millie promised.

				The woman gave her one more hug. “I’m going to miss you,” she said. “But I’m glad you’re going. You’ve become the perfect major’s wife, and I’m very proud of you.”

				Millie had to squeeze her eyelids tight to keep the moisture in.

				Mrs. Ketchum turned then and gave Seth a long hug. “Godspeed, Major. I’d tell you to take care of your wife, but I know you will. We’ll all be joyous to celebrate your return.”

				“Thank you,” he said. “I leave knowing the fort is in most capable hands, both your husband’s and yours.”

				The woman nodded, and Seth took Millie’s elbow, leading her around the first wagon. “Would you prefer to ride in the wagon or on horseback?”

				Stunned, she looked down at her traveling suit and then up at him. “I didn’t know I had an option.”

				“My apologies,” he said, with a solemn expression. “I should have told you. Are you able to ride in that outfit? We have time if you want to change.”

				“No, I can ride in this,” she assured him, noting the wide width of the skirt. “And I’d like to, for a ways at least.” Bouncing for miles upon miles in the wagon hadn’t been something she’d been looking forward to, but she would have done it without a word of complaint.

				“I’d assumed that,” he said, gesturing toward a small buckskin mare. “Allow me to assist you in mounting.”

				“You are so very thoughtful,” she said, placing a foot in his clasped hands and a hand on his shoulder. “I fear I’ve become spoiled since I arrived here.”

				Once she was settled in the saddle, with her skirt flared to cover her ankles, he handed her the reins. His thumb caught her chin then and tugged slightly, encouraging her to bend toward him.

				“And what,” he asked, “is wrong with that?”

				He kissed her briefly, and she was still recovering, knowing the entire crowd had witnessed the action, when he walked around her animal and mounted his.

				Moments later they led the procession out the wide gates, side by side. The pride Millie felt for Seth had her spine straight and her shoulders squared. As if he knew she was thinking of him, he turned and gave her one of his sweet, heart-teasing winks.

				A short time later Seth held up a hand, his elbow squared, to stop the men and wagons behind them as they approached Per-Cum-Ske and four of his braves, who were ready to mount their horses.

				Stepping out of the crowd nearby, Leah-Widd-I-Kah smiled at Millie, but walked straight to Seth and spoke in a hushed tone.

				Nodding, he dismounted and then walked around the head of the buckskin to arrive at Millie’s side, where he grasped her waist. “Leah-Widd-I-Kah has a gift for you.”

				“Goodness, I certainly didn’t expect all this,” Millie whispered, resting her hands on his shoulders as he lifted her to the ground.

				Others, including the leader’s additional wives, followed as Leah-Widd-I-Kah walked forward, holding out a necklace that had Millie pressing a hand to her chest. It was a bride’s necklace, the Indians’ equivalent of a wedding band. The woman had shown her hers.

				Seth took the necklace and placed it around her neck, lifting the braid she’d styled her hair in— given what the wind did to combs and coiffures—and letting it fall down her back again once the thin leather strap was around her neck.

				“In every way it matters, you are my wife,” he whispered softly in her ear. “And I’m very proud of that.”

				Her eyes closed as his lips brushed her cheek, and she had to swallow at the welling of emotions blocking her throat before she could look up at him. “I’m proud to be your wife,” she whispered just as softly.

				An intricate design of beads and delicate feathers had been sewn on the leather pendent that settled between her breasts. Lifting her gaze to Leah-Widd-I-Kah, and knowing this time a coin from her husband wouldn’t be sufficient, Millie unpinned the dragonfly brooch from the front of her suit jacket. Stepping forward, she kissed her friend’s cheek and then handed her the brooch. “Thank you. Ura.” she said, placing a hand over the necklace. “This means more to me than you’ll ever know.”

				Pinning the dragonfly to her dress, Leah-Widd-I-Kah nodded. “Ura.”

				Seth assisted Millie onto her horse again, and soon not even the tall stockade could be seen when she glanced over her shoulder. She missed it already, but when she caught her husband’s gaze, she smiled, even though her heart had never felt so heavy.

				That night, Millie was overly surprised to see a tent come out of one of the wagons, because when she’d traveled to the fort they’d simply draped a canvas over the wagon and she’d slept beneath it. Now she crawled under the top blanket of several that created a soft pallet for her and Seth to share, wearing nothing but her new necklace.

				Being in a saddle most of the day had left her inner thighs sore and her behind achy, but not so badly their nightly routine should be interrupted. At least those were her hopes, for it was then, when they were alone together, that she forgot the rest of the world existed. If the look on her husband’s face a few minutes ago was anything to go by, her hopes would be fulfilled.

				They’d stopped shortly before dark, in a spot two men had ridden ahead to find and prepare. The soldiers had set up a total of four tents, while others cooked a meal that thankfully didn’t consist of beans—that had been a true fear of Millie’s. One of the men had set a kettle to boil on the fire, and she’d added some of the leaves Mr. Ryan had given her. While she’d seen to that, Seth had assisted in erecting their tent, and carried her travel satchel in after asking what she’d need out of the wagon.

				The bag now sat near her feet, for the shelters were small, with barely enough room for the blankets creating their bed. She’d undressed while on her knees, but the accommodations were more than adequate.

				The makings of a tepee had also been carried in one of the wagons, smaller than those outside the fort. She wondered how all five Comanche would sleep in it.

				A breeze had picked up and was making the sides of the tent billow as it seeped in below the canvas, and she snuggled deeper beneath the cover, wondering how long it would be before Seth and the others turned in.

				He didn’t make her wait much longer before crawling through the split-flap opening. “Hello, my sweet.”

				The endearments he called her were never ending, and she loved each and every one. “Hello.” Voices could still be heard outside, so she kept hers extra quiet. “I was hoping you’d be in soon.”

				Removing his boots, he answered, “I wanted to give you time to get undressed.”

				When it came to this man, and her love for him, her boldness seemed to grow daily. Sometimes it even surprised her. Lifting the edge of the blanket, showing him her state of dress, she whispered, “That didn’t take long.”

				He let out a low growl, and shrugged and scooted out of the rest of his clothes with additional speed. She was still giggling when he slipped beneath the covers and caught her hip, pulling her against him.

				“You never cease to amaze me,” he said.

				She stretched and arched, aligning her body with his while digging her fingers into the silkiness of his thick hair. “That’s what I think of you,” she said, making a point of moving her hips against his in a now familiar rhythm. “That you’re amazing.”

				His kiss was long and tantalizing, one that had her desire quickening. When his lips left hers, roamed down her neck in a way that made her want to groan, she pressed her lips together. Her body was already responding to him, yet she whispered, “Do you think the men out there know what we’re doing in here?”

				“Yes,” he said, rolling her onto her back. “They know.”

				His hand molded one breast, and her response, “Oh,” was half moan, half reply.

				“Do you want me to stop?” he asked, licking the tip of the other breast.

				“No,” she all but whimpered.

				“Forget about them, sweetheart. It’s just you and me.”

				Millie nodded, but was already so far gone, she wasn’t sure what she was nodding about. His hands were like a piano player’s and she was the ivory keys he masterfully turned into a song so sweet she became lost in the music. A lullaby created by and for them. He took his time, and needing to smother her uncontrollable moans, she bit his shoulders, or the edge of the blanket, or her own hand, whatever was near. Then, when her time came, the moment his name wildly rumbled from her throat, he smothered her shout with a long and consuming kiss that left her both winded and fulfilled.

				Seth eased off her, smiling at how adorable she’d been trying to refrain from being too loud. He’d tried, too, for even though the men surely knew—good men who wouldn’t make a comment—he didn’t want to do anything that would cause her undo embarrassment. As she nestled in the crook of his arm, he fingered the delicate feathers of her necklace with this other hand.

				Guilt was a hell of a thing for a man to feel. It weighed him down worse than boulders tied to his ankles could have. Yet being with her, now and whenever she was near, Seth found other emotions covered the shame, made him forget that what he was doing was wrong. For it certainly felt right to love her. More right than anything he’d ever done.

				He never called her Rosemary, nor did he ever admit he knew she was Millie, and that was wrong. There was no future in it. His plan was to come clean. Confess, and give her the opening to admit her true identity. He no longer cared why she was here.

				Before they got to Washington, he would tell her, and once there, he’d see that his ties to Rosemary were cleanly severed, giving him and Millie the opportunity to wed. He’d been as strategic in this plan as any other he’d ever created. There had been times when he could have told her, even right now, snuggled together in the darkness, but he hadn’t, and he wouldn’t. An indescribable knot in his stomach wouldn’t let him. His men couldn’t know he was living a lie, and he hadn’t yet figured out how to correct that part.

				He released the necklace and found her hand, lifted it to kiss the knuckles. “Are you sore from riding all day?”

				“Not anymore,” she said, somewhere between a giggle and a whisper. “You have a way of making me forget everything.” Planting a kiss on his chest, she added, “Everything.”

				He drew air in through his nose, held it. She opened up such deep, incredible things inside him, and he had to wonder if that wasn’t a part of it—why he couldn’t say anything. Why that knot in his stomach was coated with dread. In his heart, he didn’t want things to change. He could live his entire life letting everyone believe she was his wife, letting her think he didn’t know who she was. And that wasn’t like him. He’d never taken the immoral path, even when it was clearly the easier one, and that, too, made the pit of his stomach burn.

				Furthermore, he still had a job to do, and needed all his faculties in order to convince the government the Indians weren’t fairing well with what was being provided to them. Having Per-Cum-Ske with him on this trip made it more vital that his thoughts—every last one of them—were in order.

				The Indian wasn’t a chief, but he was leading the band right now. Eight years ago, when Per-Cum-Ske was just nineteen, he’d gone on the warpath against the white man. He’d made a fierce adversary, with followers throughout the Indian nation, and other tribes banding together to copy his actions. Thankfully, for the army, anyway, a year or so later he realized his actions were fruitless. White men were gaining ground and the Comanche barely maintaining, so he’d cut off his braids and enlisted in the Indian Scout Detachment. In that he’d succeeded, had been one of the best scouts ever, and soon became head of the detachment participating in the Kiowa-Comanche-Cheyenne campaign initiated at Fort Sill.

				Seth remembered the crusade as if it had been yesterday. Indians had filled the Wichita Mountains, knew every nook, cranny and tree, and the soldiers, including himself, would have been at their mercy if not for Per-Cum-Ske. He’d not only reported where every last brave was located, he’d shown the troops where to camp, giving themselves the best protection for when the battle started.

				Start it had, with a volley of gunfire like nothing any of the soldiers had expected. There had been more troops than Indians, and when the gunfire ceased Per-Cum-Ske had rushed forward, turning over the bodies of the fallen to look in their faces.

				Seth had recognized a few of them—Per-Cum-Ske’s father-in-law, Ter-Ak-A-Nee-Cut. Pah-Po-Ter-A-Pet, his uncle, and the leader of the band, Pe-Ah-Ter-Who-Noovy. But the scout had recognized the face of almost every fallen body he’d came upon. Friends and relatives, comrades that had followed him on his warpath against the white man just a few years prior, before he’d cut off his braids and joined the army.

				To this day, Seth wondered how Per-Cum-Ske had accepted the deaths of so many. His eyes had been hollow, his face showing no emotion as he’d stood on the ground stained by blood. Spine straight, with his square chin thrust forward, he’d said, “We cannot help it. I did my duty.”

				Seth knew duty—had lived it his entire life—yet in that instance he hadn’t understood it. He’d signed Per-Cum-Ske’s discharge papers a short time later, one of the first times he’d used “Major” in his signature line. And he’d known then that he’d face the man as an adversary again. It couldn’t be helped.

				That time was now. The man had become leader of the Comanche, or Komantcia—Anyone Who Wants to Fight All the Time—as other tribes referred to them. A man who knew the life of the Indians, but also the ways of the army, creating a precarious balance that had nerves on end from Indian Territory to Washington, including Seth’s. Another reason his mind had to be alert and his instincts intact, and why he couldn’t allow issues in his private life to overshadow his duties.

				The sound of deep and even breaths had him looking down, and the area around his heart warming as he saw her sleeping. He ran a hand over Millie’s hair, pulled the long braid over her shoulder and across his chest.

				Once his meeting in Washington was complete and a settlement agreed upon, he could focus on cleaning up the situation between him and Millie. He tilted his head to kiss the top of hers. Something this precious, this beautiful and wonderful, had to be handled gently.

				She let out a tiny moan, and the powerful need he had for her, though well-sated a short time ago, sparked low in his belly like the strike of a flintlock. It wasn’t unusual; it happened every time he glanced her way. Insatiable, that’s what he was when it came to her. Fact was, he didn’t even have to look at her; a simple thought caused that reaction inside him. And all day, while riding next to her, he’d practically counted the minutes until sunset.

				Running a hand down her arm, he paused when his palm encountered chilled skin, and probing the covers, he found the reason: the wind sneaking under the tent. He bunched up the blankets beneath them, plugging the space as best he could.

				“What’s wrong?” she murmured.

				“Nothing, sweetheart, just the wind sneaking in below the tent.”

				“Yes,” she said groggily, while shifting to burrow against him. “It’s cold.”

				Her entire side was chilled, felt like frost when it met his heated skin. He pulled the top blanket up to her shoulders and then reached below, grasping her waist. “Here, I’ll switch sides with you.”

				When he lifted her, intent on rolling beneath, she grasped his shoulders, nestled her entire length on top of him. “Mmm,” she said. “You’re always so warm.”

				Passion flared, readying him in every way to once again sample all her wares. Rubbing his palms along her silky, chilly skin, he asked, “Would you like me to warm you?”

				“Um-hmm,” she mumbled, her knees parting his legs.

				“Is that a yes?” he asked, pressing her hips to his, with both hands on the round, plump curves of her very delectable hind end.

				She giggled, and then suckled his neck before asking, “What do you think, Major?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Had he known how wonderful the trip would be with her at his side, Seth wouldn’t have strived to shorten it. But as it was, four days and three nights after setting out, they were on the outskirts of Tulsa. Then again, as he looked over his shoulder to a sky turning blacker by the moment, he was glad the town was only a few miles ahead. The storm that was brewing was sure to be a doozy.

				The wind had picked up throughout the day, and by the looks of those clouds, rain would soon be striking the red dirt with all the gusto of an inland hurricane. His instincts were kicking in, as well as an internal conflict. He’d never left his men before, but he’d never had a wife to protect, either.

				Riding the buckskin next to him, she had on her army-issue hat, a fashion clash with her dress if there ever was one. But the smile she flashed him said her attire was no concern. It also resolved the issues he’d been mulling over.

				“I’ll be right back,” he said over the whistle of the wind.

				“Is something wrong?”

				“No, I just want to talk to the drivers, see how the wagons are faring in the wind.”

				She nodded, and he spun his mount around, trotted back and steered the animal to ride next to the first wagon.

				“Storm’s brewing, aye, Major?” Sergeant Moore said in greeting.

				“Yes, I’m afraid it’s going to hit soon,” Seth admitted, unable to keep his eyes from going back to the head of the line, where his wife rode.

				“Roberts and I have the wagons under control. Nothing’s going to happen between here and Tulsa. I know the trail. It’s clear sailing from here on in.” Rex Moore then gestured with his chin. “I’d be obliged, though, if you and your wife were to ride ahead, have warm, dry beds waiting on us.”

				Seth had to laugh and shake his head. “You would, huh?”

				“Yep, bet the entire lot of us would,” the man said, grinning. “I reckon we’ll look close to drowned rats by the time we get these mules to town. Those horses of yours, though, they might make it before the rain hits too hard.”

				“Well, then, Sergeant,” Seth said, once again thankful for the capable men in his unit, “I’m leaving you in charge while I find shelter for my wife. Rooms are waiting for everyone at Brewster’s. I’ll see you there.”

				“Aye, aye, Major, you’ll see us there.”

				Seth rode back then to the other wagon, where the conversation was relatively the same. Jack Roberts made the same suggestion Rex had before Seth could open his mouth, and the four lieutenants riding flank had the same sentiments.

				Farther back, Per-Cum-Ske gestured before Seth made it far enough to turn his horse around. “Go. Take woman. Storm coming.”

				Seth waved, then kneed his mount, galloping back to the front. Reining in next to her, he asked, “Feel like a race?”

				She frowned, but there was a flash of excitement in her eyes. “A race?”

				“Yup, to town. It’s about five miles.”

				Lifting a trim eyebrow, and the corners of her mouth into a smirk, she asked, “What do I get if I win?”

				“Anything you want,” he said.

				Her smoldering gaze roaming him from boots to hat lit a fire in him not even the rain would be able to dowse. “Anything?” she asked in a sultry tone.

				“Anything,” he repeated, with a glance that somehow landed on her breasts before her face.

				“Ready, set, go,” she shouted in a single breath, already slapping her reins against the buckskin’s rump.

				Seth set his horse into a plunge and then a full gallop, catching her within no time. The animals couldn’t run the entire way to town, but they could put some distance between them and the storm. Glancing over, seeing the determined way she lay low over the animal’s neck, he settled himself more firmly in the saddle.

				Side by side, they soared over the land, and even with the storm fusing the air, he felt the connection of their hearts as they rode in tandem.

				* * *

				Millie was filled with glee, a bright, brilliant joy that not even the rain, plastering her hair to her head and her dress to her skin, could dampen. “I won,” she insisted as Seth pulled her out of the saddle.

				“Only because you shot in front of that wagon,” he said, rushing her under the awning of the hotel. Once there he took her face between his hands. “You scared the life out of me! Don’t ever do that again.”

				His growl didn’t scare her. There was too much love in his eyes for that. “I had plenty of room.”

				“That wagon almost crashed, careening out of your way.”

				“Oh, it did not,” she insisted, wiping at the water dripping into her eyes. Her hat had flipped off her head and now hung between her shoulder blades by the strap. “Did it?” She attempted to turn, glance through the pouring rain to see if there was a wreck down the road they’d just traversed.

				“Come on,” he said, “I gotta get you inside before you float away.”

				“You’re always saying that,” she said.

				“I was raised in Boston. My mother always thought we’d float away if we swam in the bay,” he said, leading Millie to the door.

				At night, while snuggled together inside the tent or back home in their bed at the fort, he’d told her about his childhood, his mother and brother, father and uncles. She loved every tale, but always sensed he wanted her to tell him more than the few clipped answers she’d shared about her own childhood. She was walking a more dangerous path than ever, for he really did make her forget she was living a lie.

				Digging her heels in the wood beneath them, she spun around. “The horses.”

				“Someone inside will see to them,” he said, tugging her forward.

				In no time, he was leading her up a flight of stairs and down a hall to a door that the key in his hand unlocked. Then he scooped her into his arms, and she laughed out loud as he carried her into the room.

				“Put me down, silly. I’m dripping wet.” However, she held on tighter, hoping he wouldn’t, as he kicked the door shut.

				He didn’t, but instead captured her mouth. The kiss was the kind she loved, deep and penetrating, warming her from tip to toe. His mouth continued to hold her attention as he slowly let her legs loose. With her arms locked around his neck, she didn’t know when her feet touched the floor until she wobbled on them.

				A knock on the door had him lifting his face, separating his lips from hers. Millie swayed as his hands slipped away, and they were instantly back, stabilizing her, while silently asking if she was able to stand on her own. Smiling, for his concern was so endearing, she nodded.

				Watching her closely, he eased his hands away, and only when she proved she was stable did he move to the door and pull it open.

				“Here, Major.” A gray-haired woman with a broad smile said, while handing him a wicker basket. “Towels and dry clothes for each of you until your men arrive.” She turned then, still smiling. “The bathing room is at the end of the hall, Mrs. Parker. Just put your wet clothes in the basket and leave it outside the door. I’ll have them laundered and ready for you first thing in the morning.” Once again addressing Seth, the woman continued, “Yours, too, Major. And the meal you ordered will be up promptly.”

				“Thank you, Mrs. Brewster,” he said, setting the basket on the foot of the bed. “We appreciate your efficiency.”

				“The army keeps us in business, Major. I’m happy to see to whatever needs you have. And your wife.” The women then held out a hand. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you, ma’am. A real treat.”

				“Thank you, Mrs. Brewster,” Millie said, shaking the older woman’s hand. “We do appreciate your kindness, and I’m honored to make your acquaintance.”

				The woman’s smile grew yet again as she turned to Seth. “The heater’s been lit, so the water will be hot in no time. I’m sure you’ll show your wife how it all works.”

				“I will. Thank you again, Mrs. Brewster.”

				Millie waited until the woman had walked out and Seth pushed the door closed before she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around his waist from behind him. “Heater?” she asked, nuzzling his back with her cheek. “As in hot water?”

				His hands settled atop hers as her fingers found the brass buttons on his jacket. “Yes,” he replied. “As much as you need.”

				She undid the buttons and then lifted the lapels, helping him shrug his arms out of the sleeves. “Enough for two?” She held the coat as he slipped it off, loving being able to assist him so intimately. Being a major’s wife had so many wonderful benefits.

				He turned, took the jacket, tossed it on the bed and spanned his hands around her waist. “Yes, enough for two.”

				Excitement blazed inside her. “I believe,” she said, starting on his shirt buttons, “I know what I want my prize to be.”

				“Prize?”

				She nodded. “For winning the race.”

				“Aw, yes, the race.”

				Tugging his shirttail from his britches, she reminded him, “You said I could have anything I want.”

				“Yes, I did.”

				She slid both hands into the opening of his shirt. His skin was always so warm and captivating, and though she’d been somewhat unsure the first time he’d asked her to wash his back, now she adored the chore. As much as she loved having him wash hers. “I want you to wash my hair.”

				“Just your hair?” he asked, finding the buttons on her suit jacket.

				“We’ll see,” she answered, no longer chilled by her wet clothing. Then again, she never really was chilled when he was around.

				Except at times when, like hours later—after they’d shared a steamy bath, a delicious meal, and had warmed up the sheets of the bed—a reoccurring dream ripped her from a deep sleep, leaving her trembling and ice-cold.

				Gasping, beseeching her racing heart to slow, Millie squeezed her eyes shut and burrowed her face into the pillow, letting it absorb the moisture of her tears.

				“Sweetheart?” Seth was curled against her back, and his arms, one around her waist, the other below her neck, tightened to pull her closer. “What’s wrong?”

				“Nothing,” she whispered, grasping his arms, silently begging him to save her from the torment still raging inside.

				“Did you have another bad dream?” His lips were against the skin on her neck.

				She nodded.

				“Aw, sweetie, you’re safe with me,” he whispered. “Besides, we aren’t in the tent.”

				“I know,” she mumbled. “It was just a dream. A silly dream.”

				“Want to tell me about it?”

				A new chill hit her, all the way to the center of her bones. “No,” she whispered. “I just want to go back to sleep.”

				“All right,” he whispered, kissing her neck and cuddling her close. “I’m here. You’re safe.”

				She nodded again and pressed as much of her face as possible into the pillow, trying to wipe away the tears before they rolled down her cheeks, onto his arm. The nightmare had come the first night they’d slept in the tent, and had appeared every night since, stronger each time. It was her conscience, telling her that what she was doing was wrong. So very wrong. She knew that, but in the light of day, looking upon his handsome, loving face, her heart took over again, pushed the deceit so far away it only had a chance to come forward in her sleep. Where it tormented her.

				The dream was the same each time, and she awoke at the same point. They were in Washington, or a place she assumed was Washington, since she’d never been there, and Seth was talking to a faceless man. Yet she knew the man, and knew he was telling Seth the truth. She was running in the dream, screaming at Seth not to listen, but she was too late. The way he looked at her, the hate and hurt in his eyes... Rosemary was there, too, in her dream.

				Another tremble assaulted Millie’s body.

				“Hey,” he whispered. “It was just a dream.” He shifted then, rolled her onto her back as he leaned over her. “Honey.” He wiped at the tears on her cheeks. “Don’t cry.”

				The tenderness in his voice and touch had a piercing pain ripping at her heart. She had to find a way to tell him, thought of it day after day. But one look into those eyes that held such love, that showered her with a devotion she’d never known existed, and words refused to form. Truth was, it was no longer her deceit that filled her with fear. It was living without him. She not only loved him, she liked herself when she was with him. That was new. In the past, she’d often loathed herself. Loathed her life. A life she had to go back to.

				“I think,” he said, rubbing his nose against hers, “I know a way to make you forget.” His hand roamed down, settled on her breast. “Forget all about a silly old dream.”

				The ache inside her increased. She’d tried over and over to come up with a way to tell him everything. Her own selfishness was what stopped her time and time again. She’d discovered a love so strong she just might die without it, and ultimately, she didn’t want to give it up. Would spend the rest of her life pretending to be her sister if that was what it took.

				Shame, growing stronger, lurched inside her. He was so honorable, so righteous and admirable, he’d never understand why she’d done what she had. Neither would her sister.

				“Honey?” He tenderly cupped her face, his eyes searching hers. “Oh, sweetheart. It really was a bad dream, wasn’t it?”

				She nodded.

				Combing her hair away from her face, he settled down beside her. “Come here, I’ll just hold you until you go back to sleep.”

				A desperation sprang forth inside her, and she rolled on top of him, grabbed his shoulders. “No. No, Seth, please, please love me.”

				She took his mouth fiercely, almost violently, as a raw panic gripped her heart.

				Their union was a hot, wild exchange that tore the bedding from the mattress and left her gasping, her lungs burning. Satisfaction was there, too, but this time, for the first time, disgrace came with it.

				Unable to face him, she rolled on her side, dug her hands beneath the pillow. He covered her, first with the sheet and then the blanket, and then stationed himself behind her, holding her.

				“I love you,” he whispered tenderly.

				Drawing a breath that had the air wheezing into her burdened chest, she answered, “I love you, too.”

				She was afraid to close her eyes, and the sky outside the window was turning gray when sleep finally overcame her.

				Seth folded the covers back and, fighting the urge to kiss her cheek, eased off the bed. She was finally sleeping, had rolled over and snuggled close to his side just a short time ago. He crossed the room and pulled the curtain, blocking the rising sun from disturbing her, and then, assuming the thud outside the door was the basket containing their clothes, he donned the pants Mrs. Brewster had loaned him last night and sneaked out of the room as quietly as one of Per-Cum-Ske’s braves.

				In the washroom, pulling on his stiffly starched uniform, he couldn’t help but wonder if he was the cause of Millie’s fear. The way it had contorted each of her lovely features last night, from her doe eyes to her petal mouth, had torn at his heart, and left it sore and bruised this morning. She hadn’t wanted to come with him to Washington. Had said she’d stay at the fort, wait for him there. He’d refused, said he wanted her with him. He did. Always would, and her pain was his. In an unparalleled way, it hurt worse than any injury he’d ever acquired.

				It wasn’t until after Seth quietly returned the basket to their room, resisted yet another urge to kiss her, and made his way downstairs, that another possibility entered his mind. He was penning a brief message Mrs. Brewster promised to slide under the door for his wife when the thought hit.

				His wife. That had to be it. Millie was fearful of facing Rosemary. He thanked the hotel owner and left, mulling things over more deeply. Lately, he’d forgotten about Rosemary’s part in all this. If she’d behaved the way she had toward him, how had she treated her sister over the years? Millie had such a kind and gentle soul, and he’d bet his best horse that Rosemary had taken advantage of that.

				Anger twisted inside him. He’d wanted to wait until after the meeting in Washington to tell Millie the truth, but he couldn’t let her fear grow. He’d have to tell her, let her know he was there to protect her. That she hadn’t done anything wrong.

				He had, though. This was all his fault. Whether his marriage to Rosemary was real or not, he had said the vows and should never have pursued another woman. The fact that he’d fallen in love, had been willing to do whatever it took for her to return his affection, didn’t make it right.

				Pressing a hand to his aching forehead, Seth made his way to the stables.

				From there he went to the train station to oversee the unloading of the items they needed from the wagons, and to ensure that the private sleeping car he’d requested was part of the long, eastbound train.

				Normally, he’d have traveled with the rest of his unit and Per-Cum-Ske and his braves, in one of the cars that sported built-in berths. But a major’s wife needed more privacy than that. If one of Pullman’s hotel railroad cars had been available, he’d have rented that. Men with enough money shot buffalo out windows of those cars, while singing along to an organ, dining on delicacies and drinking wine. A true tale Seth had witnessed and a remembrance that never failed to irk him.

				As it was, a smaller, not as lavish private car—with a bed large enough for two, he noted, while touring the accommodations—would suit their purposes. After approving the loading of supplies and the car, he started back for the hotel, but along the way a window display caught his eye.

				It was still early and the door securely latched, but he noticed movement beyond the merchandise, and knocked on the glass.

				When a woman opened the door, he asked, “That dress in the window, is it for sale?”

				“Well, of course—” she pointedly noticed the emblems on his sleeves “—Major.” Stepping aside, gesturing for him to enter, she added, “But it’s not a dress, it’s a traveling suit.”

				“All the better,” he said, moving forward to examine the ensemble. “I’d like to purchase it for my wife.”

				“Oh, would she be available to try it on? I could make any alterations needed,” the woman said.

				He hadn’t thought about size. Stepping closer, he placed his hands around the waistline and the tailor’s form beneath it, and then noted the length, compared to his height. “We’re leaving on the morning train, and I believe this size will be about perfect.”

				“I do have an adjustment string sewn inside the skirt,” the woman explained. She unbuttoned the jacket, to expose a white blouse tucked inside a wide waistband made of contrasting black velvet, with a large diamond shape in front, and she pointed out the drawstring.

				He nodded, and fingering the soft velvet of the skirt, said, “This color is almost the shade of my wife’s eyes.” Her hair, as well, and the style would highlight her flawless figure.

				“They must be beautiful.”

				“They are,” he answered. “She is.”

				“She’s a lucky woman, Major.”

				“No. I’m a lucky man.” Turning to the woman, he said, “I’d like to take it with me now, please.” He’d tell Millie everything as soon as the train started to roll. They’d have plenty of time to talk it through. Have things settled before they arrived in Washington.

				“Yes, sir. Will there be anything else? A new slip, petticoat or underskirt?”

				He grinned, thinking of his return to the hotel. “Yes, all the under things needed to make a complete new outfit.”

				Ten minutes later, as the woman piled package upon package in his arms, she said, “I can help you carry this to the hotel, Major.”

				“No, I’ve got it,” he insisted, as she set the last packet on top of the pile and he held it in place with his chin. “But could you get the door for me?”

				“Certainly,” the shopkeeper replied.

				Mr. Brewster came running to open the hotel door as he spied Seth walking past the front window. The man also opened the door to the room upstairs, and shut it as Seth cautiously tiptoed to the bed.

				Careful to keep the crinkling paper from waking her, he set everything down and then moved to other side of the bed, where he eased his weight onto the mattress. A part of him hated to wake her, yet there wasn’t much time before they’d have to board the train.

				He smoothed the hair away from her face, tucking it behind one ear as she lay on her side, and then he kissed the cheek he’d just uncovered. Her sleepy, sweet moan had him kissing it again.

				She rolled then, onto her back, and blinked several times.

				“Good morning,” he whispered.

				Stretching one arm overhead, she answered, “Good morning,” as a wistful smile appeared on her lips.

				He captured her wrist, kept the arm up to run his tongue down its length, stopping when encountering the edge of the blanket laid across her breastbone. “We have to leave soon,” he said, though the desire to crawl under the covers beside her had his blood ticking in his veins.

				“Oh,” she said, popping open her eyes. She grasped the blanket with the hand he let loose and then scooted to sit up. “You should have—” The crackle of paper had her gaze going to the other side of the bed. “What’s all that?”

				“That,” he said, touching the end of her nose with a fingertip, “is a present I bought you.”

				The tenderness of her sweet sigh floated around his heart. Smiling as she shook her head, she asked, “All that is one present?”

				He nodded.

				“Why? It’s not my birthday or Christmas.”

				“When is your birthday?” he asked, sincerely wanting to know, so he could nail it into his memory.

				“Janu—J-June.” Her cheeks were flushed as she shook her head. “You make me fuddle-headed,” she said. “When’s yours?”

				“August 18,” he said. “When is yours? January or June?”

				“June 12.” She glanced his way briefly, before turning back to the packages, but he’d caught the unease in her eyes.

				He took her chin, pulled her face toward his and he leaned down to kiss her, until they were both unable to think of anything else. Which didn’t work, because he was thinking—about things they didn’t have time for right now.

				Reaching across the blanket, he grabbed a package, having no idea what it held. “Here, start opening.”

				She glanced at the parcel, ran a hand over the paper gently.

				“Sweetheart.” He leaned forward and pressed his forehead to hers. “If you don’t start opening, we’re going to be late. I have some pull, but I can’t hold a train for you.”

				The first package—containing a white undergarment of some kind—was opened slowly, but by the time she got to the fourth, or maybe it was the fifth, paper was flying. He really had to learn the names of all these ladies’ undergarments. They seemed to delight her to no end. as did the dress, or traveling suit, as he was again informed.

				After a quick dash down the hall in the dress Mrs. Brewster had loaned her last night, Millie was back in the room, and as he helped her into each garment, Seth was told its names. Not one of which he remembered. As soon as she was dressed, he longed to undress her again, layer by layer. He couldn’t wait to get to the privacy of their railway car. She was beautiful. Stunning.

				“Perfect,” he said, watching as she twirled before him, flaring the luminous brown skirt. “A perfect fit.”

				Keeping her eyes locked with his, she sashayed toward him. “How did you know my size?”

				“By doing this,” he said, spanning her waist with both hands. “You fit perfectly into my hands.”

				A whimsical smile, coupled with the way she slowly blinked those long lashes, had him tightening his hold, pulling her closer.

				“You,” she said quietly as their faces grew nearer, “fit perfectly into my heart.”

				Air snagged in his throat, like that of a man falling out of a tree, catching on each branch, and that made their kiss begin as a mere mingling of breath. It grew into several small kisses, openmouthed so he could catch one of her lips for a second, and then it turned into a passionate exploration that had him wondering how late they could be before the train left without them.

				It was the fact they had to talk—today—that made him finally pull the door open.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				Perhaps because an inner part of her was tight with tension that had the rest of her wanting to delay their arrival—forever—time decided to speed past, as if to prove a point, or break her heart, or both.

				The sky was starless, a never ending black void that could have overwhelmed her, feeling the way she did. Then again, in order for the sky to overwhelm her, nothing else could be, and something certainly was. Millie pressed her head against the window of the train, which had blown its whistle moments before to signal they were on the outskirts of Washington. Her thoughts were so jumbled nothing made sense.

				She folded her hands across her stomach, hugging herself against the dull pain that now throbbed in every part of her being. Even hurting as she was, the soft velvet beneath her fingers made her smile. The traveling suit Seth had bought for her was the most beautiful outfit she’d ever owned. Ever seen. Made of thick velvet, it kept her warm as the climate outside the train dropped lower, and the gorgeous shade of brown—a color she’d never have imagined using for a gown—was perfect for traveling. It seemed to repel even the coal dust that somehow found its way inside the private sleeping car.

				They’d left it for meals, gone to the dining car, and a couple of times she’d joined Seth in short visits with the men. Usually, though, she stayed behind. Stepping between cars frightened her, even with him at her side. He was never gone long, yet she missed him terribly every moment.

				The whistle sounded again, reverberating up her spine and over her skin until her insides were quaking. The dream had continued, and Seth, dear sweet Seth, was constant in his attempts to calm her, chase away her fears. He kept trying to draw her into conversation, tell him what was wrong, but it wouldn’t come out. Instead she did the only thing she could: beg him to love her. And though he did—he loved her thoroughly—the worry she now saw in his eyes increased her cowardice. Not only was she unable to tell him the truth, she was terrified of sleeping. Had barely closed her eyes for days, yet had pretended to be asleep whenever he wanted to talk.

				A clang followed by a jolt had her reaching for something to grasp. If only she’d stayed behind! At the fort she might have been able to build up the gumption to tell him the truth upon his return.

				The starch left her knees and she sank into a red folding chair. She wouldn’t have found the courage there, either. Someone this spineless didn’t have the ability to all of a sudden become brave. If so, she’d have done so years ago. Told Rosemary to handle her own problems. Stood up for herself, as Lola and Martin, and even at times, her father, had told her to do.

				Now she was in so deep, nothing could save her.

				With a screech she’d come to know, the door opened and Seth walked in. Her heart knocked, as if excitedly announcing “he’s back!” and the butterflies his smile always awoke started batting their wings against the walls of her stomach.

				Returning his grin, she realized that though she was a coward, she was also glad there had been one time in her life she’d been brave. Back at the fort, when she’d told him she loved him for the first time. For she did, and the past weeks had been the most wonderful time of her life. Seth loved her in return. She saw it in his eyes, felt it in his touch, and what cut her to the quick was understanding the severe pain of being betrayed by someone you love.

				He was standing in front of her, holding out his hands. She laid hers in them and stood, willingly met his lips for an elevating little kiss.

				“I’m hoping you’ll sleep better at the hotel,” he said, caressing her cheek with the pads of his fingers. “I don’t like seeing you so tired.”

				“It’s not your fault.”

				“Yes, it is,” he said.

				Millie pressed two fingers to his lips, sensing he was about to say more. As far as hardships, this trip had been a simple undertaking compared to the journey west, where she’d slept sitting up on one of the hard seats in the passenger car, and had had layovers of up to eight hours at different stations, not to mention the wagon ride, which had been something else entirely.

				“No,” she said, “you have no fault in any of this.” Realizing how much she’d just said, she pressed her lips to his, afraid he might understand more than she wanted him to, and right now, that might be enough to make her keel over.

				* * *

				A week later, Millie did keel over, right there at the counter in the little bookstore where she was filling the last items on Ilene Ketchum’s list.

				When she opened her eyes, lying on some little sofa, the man crouched next to her shoulder made her wish she could faint again. Though she loved him for who he was—her oldest and dearest friend—he was the last person she wanted to see: the faceless man in her dream.

				“Millie?” he said as she closed her eyes. “Millie, it’s me, Martin.”

				“I know who you are.”

				“And you’re so shocked to see me you fainted?”

				She opened her eyes again, glanced around long enough to realize they must be in the living quarters attached to the bookstore. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in Texas.”

				“That’s a mighty fine welcome.”

				Flipping her legs over the edge of the sofa, she pulled herself up, taking a deep breath and wishing she was dreaming. But she wasn’t. “Hello, Martin.”

				“What are you doing here?” he asked. “In Washington.”

				Pressing a hand to the pain in her forehead, she said, “I asked you first.”

				He took her face between his hands. His hold wasn’t hard or distressing, just so different from Seth’s, so different from how he made her feel, that she wanted to cry.

				“What kind of mission does Rosemary have you on now?” Martin asked in a firm and somewhat disgusted tone. “You look terrible. I’ve never seen you with bags under your eyes.”

				It was another voice that turned her spine to ice. The one filtering through the curtain hanging behind Martin. “Hide,” she insisted, pushing at her friend. “Hide now!”

				“Millie—”

				“Now!” She leaped to her feet so fast her head spun. Fighting the dizziness, she hurried to the curtain, arriving as it parted. Seeing his face, she felt her heart exploding with a mixture of grief and joy. “Seth.”

				He grabbed her, held her close. “I was told you fainted.”

				“I thought you were in a meeting,” she said, her heart pounding so hard she couldn’t think.

				“I was.” He leaned back to examine her with scrutinizing eyes. “But we’re meeting for lunch, just half a block from here. We decided that this morning. Don’t you remember?”

				It had been all she’d thought of until a few minutes ago. They’d barely seen each other the past few days, with the way he’d been in meetings from morning to night, and when they were together, neither wasted time talking. “Yes, yes, I do.” She tried to push him backward, away from the curtain.

				He studied her thoroughly before his gaze lifted. “You there, are you the man who assisted my wife?”

				At the sound of Martin’s voice saying, “Yes, sir,” Millie’s world went black again.

				Seth’s heart—still inhabiting his throat from when he’d seen commotion outside the bookstore, passersby stopping to gawk through the open doorway—threatened to strangle him as he lifted her into his arms. Her body was limp, and reminded him too much of the remains of fallen soldiers he’d carried off battlefields.

				“Sergeant,” he yelled, noting the stripes on the sleeves of the man standing on the other side of the curtain. “Get me a carriage and a doctor. Room 218 at the Wormley Hotel.”

				Shifting her weight, so her head rested against his shoulder and her arms no longer hung at her sides, Seth had one thing to compare to the fear and pain charging through him. His throat was on fire and he knew why, even as a hundred scenarios, a thousand why-didn’t-I’s, and a million if-onlys plagued his mind while he carried her out of the bookstore and into the buggy rolling to a stop. All his proclamations of not wanting to marry because he hadn’t wanted to leave anyone behind when he perished were a lie. The truth was this was what he didn’t want. To again lose someone he loved. Not knowing how to deal with his father’s death, how to grieve, Seth had hidden all the pain, focused on others’. His mother’s pain. The needs of his family. Eventually, he’d convinced himself that was what he didn’t want again.

				And that was also why he hadn’t told this woman the truth. That he knew she was Millie. He was afraid she’d leave him. He’d wronged her in so many ways, she was sure never to believe him again, or trust him. He wouldn’t ride with men he didn’t trust, and he couldn’t expect her to, either.

				Whether it was Millie’s body shifting as she regained consciousness or her tiny moan that sent his heart leaping, Seth didn’t know or care. He tightened his hold, cradling her on his lap, and kissed her forehead several times before whispering, “Shh, darling, just rest. Just rest.”

				He was lowering her onto their bed, kissing her closed eyelids, when the doctor entered the hotel room and told him to leave so he could examine her.

				Seth refused.

				After an exam, in which she responded to all the medical questions, often with sorrow-filled eyes, the doctor pulled Seth to the door. “I can’t find anything wrong, Major, other than exhaustion.”

				Unable to drag his eyes off her, Seth watched as she rolled over, faced the wall and curled into a ball upon the bed.

				“Did the two of you have an argument?” the physician asked.

				“No,” Seth answered, his stomach curdling.

				“Something’s troubling her.” The man opened the door. “Find out what that is, let her get some rest, and she’ll be fine.”

				Seth closed the door after the doctor left. There’d been a hundred times he could have talked to her on the train, told her everything, yet when it came to her, he was as spineless as a dandelion. It had taken little more than one of her soft kisses and he’d given in, told himself they could talk later. And now worry had her physically ill.

				At a loss, for he truly had no idea what to do, he crossed the room to lie down on the bed beside her. She started crying when he slid an arm under her, and his feeling of incompetency increased. Rolling her over, he pulled her close. “Shh. It’s all right. You’re all right.”

				Shaking her head, rubbing her cheek against his shoulder, she whimpered, “I’m sorry, so sorry.”

				“Shh,” he repeated.

				She lay still for several moments, and then quietly said, “I left Mrs. Ketchum’s books at the bookstore.”

				A smile tugged at his lips, and he kissed the top of her head. “No, the owner said she’d have them sent to the hotel.” He recalled the woman’s words as he’d left the shop with his wife cradled in his arms. An amazing feat, for his mind hadn’t been his own right then. “You’ve spent the entire last week searching for things on that list.”

				Sniffling, she nodded.

				“Well, no more. Today you’re not allowed to leave this room. I want you to rest.” Holding her as close as possible, he repeated, “Just rest.”

				She’d relaxed, was no longer trembling, and the hand that had been resting on his chest was now beneath his collar, rubbing the side of his neck in a way that always released the tension that settled there.

				“I need to tell you something,” she said softly.

				His spine could have snapped, it stiffened so hard and fast. “I have to tell you something, too,” he said. “But not now. You’re exhausted and I...” A lump plugged his throat.

				“Need to go back to your meeting.”

				“Yes.” He hated to admit it. “I do.” Silently, he cursed. The meetings were not going well. Per-Cum-Ske was getting more agitated every day. As was Seth, listening to the accusations the men in Washington, who rarely left their offices and had no idea what really took place out on the plains, seemed to conjure up out of nowhere. His temper had almost got the best of him more than once, and in reality, it was knowing Millie waited for him back at the hotel every evening that had Seth holding it in. He wasn’t about to spend a night in a holding cell, being penalized for actions that might happen if he let his frustration loose, when he could be with her. Which could also happen if he didn’t head back to the meeting hall soon.

				Perhaps he should just let it all go. Walk away. Let someone else be in charge of Fort Sill and all the troubles that came along with it. But that wouldn’t solve this problem. The one he’d created all on his own. They did need to talk, but she was overwrought right now.

				“You’re going to be late,” she whispered.

				“Yeah,” he answered, his shoulders heavy.

				“Then you’d better go.”

				That, too, tore at him. How she understood his duties, and didn’t begrudge them or him for completing them. She was the perfect army wife. He gave her a long hug before pulling away, sitting up on the edge of the bed. Twisting to rub a hand along her arm, he asked, “You’ll stay right here? Take a nap, get some rest?”

				She scooted around to sit beside him. “Yes.”

				He nodded toward the bedside table. “The doctor left some medicine. Said it will help you sleep.”

				“I know.”

				“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he said.

				Her smile was about the saddest one he’d ever seen.

				Cupping her cheek, he kissed the tip of her nose. “I love you.” The first time he’d said those words they’d just tumbled out, but now when he said them, emotions filled the statement, and him.

				Tears glistened in her eyes and she pinched her lips together as she nodded again.

				“I’ll be back,” he said, too choked up to say more.

				Millie watched him leave through a blinding haze of tears. She couldn’t find the strength to say goodbye, or raise a hand. Instead, she sat there, as lifeless as the pillow behind her. She should have told him.

				It could have been hours or minutes, she had no way of knowing, but she was still sitting there, not really thinking, not really seeing, when the door opened again. Too raw, too spent to react, she simply asked, “What are you doing here?”

				Martin shut the door with the back of one heel before he carried a tray across the room and set it down on the table near the wardrobe closet. He crossed his arms then, stared at her somberly. “You’re going to tell me everything, Millie. Everything.”

				Shrugging, she shook her head. “What’s there to tell?”

				“Why are you pretending to be married to Rosemary’s husband?” He started to pace. “Of all the things you’ve done for your sister, this is the most outlandish. The craziest. What the hell were you thinking?”

				Never, not once in all the years she’d known him, had Martin ever shown anger toward her, but right now he was furious.

				The once numb emptiness inside her erupted with enough force that the contents of her stomach hit the back of her throat. She slapped a hand against her lips, but it didn’t help. Thankfully, Martin had pulled out the chamber pot from beneath the bed and held it in front of her.

				When she was done, with nothing left inside her, he handed her a glass of water. “Rinse and spit,” he said.

				She did and then he took the water and the chamber pot, hid them from her view and sat down beside her. “You’re so upset you’ve made yourself sick, Millie.”

				Closing her eyes against the tears, she nodded.

				“I’m not leaving this room until you tell me everything,” he said. “And we both know Seth Parker will be back soon.”

				Injustice erupted inside her, but she was so spent it couldn’t go anywhere, except to burst forth in a new set of tears. It all had to end, she knew that, but she didn’t know where to start.

				“Aw, Millie,” Martin said, folding an arm around her.

				“I had to do it, Martin,” she sobbed. “I had to pretend to be Rosemary. She said she’d kill herself if I didn’t.”

				“Oh, Millie, not that again,” he groaned.

				“She meant it,” Millie insisted. “I know she did.”

				He sighed heavily. “Start at the beginning and tell me everything. I’ll need every detail if I’m going to help you. If that’s even possible this time.”

				Martin had helped her in the past, more than once, when she’d found herself in too deep, and though she doubted there was anything he could do this time, she told him every last detail.

				Afterward, while she was shaking her head at the fiasco she’d created, he bolted off the mattress. “Are you loco?” He took off his hat and ran a hand through his straight brown hair. “Do you have any idea who Seth Parker is?”

				“Of course I know—”

				“No,” he said, with eyes wide and his arms flapping at his sides. “I’m talking about Major Seth Parker.” Pacing the floor, he continued, “The man half the Indian Nation is afraid of—if not all of it. He’s not in charge of Fort Sill by accident. Have you ever noticed how big he is? He was building ships at the age of ten. Carrying beams twice as long and heavy as he was, and running his own crew by the time he was fourteen. Criminy, Millie, Major Parker can hold a man off the ground by the neck with one hand while punching him in the gut with the other.”

				She sighed at Martin’s overinflated antics. “Seth would never—”

				“There are men who say they saw it.”

				“Martin—”

				“He’s been in wars, Millie.”

				Martin’s eyes were somber, serious, and that had her nerve endings coming to life.

				“Battles where people died, yet he came out unscratched.” Kneeling in front of her, holding her hands, Martin said, “How do you think the army went from fighting the Indians to befriending them? Men like Seth Parker, that’s how. He’s a good man, Millie, don’t get me wrong. I respect him, as does most every man he encounters. But along with that respect comes a touch of fear.”

				She shook her head. The thought of people fearing Seth was ludicrous.

				“That’s why I’m in Washington, Millie. When my commanding officer heard Major Parker was traveling out here...” Her friend shook his head. “Hell, every fort sent representation to be here. They knew he’d get something done. He fights for what he believes in, and Millie...I saw how he feels about you.”

				An inkling of hope sprang up inside her. Seth did love her, and she had to find a way to make him understand why she’d done what she had.

				Martin shook his head. “No, Millie,” he said. “It’s no good. He loves you, I saw that, but when he learns what you and Rosemary did...”

				Millie lifted a hand, ran a finger along the scar on Martin’s cheek. It went from the edge of his nose to his ear. Used to it, she hadn’t noticed it for years. Until right now, recalling he’d gotten it from a branch when he’d jumped in the river to save Rosemary from drowning herself. “Martin,” she whispered. “I did it for the baby.”

				His eyes narrowed. “Rosemary’s threats again.” He grabbed her shoulders then. “Millie, when are you going to realize she will never hurt herself? Others, yes. Herself, no.”

				“I do know that, Martin,” she said. “Now. And it’s more frightening than ever. I’m doing all this for the baby.” Shaking her head, she whispered, “If I don’t protect it, who will?”

				“Aw, hell,” Martin growled. “I’d rather be an Indian right now.”

				* * *

				Seth was about as close to losing his patience as he’d ever been. Pigheaded men had kept empty negotiations going deep into the evening, and that built his worries about Millie, ill and alone at the hotel, into mammoth proportions. Spinning at the sound of his name while entering the hotel lobby, he frowned at one of the men he’d just sat across the room from.

				“Senator,” he said, once again moving forward.

				“May I talk to you for a moment, Major?”

				His patience was stretched, threatening to snap, but Seth held rein on it and gave a nod.

				“Thank you,” the portly man said, gesturing toward a more secluded area.

				The lobby was empty, yet Seth followed Louis McPhalen to stand next to the wall, and waited. He wasn’t a close acquaintance of the man, but knew who he was because he’d been receiving congratulations the last few days. It seemed the man’s son had just been born a week or so ago, and hearing it had Seth once again wondering about a family. Children.

				“I’m glad a partial agreement was reached this evening,” the senator said, wiping at the sweat gathering over brows as red as the hair on his head.

				“I just hope you and the rest of Congress will come to a full agreement soon,” Seth replied, glancing toward the stairs.

				“We will,” the man said. “I’ll go above and beyond to see it happens.”

				An odd chill gripped Seth’s spine and he couldn’t help but glower at the man.

				Senator McPhalen’s Adam’s apple bobbed, but he didn’t look away. “I considered not saying anything, Major, but I need you to know I won’t forsake my responsibility. Ever.”

				Seth fought to keep his expression from changing, even though confusion swarmed his mind. Eventually he nodded, just to let the man know he’d heard.

				“My son will be raised properly and respected, as any son of mine should be.”

				Still not letting his bewilderment show, Seth nodded. “I’m glad to know that, Senator.”

				The man lifted his chin. “I’ve heard of you, Major, of your...abilities. And though I don’t expect us to be friends, I don’t want to be enemies, either.”

				A chill had the hair on Seth’s arms standing on end. Thinking of Millie no doubt, because she was on his mind. What he had to tell her. He really didn’t have time to listen to this man any longer.

				“I’m willing to discuss any type of agreement you wish to suggest, Major,” McPhalen said.

				Seth’s gaze was on the staircase, and his mind on the woman in the room on the second floor. Growing more frustrated, he said, “I expect a full agreement to be reached soon and fulfilled.”

				“It will, Major,” the man answered. “I give you my solemn promise.”

				Seth had little hope that bucket could hold water. “I hope so, Senator,” he said. “Now if you’ll excuse me.” He didn’t bother waiting for an answer, just marched toward the stairs, straight-backed and stiff, as taught all those years ago by his father in their yard, hearing tales of how he’d go to West Point one day. Seth had thought more and more about his father lately, mainly on the train the past few days, while imagining having a son of his own someday.

				“Evening, Major.”

				Seth came to a stop outside his hotel room door, where he’d stationed Rex Moore, to ensure Millie didn’t attempt to complete Ilene Ketchum’s list instead of resting.

				“Mrs. Parker hasn’t left all day,” the sergeant said.

				“Did you see that she ate?”

				Rex frowned, shook his head. “Well, I didn’t look to see if the plate was empty when Sergeant Clark carried it out.”

				Seth’s hand squeezed the doorknob so hard his knuckles stung. “Who?”

				Surprise, worry, maybe fear flashed in the man’s eyes. “Martin Clark. He has a scar across his right cheek.” Rex gestured to his own face.

				“When was he here?” Seth asked, suddenly grasping why the army man at the bookstore had looked vaguely familiar.

				Rex Moore swallowed, but Seth made no attempt to hold back the glare he’d settled on the man.

				“The second time—”

				“Second time?”

				“I—I assumed you’d sent him, Major, knowing he and your wife were friends and all.”

				Something dark and looming grew inside Seth. “How do you know they’re friends?”

				“Well, ’cause...” The Sergeant cleared his throat. “Just assuming, sir.”

				“Tell me what you saw,” he all but growled.

				Wide-eyed, Moore responded, “Nothing, sir.”

				The desire to grab the man by his shirt had the doorknob digging into Seth’s hand. He released it, made sure the man, who’d been on more than one battlefield with him, noticed just how close to being throttled he was. “Tell me now, Sergeant. What did you see?”

				Shifting from foot to foot, Rex Moore stuttered, “Well, uh, um, I heard a noise.” He pointed toward the door, and then shoved both hands in his pocket. “When I peeked in to check, they were hugging, sir.” Snapping his head up, he added, “But just a hug like friends do.”

				Martin Clark. The man Millie was engaged to. No wonder she’d fainted. “Where’s Clark now?”

				“I don’t know, sir,” Rex said. “It was several hours ago.”

				“Find him,” Seth demanded, glancing at the door. It was time to put this sham to rest. All of it. But he wanted all the ammunition he could get before confronting her. Needed it, with the way his insides were turning inside out. How could he ever have imagined the two sisters were different? Teeth clenched, he turned away from the door and snapped, “Have him meet me downstairs in the restaurant.”

				“Now, sir?”

				“Yes, now.”

				“Don’t you want me guarding the door?”

				Seth started for the stairs. “Figure it out, Sergeant.”

				Having no doubt his order would be followed, Seth went straight to a table in the back of the hotel dining room, where he downed two shots of whiskey, something he rarely did. It didn’t help. The fire from the liquid only intensified the burning in his throat and stomach.

				Within minutes the same soldier from the bookstore walked across the room. Stopped at his table. “Major.”

				Seth stood, taking in the man’s stiff stance. “Sergeant Clark, thank you for answering my summons.”

				“I was in the lobby. Figured you’d be looking for me.”

				Waving a hand for the other man to be seated, Seth returned to his chair, and eyed his opponent as he sat. Average height, common brown hair. The only thing that stood out about Martin Clark was the jagged scar on his cheek. “Why would you expect me to be looking for you?” He knew the answer, just wanted the other man’s opinion.

				The waitress arrived and when Clark shook his head, Seth waved her away.

				“Well, sir,” Clark said. “I’m assuming you heard I was in your hotel room, and you already know I caught M-Mrs. Parker when she fainted at the bookstore.”

				Mrs. Parker. The name could have been a knife, it cut so deep, but Seth nodded and spun his empty glass in a circle on the table. “You mean the woman you’re engaged to, don’t you, Sergeant?”

				The man coughed and patted his chest a couple times while shaking his head before he squeaked, “Engaged?”

				“You and Millie.”

				Clark, wide-eyed, took a deep breath and held it for a minute. “Aw, hell, Major,” he said, with all the remorse of an undertaker. “I wish you’d just shoot me now.”

				“I might,” he admitted honestly.

				“And I wouldn’t blame you, Major.”

				A chill settled inside Seth, so fast and strong he probably had frost on his fingertips, the way they’d frozen to the glass he’d been twirling.

				“As much as I hate to say this, sir,” Clark said, “I can’t give you any answers.”

				Stung, Seth felt the muscles in his neck start to throb, and not trusting his mouth, he simply glared at the man.

				Clark touched the scar on his cheek. “I got this when I jumped in a river to save my best friend’s sister from drowning. Ironic thing was, she wasn’t drowning, just pretending to be.”

				Seth was listening, but the bile churning in his stomach was burning the back of his throat, and every muscle in his body had gone tight. “Why should I care about that, Sergeant?”

				Clark shrugged. “I guess I just wanted you to know.”

				“Why?” he pressed.

				“Because Millie’s my best friend.” Clark swallowed. “And I love her.”

				Seth bottled his reaction, refused to let it show, but it was like a steam cooker, spitting bouts of boiling hot mist throughout his system.

				“Ultimately, sir,” Clark continued, “that’s all I can say. It’s Millie’s story, and she wants to be the one to tell you the truth.”

				Seth’s anger was so thick, thoughts couldn’t form. Just actions. His hand came down on the table hard enough to make the empty glass bounce and tumble to the floor.

				Clark flinched, but held his gaze. “I told her I’d take her away. Desert the army. Hide. But she refused.” The man stood then. “She’s in your room. Waiting for you.”

				Seth didn’t move a muscle, just sat there, knowing the man had something else he wanted to say. Seth didn’t want to listen to anything more. He didn’t like being ambushed. Not by anyone. And Millie, the woman he loved, had ambushed him.

				“I know your reputation, sir,” Clark said, “and I hope I’m correct in my belief that you won’t harm her.”

				Once again Seth remained still, quiet.

				“I’d appreciate it if you’d let her know I’ll be in the lobby if she needs me.”

				That was more than he could take. Snapped the last thread of his patience. “She won’t need you tonight, Sergeant.”

				The man left, and Seth remained sitting in the corner of the dining room until the rest of the hotel was sound asleep, and the black man who operated the Wormley Hotel finally approached the table, asking about his accommodations.

				Seth assured him the accommodations were fine, it was the rest of the world that wasn’t. He could have sat there for a year and still not known what to do about any of it. The emotions filling him as he climbed the stairs were unfamiliar and unidentifiable. Some at least. Others he knew. Anger. Rage. Resentment. Humiliation. Dishonor. Shame.

				Separating them was impossible; all he knew was he’d been duped again.

				Martin Clark hadn’t given him any answers, but Seth now knew more than he wanted to. The man did love Millie. He’d not only said it, it had shone in his eyes as he spoke of her, and by that Seth knew Clark would still marry her, even knowing she’d pretended to be another man’s wife. Seth’s. Tempted him with that body, whispering words of love. She’d played him well, and in all actuality, she was more dangerous than her sister.

				Seth waved the sentry away from the door before he entered, pulling in a deep breath in order to gain the ability to even turn the knob.

				She rose as he entered, from the chair near the table on the far side of the room. Her chestnut hair had been recently brushed. It glistened in the glow of the lamp and splayed over her shoulders, except for a few strands that had caught on the three big buttons on her housecoat when she stood up. His throat swelled and he begged for the ability to keep all the anger from seeping away. He’d need it tonight, tomorrow, the next day, the day after....

				It had been years, but the sting and pain was as strong as he remembered—that gut wrenching rip at losing someone you loved. No, it wasn’t the same. It was worse this time, because she was still alive. Standing right before him.

				Seth took off his hat, mainly to give himself something to do, and kept his back to her well after he’d laid the headwear on the chair by the door. She’d set it there, so he’d have a place for his hat and coat, just like at home. That’s what she’d said, anyway, when he’d come in after a meeting the first night they’d been here.

				“Seth?”

				Quivers shot down his spine. “Say what you have to say,” he said, fidgeting with his coat buttons, already knowing he wouldn’t be taking it off. Not in this room.

				She was crying. He hadn’t turned, couldn’t see the tears, but heard them, felt them. He closed his eyes. Waited.

				“I’m not Rosemary,” she said, sounding stronger than he felt. “I’m her sister, Millie.”

				For an unknown reason, he noted how she said that. Tagging herself as Rosemary’s sister before saying her name, almost as if the sister part was more important. It wasn’t, and it shouldn’t goad him the way it did.

				“I know,” he finally said.

				“You know?”

				He turned, which was a mistake. She wasn’t sobbing, but the tears glistening on her long lashes hurt worse than if she had been. He couldn’t focus on that. Wouldn’t. “Did you really think you had me fooled? I told you when you first arrived at the fort that I knew you were Millie.”

				Her chin quivered as she nodded. “Yes, you did.” She closed her eyes, shook her head. “There were so many times I wanted to tell you everything. Explain...”

				She was struggling against her tears, and his hands were balling into fists, wanting to comfort her.

				“I never meant to hurt you. I’m so sorry, so very sorry.” Her sigh sounded laborious. “I know Rosemary is, too. She was lonely and she’s always needed more attention than others. I was just supposed to...” Millie shook her head and sniffled. “Papa’s money is all gone and—”

				“That’s what this is all about?” His blood turned cold. “Money?” He should have known. Rosemary was the one who’d brought it up in the “marriage negotiations” all those years ago.

				“No.”

				Her eyes were begging him to listen, and damn if he didn’t want to.

				“No,” Millie repeated, pointing toward the table, where several papers lay. “I scratched out the part about the money. I’ll find another way to get it.” She took a step forward. “You have to understand, our mother—”

				“Your mother?” He took a step back, not able to be any closer. “This has nothing to do with your mother. She’s been dead for years.”

				“Yes, she has been, and Rosemary’s baby...”

				His hearing failed as the pieces slammed together in his head. Even McPhalen made sense now. “Rosemary’s baby,” Seth growled. His insides grew uglier by the moment. He’d nursed a futile hope that Millie hadn’t been involved in whatever games Rosemary had been playing. That she’d been an innocent bystander. In reality, he’d been duped by not one, but two sisters. One cuckolding him and the other seducing him so he’d never learn about it. “Has already arrived, Millie,” he finished, with all the bitterness inside him. “She gave birth to Senator McPhalen’s baby well over a week ago.”

				Millie’s face turned ghostly and she wobbled, and he cursed his feet. Told them he’d cut them off if they took a step toward her.

				Millie stared at him blankly for several long moments with a hand pressed to her chest, as if it hurt to breathe. “But his wife, Nadine, is Rosemary’s best friend.”

				“And you’re her sister,” he said.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Spinning, before he lost his courage, Seth picked up his hat. He’d never walked away from a battle before, never even shied away from marching head-on into whatever came his way, but this time he didn’t have the fight in him. Retreat was all he could manage.

				Seth was still running the next morning, from himself, anyway.

				After he’d seen to errands, which included telling the council members they could court-martial him for desertion, he truly didn’t care—in the end they chose to cancel meetings for the day—he made his way back to the hotel, set on completing the plan he’d put in place.

				One look at her, wearing the dress he’d bought her, almost made him change his mind. But that couldn’t happen.

				Rising from her chair, she smoothed the material over her stomach. “Sergeant Moore said you asked me to be ready by ten.”

				The habit of kissing her every time they met had him clenching his hands into fists. Not trusting his voice, he gestured toward the door, and didn’t offer his arm. Couldn’t. Her touch would open a vulnerable spot in him, one he couldn’t afford to have exposed right now. He’d never known how empty a bed could be until he’d lain in the one across the hall, and the longing it had left in him had him wanting to ask her why. That would be useless. Talking at all would be useless. Besides, he knew. Knew everything now.

				Her somber silence helped. Gave him time to let his anger renew itself. In reality what waited at their destination did all that. He led her to the train station and noted her surprise when he boarded beside her and settled in for the ride.

				Later, when the train whistle blew, announcing they’d arrived in Richmond, Seth held strong. An army major was used to being ruthless and unsympathetic. Meeting her gaze with one as cold as he felt, he said, “Welcome home, Millie.”

				One attempt was all she made, asked if she could explain things again. Seth told her there was nothing she could say that he wanted to hear.

				Her stiff stance and cold silence when he knocked on the door of her father’s house had him keeping his hand balled into a fist, and he forced his mind to remain set on facing her sister. Rosemary. His wife. The thought was enough to make his anger simmer.

				The woman who pulled the door open had him wondering how he’d ever, for even a moment, confused the two sisters. Rosemary was just as he remembered. There was a touch of beauty there, but it was hidden beneath an aura of self-importance so sinister and thick it couldn’t be cut with a sword. She frowned, pulling dark brows over her frigid eyes as she glanced from him to Millie.

				“It’s about time you got home,” she snapped, before turning to him with eyelashes batting and a slight curtsy. “Thank you, sir, for seeing my sister home.”

				Millie let out a groan like he’d never heard as she stepped across the threshold. “You must have forgotten what he looks like, Rosemary,” she said. “This is your husband, Major Seth Parker.”

				“My hus—” The glare Rosemary cast Millie hadn’t completely left her face when she turned back to him, but she soon concealed it. “Of course I remember. Seth, do come in. I’m assuming you discovered how Millie ran off. Pretending to be me.” She pulled her hand from where she’d flattened it near her throat and fluttered it toward her sister. “Millie, get us a drink. Some bourbon perhaps?” she asked him with an expectant gaze.

				“Get it yourself,” Millie answered, walking toward a black woman who’d appeared on the far side of the entranceway.

				“Why, you little...” Rosemary seethed, spinning around as if to chase her sister.

				Seth grabbed her arm. He had nothing to say to her, yet had to speak in order to complete the mission. “I have papers for you to sign.”

				Chin up, nose in the air, Rosemary said, “Oh, yes, our divorce. I’ve been reconsidering that.”

				She looked nothing like her sister. Not even their voices sounded alike. “I haven’t.” Still holding her arm with one hand, he used the other to reach beneath his jacket and pull the envelope out of his shirt pocket. “Matter of fact, I had a new set of papers drawn up this morning.”

				Batting her lashes again, as if that was supposed to make her look more attractive, which it didn’t, she let out a long sigh. “Do come in, Seth,” she said. “So we can talk.”

				“No.” He pulled her onto the porch. “There’s a table right here you can use to pen your name.”

				“I’m not sign—”

				“Yes, you are,” he said. “Or I’ll take you to court. Pull in every man you’ve been with since you were thirteen.”

				“Thirteen!”

				“Yes, behind the carriage house. I believe his name—”

				“Shut up,” she seethed. “How dare you...”

				“Oh, I dare,” he insisted.

				“I’ll have you know I have money. I could take you to court and—”

				“And what? Explain you had another man’s baby while married to me?”

				Her features contorted. “Why, that little snit. How dare she tell you my private business.”

				“Who? Millie? She didn’t tell me.” Gritting his teeth, Seth added, “She didn’t tell me anything.” He pulled the papers out of the envelope and flattened them on the table next to a rocking chair.

				“Oh, you just magically know everything about my life?”

				“You’re a general’s daughter. The army knows everything about you,” he said, not wanting to implicate Martin Clark, for a reason Seth had yet to discern. Maybe because the man had told him everything he wanted to know about Rosemary when he’d found him sitting in the foyer of the hotel last night—though Clark had refused to utter a word about Millie.

				Pulling out a pen, Seth handed it to Rosemary. “Sign.”

				She glared at him, lips pouted and arms folded across her chest. “No.”

				The disgust, ire and revulsion he’d acquired upon their first meeting was just as strong now, making him wonder how he’d ever buried them. “Trust me, Rosemary,” he growled. “You don’t want to spar with me on this.” Leaning close so she could feel the loathing he felt, he glowered directly into her eyes. “If you do, I won’t stop until you’re ruined from here to England. I have the means, and the ways, and would be more than happy to see you groveling.” For added assurance, he said, “I’m sure Senator McPhalen, or his wife, won’t take kindly to being dragged through the mud beside you.”

				Huffing, with steam practically coming out her nose, she glared at him as if she could win the standoff. In the end, she grabbed the pen from his hand. “Fine.”

				Just as she was about to touch the pen to the paper, he clutched her wrist and nodded toward the open doorway. “What’s the Negro woman’s name?”

				“Lola Burnett, why? She’s just the maid.”

				“Miss Burnett,” he called into the house. “Could you step out here, please?” The woman appeared seconds later, and he nodded a greeting. “I need someone to witness Rosemary signing this document. Would you mind?”

				“No...yes, sir. I’ll watch.”

				He let loose Rosemary’s hand, and after she’d scrawled her name, he took the pen and handed it to the maid. “Could you sign it, as well, please?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				Once the paper was back in the envelope, and the maid had returned inside, Seth smiled, feeling an ounce of victory. “By the way, Rosemary, those weren’t divorce papers.”

				A spark glistened in her eye, one that galled him to no end. “They weren’t?”

				“No, they were annulment papers. You and I were never married.” He turned then, walked down the steps, while her growling scream echoed in the air and the slam of the door ricocheted against the porch roof.

				From the upstairs window, Millie watched Seth climb into the buggy that had brought them from the rail station. Numb beyond feeling, she remained standing at the window until the road was empty and there was nothing left to prove he’d ever been there. Nothing to prove he’d ever been a part of her life.

				It was over. Something she’d wished for not so long ago. Well, now she had it. None of it came as a surprise. Her dream had forewarned her, yet the ache, the pain, felt as if something treasured had just been unexpectedly stolen from her.

				In some ways, it had been.

				The one thing that didn’t surprise her was that he’d known she wasn’t Rosemary. She’d tried to analyze that, both last night and this morning, but her pain was too strong for rational thought. Somewhere deep inside she just knew. Had always known.

				Eventually she moved across the room, climbed onto the bed and, exhausted inside and out, simply lay there. Not thinking. Not seeing. Not living.

				Lola came in sometime later, with tea. Millie sat up, took the cup handed to her. Feeling returned to her body, like stinging needles, and she set the cup down. “Where’s the baby?”

				Lola patted her knee gently. “With his father. He’s just fine, so don’t worry about that.”

				Senator McPhalen. That had shocked her. It shouldn’t have. Rosemary never cared who she hurt. “A boy,” Millie said, with longing tugging at her heart.

				“Yes. Good size and healthy.”

				“He came earlier than I expected.”

				“Does that surprise you?” Lola asked, her brown eyes full of sympathy.

				“No,” Millie had to admit.

				The housekeeper sighed heavily. “She wants to see you downstairs.”

				“What for?”

				“I could guess, but I won’t.” Lola patted Millie’s knee again. “I’ll tell her you’re tired.”

				“No,” she said, standing up. “What good will that do?”

				“I’m glad you’re home, Millie,” the woman said sadly. “I’m happy to see you, but I wish you’d never come back.”

				“Where else was I supposed to go?”

				“Martin—”

				Millie shook her head. “Is a good friend, but...” Memories were trying to come forward, and she couldn’t deal with them just yet. “I’m going to go see what Rosemary wants.”

				Lola snatched up the tray, rattling cups in her hurry. “Wait, I’m coming with you.”

				They stopped in the kitchen and then made their way through the parlor into what used to be Papa’s office. Rosemary claimed it as hers, but Millie still imagined her father sitting there, and would always think of it as his. Her sister was pacing the floor in front of the massive stone fireplace, and other than a flashing glare, she didn’t acknowledge that anyone had entered the room.

				Several minutes later, after Millie and Lola had sat down on the cream-colored sofa with wooden arms, which Millie remembered being in the parlor, not in here, her sister stopped.

				“Lola, leave us.”

				Millie laid a hand on the woman’s knee. “No, Lola is staying,” she said. “What did you want?”

				“I said—” Rosemary started.

				“What did you want, Rosemary?” Millie interrupted. It was as if a fist gripped her spine, filled her very bones with ire, reinforcing the fact that she was done playing her sister’s games.

				“Fine, she can be the witness,” Rosemary said, flipping her nose in the air. “I have some papers I need you to sign, and Mr. Wells said someone had to prove it was you that signed them.”

				“Why? Because you already tried to forge my name?” Millie asked, and answered her own question.

				Rosemary didn’t reply, just handed over a stack of papers. “You have to initial by each paragraph, to prove you read them.”

				Too fuddle-headed, still thinking of all she’d lost, Millie didn’t understand what she was reading until the third or fourth paragraph, at which point she started over. Needles were stabbing her again, especially when she read the last page. Disgusted, she looked up at her sister. “I’m not signing this.”

				“And why not?”

				“Because it says here that Papa didn’t leave everything to you. Money was split fifty-fifty and the house, this house, is in my name. I’m not giving all that to you.”

				“Yes, you are,” Rosemary insisted. “I shared my half with you. Now you need to share your half with me.”

				“When?”

				“All the money and things you needed to travel to Indian Territory.” Pulling her face into a nasty scowl, Rosemary added, “And then you stab me in the back by telling Seth everything.”

				“I didn’t tell him anything,” Millie answered. Nothing he hadn’t known, anyway, and thinking of him had her spine stiffening. Living with him the past weeks had left many lasting impressions on her, and the one she recalled right now was how he dealt with people. His self-assuredness and inner power. “The amount of money I took is a mere pittance compared with what this says.”

				“I’ve kept you fed and clothed since Father died,” Rosemary said.

				“No, you haven’t,” Millie said, completely sickened that she’d let all this escape her before. “It states a third account was created for household needs. If you’ve spent all your money, that’s your problem, not mine.”

				“You either sign those papers or—”

				“Or what?” Millie stood, gestured toward Lola. “I think I need some more tea. Would you care to join me?”

				Looking somewhat startled, the housekeeper stood, and then after a long hard stare, she started to smile. “Tea?” She nodded, smiling more broadly.

				They were almost to the door when Rosemary shouted, “If you don’t sign those papers I’ll kill myself.”

				The statement stabbed Millie between the shoulder blades. Spinning to look at her sister—a long examination of just who Rosemary St. Clair was—Millie was saddened by what she saw. “Well, clean up any mess you make. Lola and I will be having tea.”

				Lola made a choking noise as she slapped a hand over her mouth.

				Whereas Rosemary started screaming, “I’ll do it. I’ll do it. I’m not kidding.”

				Millie stepped closer, challenged her sister with a stare she’d seen Seth use, and was amazed at how strong it made her. “No, you won’t. You don’t have the courage. You’ve never had the courage to face anything you’ve done. You’ve just used a tragic act—what our mother did—to get what you want.”

				Her sister gasped.

				“I know why our mother did what she did. It wasn’t because I was a fussy baby or because I was a girl and not a boy, or any of the dozen other reasons you’ve claimed over the years. She was distraught that Father had been captured. That he was a prisoner of war. She couldn’t imagine living without him.”

				As if thoroughly startled, Rosemary glanced around the room. “How do you know that?”

				The long talks with Ilene Ketchum came to mind, how Millie had wished her mother had lived so she could have taught her all the things Mrs. Ketchum had. But she wasn’t about to tell her sister any of that. “Our family secret wasn’t much of a secret. When you’re an army man, you have no secrets.” That bit of truth jabbed her heart. Seth’s secrets, especially what she and Rosemary had done to him, would follow him forever. That realization struck home, and sickened, Millie glared at her sister. “Do whatever you have to do, Rosemary. You always do. Just know I’m not going to clean it up. I have my own life to see to.”

				Millie led the way into the kitchen, where Lola stopped, and stared at her. “You still want tea?” the woman asked.

				“Yes, I do. Don’t you?”

				“You’re not worried about her?” She pointed a thumb over her shoulder, toward the room they’d just left.

				“No. What good would that do any of us?”

				“You’ve changed, Millie,” Lola said. “I like it.”

				“Yes, I’ve changed, but I don’t know what good it’s going to do me.”

				“Anything you want it to, darling.”

				The word darling sliced her heart. Millie closed her eyes and felt the pain. In an odd way she needed it. Needed to remember how Seth had called her that.

				“Sit down, girl,” Lola said. “I’ll make the tea and then you can tell me how you fell in love with Major Parker.”

				“It wasn’t hard,” Millie answered, taking a seat. “It wasn’t hard.”

				Rosemary burst through the door just then.

				Holding her breath, awaiting the wrath of her sister at having heard what had just been said, Millie wrapped her fingers around the bride’s necklace hanging at her neck.

				“I’m leaving tomorrow,” Rosemary said. “Moving to England, and I want that dress.”

				Millie glanced down at the velvet traveling suit. “No,” she said. “This dress was a gift. Why are you going to England?”

				“Moving,” Rosemary corrected. “I’m moving to England.”

				“Why?”

				“She has to,” Lola said. “It was part of the deal she made with the people she sold her baby to.”

				Millie shook her head. “You sold your baby?” She should have known there was more behind Rosemary’s insistence that she go to Fort Sill.

				“Well, I couldn’t very well take him to England with me, could I?” Rosemary asked.

				Millie bit her tongue, gave herself a moment to process an answer. For the first time ever, maybe Rosemary had thought of someone besides herself. The child was better off with the McPhalens. “Nadine will love him as her own,” Millie finally said.

				Rosemary didn’t try to hide her surprise, but her lips quivered for a moment, and Millie wondered if giving up the baby had been harder than her sister had imagined it would be.

				“Well, now that you seem to know everything,” Rosemary said a moment later, “I need you to give me some money.”

				“What for?” Millie asked.

				“For my move to England.” Squaring her shoulders, she continued, “Nadine and Louis have purchased my ticket, but they won’t give me the rest of the money until I’m on the steamer. I’ve ordered gowns and such that must be picked up today. My scheduled departure is tomorrow.”

				Millie was amazed by her own new abilities, such as how she was clear-headed enough to ask, “What would you have done if I hadn’t returned today?”

				Running a finger along the edge of the table, her sister said, “I’ve arranged to sell a few household items, but now that you’re here...”

				“It won’t be so easy,” Millie finished, understanding where the leather couch from Papa’s office had gone. Another understanding, though, was the one that Millie focused on. “We aren’t so different, you know. You and I.”

				Rosemary frowned. “How so?”

				“All our lives,” she said, sadness growing inside her, “we’ve both wanted to be loved. But since neither of us knew what it was, we didn’t know what we were looking for.” A huge, invisible fist was squeezing the blood out of Millie’s heart and she had to know one thing. “You had no intention of ever divorcing Seth, did you?”

				Her sister didn’t meet her gaze. “People respect a major’s wife.”

				If either of them knew about being a major’s wife, it was she, not Rosemary, and that’s when Millie knew she could never give it up as easily as her sister was. Being Seth’s wife. “I’ll give you the money you need,” she said, “but I’d like you to promise me something.”

				Skepticism glowed in Rosemary’s eyes.

				Millie reached over and took her sister’s hand. “Our mother’s death was tragic. Father being gone all the time was hard, but we always had a place to live. Food. Clothes. Lola,” she added with a smile. Wind’s grubby peppermint stick flashed in her mind and she shook her head. “We were always looking for love to come from the outside, but that’s not where it’s at, Rosemary. It’s inside us, and neither you nor I knew how to let it out.” Now she was remembering how she felt standing next to Seth, the pride, and how she loved her body when he touched it. “Promise me you’ll learn to like yourself. Once you do that, the rest will come. You have to love in order to be loved.”

				“You’ve changed,” Rosemary whispered.

				“I know,” she answered, just as softly. “And you can, too.”

				For the first time ever Millie believed the tears glistening in her sister’s eyes were real. Those same tears appeared again the next day when they hugged goodbye on the dock. Leaving Richmond and the life she’d always known had been what Millie had needed, and she prayed the same would be true for Rosemary.

				Later in the day, as Millie walked toward the front door, her heart did a little flip-flop, wishful thinking at who might be knocking. Seth was on her mind nonstop, more poignantly after her trunk and traveling bag had been delivered from the hotel in Washington, along with a note saying her other items would be shipped from Fort Sill upon his arrival there.

				It wasn’t him, of course, as she knew it wouldn’t be, and seeing Nadine McPhalen on the stoop, Millie voiced the only thought that formed. “Rosemary isn’t here.”

				“I know,” the woman said. “I watched her board the steamer this afternoon. I’ve come to talk to you, if I may.”

				“Of course, come in.” Millie stepped aside, and gestured for the woman’s light shawl, for the unseasonably warm November didn’t require heavier garments. Yet. The weather would change, just like everything else had. Chasing aside the thought, she said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t see you at the dock today.”

				“I wasn’t there to be seen,” Nadine said. “I was there to see with my own eyes that she left.”

				A chill rippled Millie’s skin. Nadine and Rosemary, though complete opposites, had been friends for years. Cautious, because her willpower to let her sister’s mess stay her sister’s problem might be challenged, she waved a hand toward the parlor. “Please, make yourself comfortable. I’ll just go ask Lola to bring us some tea.”

				“Could I ask Lola to do so? I have another favor to ask of her.”

				Swallowing at the thickness in her throat, Millie nodded. “All right, I’ll be in the parlor.”

				“Thank you.”

				Nadine returned within seconds. Millie had just sat down on the white sofa, the one she and Lola had carried in from the office and repositioned in its rightful place this afternoon. The other woman didn’t sit, but paced back and forth, the skirts and slips of her yellow dress swishing loudly.

				“Goodness,” she finally said, stopping near the sofa. “I don’t know where to begin.”

				Millie drew in a fortifying breath. “Well, Nadine, just say it. There’s nothing worse than keeping it bottled up.” She knew that so well. So very well.

				“Oh, Millie,” the woman said, dropping onto her knees in front of the sofa. “I’m so sorry. I hope you can forgive me.”

				“Forgive you?”

				Nadine wrapped both hands around one of Millie’s. “Yes. It was wrong of us to have you do such a thing, but there was no other choice.”

				Her heartbeat was accelerating, pounding at the base of her throat like a woodpecker on a dead stump. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about, Nadine.”

				The woman’s blue eyes took on a startled look. “You don’t?”

				When Millie shook her head again, she sat down beside her.

				“My life is now complete because of you, Millie.”

				An eerie sensation settled around Millie’s shoulders.

				“You see, Millie, my husband, Senator Louis McPhalen, is the father of your nephew.”

				Millie made no outward sign that she’d already known that.

				“It’s startling, I know. I myself was enraged when I first heard,” Nadine said. “Then again, that’s what Rosemary wanted. She was delighted to throw it in my face.” The woman smiled then. “But it all worked out so splendidly, I might even forgive her. Someday.”

				Refusing to jump to her sister’s defense, despite her old habits, Millie offered a slight smile.

				“I can’t have children,” Nadine said. “After five years of us trying, the doctor said it just isn’t going to happen.”

				A wave of anguish took Millie’s breath away, for just this morning her monthly had arrived. She’d hoped it wouldn’t, for then she’d have a reason for Seth to listen to her, had even imagined what he’d do when she traveled to Fort Sill to tell him. That had been a dream, shattered by reality, and now the pain renewed itself all over again.

				“I told Louis,” Nadine said, “that I’d forgive him for his little indiscretion with Rosemary—for we all know she’s free with her favors—if he found a way to get me the baby. Rosemary then tried to say the child wasn’t Louis’s, and who knows, maybe it’s not, but that doesn’t matter. He’s my son now.”

				A splattering of joy erupted inside Millie. The child would have a good life with Nadine. “Yes, he is.”

				“Because of you.”

				She shook her head.

				“Yes, Millie,” the woman said firmly. “You. When Louis began negotiating with Rosemary, she threw around her threats like always, and the only one that scared us was the fact that her husband, Major Parker, could return and discover her condition. Louis was aware of the major’s plan to visit Washington, and the furthest he could get it postponed was mid-October, due to winter traveling. We were afraid how the major might react to Rosemary’s condition, and needed to make sure he didn’t arrive before the baby did. We thought you and your sweet disposition might be able to convince him to postpone the trip a bit longer.” Nadine squeezed Millie’s hand firmly. “And you did. We are so thankful for that. And Millie, we’re so sorry to have involved you in all this.”

				Trying to grasp it all, she asked, “You wanted me to go to Fort Sill?”

				“Rosemary said you’d refuse, but eventually she agreed to convince you to do it. To visit your brother-in-law, and have him escort you home after the baby was born.”

				“My brother-in-law.” It had been so long since Millie thought of him in those terms, it didn’t seem as if she was thinking of Seth.

				“Rosemary said she was divorcing him, couldn’t stay married to him after this. Maybe her conscience finally kicked in, or maybe it was the amount of money we offered her. Either way, it worked. We all got what we wanted.”

				Millie nodded, but inside she was screaming. Everyone else may have gotten what they wanted, but what about her and Seth?

				“I didn’t know you’d returned until I saw you at the dock today. I’d assumed so, though, because Louis left last week, right after the baby arrived, to attend the Indian negotiations. You see, I’d left town a few months ago. Told everyone I was expecting, and went to stay with my aunt so I’d have complete rest. I was just over in Browns Corner, so when Louis wired that the baby was arriving, I rushed home to present everyone our newborn son.”

				All the time she thought she was being selfish, she was being used. As was Seth.

				“Millie?”

				She glanced up, and her heart somersaulted as Nadine waved for Lola to step closer, holding out a tiny bundle.

				“Meet your nephew. Louis William McPhalen III.”

				Millie’s hands shook as she took the infant in her arms and folded back the corner of the blanket covering his little face. The blue eyes gazing up at her brought tears to her own eyes. Maybe because they were as dark as Seth’s, or maybe because she was falling in love with this little blue-eyed man as quickly as she had the other one she knew. “Hello, there,” she whispered. “I’ve wanted to meet you for a long time.”

				Nadine rested a palm on the baby’s head. “I can’t promise that I’ll tell him I’m not his birth mother someday,” she said. “I honestly don’t know if I’ll have it in me. But I can promise to tell him about his aunt Millie, and how she traveled all the way to Indian Territory just for him.”

				A tear ran down Millie’s cheek, and she had to sniffle and blink to keep others from following.

				“He’ll always know what you did for him, Millie. So will Louis and I. Our entire family owes you so much that my thank-you seems a pittance.”

				Glancing toward the woman, seeing the tears trickling down her face, Millie shook her head. “Holding him is more than I ever dreamed. More than I hoped. Thank you for this,” she said, cradling the baby to her cheek. “Thank you for giving my nephew the home he deserves.”

				* * *

				One good thing came out of the mess Seth’s life was in. The anger burning inside him couldn’t be contained, and that made Congress listen, not just McPhalen.

				After Seth’s return from Richmond, it took only one day and his demands were met, including several other stipulations he’d added to the list of benefits the Indians would receive. The meeting gave a way for his anger to escape—somewhat—but the void left in his chest was then larger than ever.

				Ironically, a telegram had caught up with him that evening, one that told him it was still unknown where the St. Clair sisters were. He’d burned the note and then, since there were still a few days before his scheduled return trip west, he took a train up to Boston, hoping that seeing his family would help him know if he was capable of feeling again.

				His mother was shocked to see him, and happy. As was he, since it had been years. His stepsiblings were almost grown, but other than that, everything felt as if he’d left just yesterday. In Boston, that was. Inside, he felt as if he’d aged fifty years the past week.

				It was his third day there when his mother invited him to sit and chat in front of the blazing fire that kept the freezing winds blowing off the bay from frosting over the inside of the house. He remembered working outdoors on days like this, when the ice and rain had turned his fingers stiff. It had been like that the day she’d sat him down and told him he was going to West Point.

				Not a single gray hair could be seen in the black tresses his mother always kept pinned up in a crown, and her blue eyes looked young and vibrant as she told him stories of things that had happened during his absence. Amanda Parker-Wadsworth would never look old, his stepfather, Ralph, had said when Seth had commented on her appearance. Because she didn’t act old, and that was what kept her young.

				Seth had laughed good-heartedly at the explanation, while another small corner of his heart broke loose, as it always did when Millie appeared in his mind. She’d be a hundred and still twirling around like a youngster, with laughter shining in her eyes. Her antics and delight had made him feel young, carefree, too.

				“You’ve grown awfully quiet,” his mother said.

				Pulling his thoughts back to the present, he shrugged, and then stood up to add a log to the fire. “Ghosts, I guess.” He flashed her a smile. The house was old, and they all talked about the ghosts of generations gone by.

				“Past or present?”

				Something clicked in his mind, like the snap of a stick in the woods that told you someone was watching, following. He sat, pondering all that weighed heavily upon him, before he answered. “I don’t know.”

				“Tell me her name.”

				Seth glanced up as a shiver shot all the way to his toes.

				His mother smiled in an understanding way. “You are a grown man, one I’m very proud of, but you’re still my son, and I’ve known since the moment you walked through the door that something’s troubling you. A mother’s intuition tells me it’s a woman. One you love very much.”

				He shook his head. “I can’t love her.”

				“Why?”

				“It’s too...” A heavy sigh left his chest.

				“Too complicated? Too hard to explain?” she asked.

				“Yeah,” he answered, staring into the flames.

				“We have all afternoon.”

				Drawing in a breath, wishing it could cleanse him, he shrugged. “I could talk all year and not understand it.”

				“Maybe,” she said softly, “it’s not for you to understand. Something you just have to accept.”

				He let out a lackluster chuckle as his insides churned. “I could never accept what happened.”

				“Why?”

				Running a hand through his hair, he wished he could do something, anything, to release the energy bottled inside him. He pushed himself from the chair and crossed the room to stare out the window. There was nothing to see except leafless trees and a dusting of snow covering the ground. Nothing to grab his attention and make him forget.

				Coming up behind, his mother rubbed his arms, patted his shoulders. “She’s probably as miserable as you.”

				“No, no she’s not,” he insisted, yet he had to wonder. Hope.

				“I’d beg to differ,” Amanda said.

				He spun away from the window, angry there was nothing to see. Angry at himself for still caring. Angry...just angry. “You don’t even know her.”

				“Then tell me about her.”

				“There’s nothing to tell.”

				“Does she have black hair, blue eyes?”

				“No,” he said, growing lost in the vision in his head. “They’re brown. Her eyes and her hair.” He swallowed at the lump forming. “Her eyes are unbelievable. They glimmer in the sunlight, in the firelight, like you wouldn’t imagine.”

				“And her smile? Is it like an angel’s?”

				“Yeah,” he said, but then changed his mind. “No, it’s more like a pixie’s. Whimsical and magical yet, mischievous at the same time.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				And that’s how Amanda Parker-Wadsworth, with her gentle, prodding questions, broke through his shell. Before Seth even realized it, he was telling her everything. From how he became a major to the reason he was sitting here talking about the most wonderful woman on earth, and why he couldn’t love her.

				“I knew a man once,” his mother said, “that was so stubborn no one could tell him anything once he set his mind. Everything was black-and-white. No shades of gray. This way or that. No middle ground.” She let out a sigh, then giggled. “Goodness but he drove me crazy, and dear heavens, what I wouldn’t give to see him one more time.”

				Seth frowned, wondering who she missed so.

				“Your father,” she said. “Sean Parker.” Smiling, she patted Seth’s knee, sitting beside him on the long couch. “I love Ralph and the children we have together as much as I do you and Sam, but that doesn’t mean I stopped loving Sean.” Tears shimmered in her eyes. “Oh, he was a good man. A wonderful man, and you remind me so much of him.”

				Pride swelled in Seth’s chest, so much a hint of embarrassment warmed his cheeks.

				“But land sakes, he was stubborn. Always had to be in charge. Get the last word in.”

				Seth now wondered if her compliments were insults.

				“I have to go upstairs and get something,” she said, standing up, “but while I’m gone, do me a favor?”

				“Sure,” Seth answered, glancing at the wood box. Hauling some in would give him something to do besides think about Millie and how he wanted to go to Richmond. Beg her to forgive him. The box was full, though, so he turned, wondering what else his mother needed.

				“While I’m gone, I want you to think about one thing, so you can answer a question I have.”

				More questions. He should have known. “All right, Mother, what’s that?”

				“Why are you here?”

				“Becau—”

				His mother pressed a finger against his lips. “Think about it while I’m gone.”

				Seth wanted to growl. He was here to see his family. Hadn’t seen them in years. Frustrated all over again, he moved to the window, stared at the nothingness.

				When his mother returned empty-handed, which made him believe she’d simply wanted to give him time to think, he tried to fathom the answer she wanted.

				“So, why are you here?”

				He grinned, though it was so false it hurt. “To see my family.”

				Smiling, she shook her head.

				Seth shook his head in turn and asked, “Then why am I here?”

				“You’re here because what you really want is to go to Richmond and ask Millie to marry you, but just like when you wanted to go to West Point, you feel you can’t. That you’ll be letting others down if you do that. What you really want is for me to tell you to do it.”

				His heart slammed against his rib cage. She was right. That was exactly what he’d hoped.

				“I won’t tell you what to do this time, Seth. This is between you and Millie. You’re the only ones who can figure this out.”

				Frustrated, he stood, walked across the room. In that, too, she was right. “Millie...” He pressed both hands against the fireplace mantel. “There were a million times she could have just told me the truth.”

				“And a million times you could have told her you already knew it.”

				He spun around, tried to come up with a reason why he hadn’t.

				“Love isn’t a curse, Seth. It’s a blessing.”

				Bitterness bubbled in his throat. It felt much more like a curse. Always had.

				“Does it really matter who was right or wrong?” she asked.

				His mind and heart were being torn in two.

				“I’m not saying forget the past,” his mother whispered. “Just accept it and move on.”

				Frozen for a moment, Seth’s mind flashed to Per-Cum-Ske, the battle in the Wichita Mountains and the aftermath, him staring at the silent faces of friends and family. We cannot help it. I did my duty. The leader, who now had three wives, had definitely moved on. So why hadn’t Seth?

				“Here.”

				He glanced at the small box his mother held. “What’s that?”

				“Just a family heirloom I saved for you.”

				Lifting the lid revealed a woman’s ring, a circle of diamonds around a sapphire.

				“It’s the one your father gave me.”

				Seth ran a finger over the jewels. “I thought you weren’t going to tell me what to do.”

				“I’m not. You can do whatever you want with that ring. It’s just something I wanted you to have.”

				What he wanted was Millie. Forever. “She opened things inside me I didn’t know were closed,” he admitted.

				“It takes a powerful love to do that.”

				Seth nodded. More powerful than anything he’d ever known. “What if she can’t forgive me?”

				His mother shrugged. “It’ll take courage to find out, and you were born with more courage than any man I’ve ever known.”

				“Maybe when it comes to battling Indians, but...” His spine stiffened. He’d retreated that night from their hotel room, but he hadn’t declared defeat. That word wasn’t in his vocabulary. Never had been.

				* * *

				“But I can’t leave without it, Lola,” Millie said. “I know I had it last night when I took a bath.” Retracing every step she’d taken, she rounded the bathtub, searching for the bride’s necklace. “I laid it here on the bench so it wouldn’t get wet.”

				“I’m sorry, honey,” Lola said, pulling her head in the window. “I laid the towel over the edge of the sill to dry. The necklace must have flown out. I searched the rooftop and the ground, but the wind might have carried it off.”

				Frustration made Millie’s insides sting. It was just a necklace, and probably wouldn’t sway Seth either way.

				“I’ll keep looking,” Lola said, “and when I find it, I’ll send it to you. I promise.”

				“See that you do,” Millie said, leading the way out of the room and down the stairs. She had to leave now or she’d miss her train to Washington, and then the one to Tulsa.

				“You’re sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Lola asked yet again.

				“I’m sure. If he won’t talk to me on the train, I’ll rent a horse and follow him all the way to the fort, where I’ll sit on the front stoop, making him step over me day after day.”

				Lola laughed. “You’ve become one determined woman.”

				“I have to be. I’ve never before wanted anything like I do this.” Millie stopped at the front door, and saw the carriage waiting at the end of the walkway. The driver had already loaded her luggage. “I’m going to miss you very, very much.”

				“Well, don’t. I’ll be here, keeping this place in order for whenever you return.”

				“Visit,” Millie corrected. “With my husband and children.”

				“I don’t doubt that,” Lola said, as they hugged.

				Millie held on tight for a moment, wishing she didn’t have any doubts. She did, but she wouldn’t focus on them. And she wasn’t being selfish, either; she was being true to herself. There was a difference. A big difference. Stepping back, she nodded toward the house. “I told Mr. Wells if you need anything he’s to see to it, and an account has been set up in your name for household expenses and such. And Nadine will be bringing little Louie over for you to visit. Give him a kiss for me. Oh, and be sure to tell Mr. Evans I say hello.”

				“Mr. Evans?”

				“Yes, Lola, don’t try to fool me,” Millie said, grinning. It was amazing how easy it was to see other people were in love when you knew how it felt. “I know you’ve been sweet on that man for years, but wouldn’t leave me and Rosemary. This is your time now. The two of you can get married and live right here. He can keep working at the mill while you take care of Papa’s house. Waiting for me and my husband and our children to come visit.”

				Lola’s dark cheeks turned rosy. “Oh, you little scamp.”

				Millie laughed and skipped down the porch steps. “I’ll write. Tell you what happens.”

				“You do that!”

				Millie ran the rest of the way to the awaiting carriage, but little good it did, hurrying so. The train to Washington had barely left Richmond when it screeched to a stop. After a few minutes the porter came along, explaining that a train ahead of them had troubles and they’d have to wait for repairs. In the end, Millie sat on that train for six hours before it started chugging north, and once she arrived in Washington, the train she’d hoped to catch, the one she knew Seth had arranged for their return trip, had already left.

				Thwarted, but not enough to give up, she made arrangements for a private car—the train depot in Washington had several to choose from—to be part of the next train headed west, with connections to Tulsa. She was comforted to learn one was leaving the following day, with no layovers and no switching trains. It was a relief after all the delays during her first journey west, and Millie’s excitement started to build again. She might still arrive before Seth and the wagons left for Fort Sill.

				It was risky. He certainly could tell her to leave. But she’d never know if she didn’t try. The cost of the private car was a bit outlandish, but recalling her other rides, including the one with Seth, she figured it would be worth every dime. Especially since it would be five days before she arrived in Tulsa, and she wanted the private space to make sure she looked her best when she met Seth again, and to rehearse exactly what she’d say.

				After paying the man for the car rental, which took a goodly amount of the money she’d withdrawn from her account at the bank, she asked, “When can I board?”

				“The train leaves town at ten tomorrow night, miss,” the railroad agent said.

				“I know that, sir,” she responded, keeping the desperation that the train might leave without her from her voice. “When can I board?”

				“Well, it’ll be hooked up and ready to roll by eight in the morning, so—”

				“Fine, I’ll be here by eight-fifteen.”

				Frowning, he removed his wire-rimmed glasses and rubbed the lenses on his vest. “That’ll make a long day, sitting on the tracks, miss.”

				“As well the next five after that,” she said. “Now, could you tell me where I might find a room for the night? Not too far away, please?”

				“Half a block up the road,” he said, gesturing to the north. “The Railroad Inn. It’s clean and has good food.”

				“Thank you, I appreciate that. I’m assuming I can leave my trunk here, and just take my bag with me?”

				“Yes, miss. I’ll see it’s loaded in your car.”

				A smile of satisfaction tugged on her lips. “Thank you again. You have a wonderful evening.”

				“You, too, miss.”

				Feeling lighter than she had in several days, she picked up her bag and almost skipped down the road. Missing Seth still had her heart heavy, but she was determined to find a way to make him listen to what she had to say, and if he couldn’t forgive her... She shook her head and kept walking. There was no room for doubt.

				* * *

				As Seth hurried up the walkway of the general’s house, Millie’s home, his heart was thudding so hard in his throat each beat threatened to strangle him. A November clipper had kicked in, swirling leaves and tugging on his hat. He may have brought it south with him from Boston, for the weather had dropped several degrees since he’d last been here.

				He shivered, not from the wind, but wondering if that was a sign, a premonition of the welcome he’d receive here. Chilly. Cold. Unwelcomed.

				Needing a moment, he paused, stared at the porch before him. Trellises framed the steps, and vines, withering in the season, fought to hold on as the wind raced through the wooden lattice work. Something caught his attention and he suddenly found a lump blocking his airway.

				Stepping closer, he stretched on his toes and reached as high as he could. His fingertip caught the leather and he untangled it from the wood and vines, and then lowered the necklace to dangle before his face. The bride’s necklace. The one he’d placed over Millie’s neck before leaving Fort Sill.

				Glancing up, he stared at the windows of the second story. Was one of those rooms Millie’s? Had she thrown the necklace out, wanting nothing to remind her of him, of their time together?

				His hold on the leather tightened.

				“Major?”

				He turned to the front door. “Miss Burnett,” he said, recognizing the black woman. “I’m looking for Millie.”

				“I assumed as much.” She gestured toward his hand. “I see you found her necklace.”

				“Yes, it was caught on the trellis,” he explained. Manners told him he should give it to the woman, but he couldn’t. He wanted to be the one to give it to Millie.

				“She’ll be glad to see it, searched for it for hours on end.”

				It took less than a second for his heart to leap back into his throat. “She did?”

				“Yep.” The housekeeper planted both hands on her hips. “Didn’t want to leave without it.”

				A gust of wind caught him, made him wobble, or maybe just her statement had done that. “Leave? Where’d she go?” To Texas? With Martin Clark. Seth hadn’t remembered that little piece until just now.

				Lola Burnett was eyeing him thoughtfully.

				“It’s imperative that I talk to her, ma’am. My train for Tulsa leaves tonight.”

				“Tonight?”

				“Yes, I switched trains so I could come here. Talk to her.” Neither Per-Cum-Ske nor the men had minded one more day of visiting. Actually, Per-Cum-Ske was so busy trading it might be hard to get him on a train.

				“Oh, no,” the woman whispered.

				“Why? What’s wrong?”

				“She left for Washington yesterday, to catch the same train as you heading west.”

				A mixture of joy and frustration filled him. “Yesterday?”

				Lola nodded.

				Imagining Millie arriving in Tulsa, without him, of all the dangers she might face, had Seth’s insides rolling.

				“She’ll be fine, Major,” Lola said. “She’s full of strength and determination.”

				He had to crack a smile at that. The woman was right. As much as he wanted to believe Millie was helpless, needed his protection at all times, she’d already proved him wrong. In actuality, she had all the grit and fortitude of an army man. Of a major’s wife.

				“She’ll be waiting in Tulsa when you get there, Major. I ain’t got no doubts.”

				An amazing reunion flashed before his eyes. Holding up the necklace, he said, “I’m taking this to her.”

				“She’ll be glad to see it, and you.”

				Glancing around, attempting to hide the joy bursting inside him, Seth wondered if Millie would want to live here instead of the fort. He could do that. As long as they were together he didn’t care where they lived. “I hope to see you again someday, Lola.”

				“I ain’t got no doubts on that, either, Major.”

				They both chuckled and then bade each other farewell, Seth feeling more optimism than he had in decades. However, by the time he got to Washington, he was furious. The train had been stuck on the tracks for over five hours before it started up again. Passengers had mumbled about how the same thing had happened the day before, and Seth had contemplated getting out and walking. He hadn’t, and when they finally arrived, he had less than ten minutes to catch his westbound train.

				He ran fast and hard across the huge railroad yard, and had to jump to grab the handrail of the already rolling train.

				“Glad you made it, Major,” Jack Roberts said, pulling the door shut behind him.

				“Me, too,” Seth admitted, catching his breath before moving down the row of seats.

				“Your wife isn’t returning with us, sir?” the sergeant asked.

				He’d forgotten no one knew what had happened. Just that he’d escorted her to Richmond, to see her family. The sadness on the man’s face wasn’t lost on him. Everyone had been taken with her, and he could appreciate that. Smiling, he answered, “She caught an earlier train. We’ll meet up in Tulsa.”

				“Oh, that’s good news, Major,” Sergeant Rex Moore said from his seat. “Real good news.”

				“Yes, it is, Sergeant,” Seth replied, plopping onto the hard bench. “Yes, it is.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				Private car or not, the train ride seemed to be taking weeks instead of days, and Millie was feeling like a bird in a cage. She could venture to the dining car, but hadn’t liked stepping between the cars even when Seth had been at her side, so trying it alone was not going to happen. Besides, the porter, Mr. Williams, was extremely considerate in seeing to all her needs. He even sat for a few minutes during his visits, talking about some of the other passengers.

				It appeared there were army men and Indians on this train, as well. Leastwise from what Mr. Williams said. Washington had been full of them for the negotiations, so it wasn’t surprising. The porter said most of them were going as far as Tulsa, too, where they’d catch other trains.

				Millie kept her fingers crossed that Seth hadn’t already left Tulsa, and while doing that, she also prayed he’d listen to her. Let her explain why she’d done what she had. The closer she got to her destination, the more doubt tried to sneak into her mind. She battled it, but it was a hard war. The only thing that helped was recalling who she was. A major’s wife, one fully capable of any battle put before her.

				She awoke the last morning of the trip in such turmoil she felt as if her head was spinning along with her heart. After taking down the brown traveling suit from where she’d hung it upon boarding the train at eight-fifteen that morning back in Washington, she ran a hand over the soft, lush material. This, too, wearing the outfit, was a conflict she had to resolve. She wanted to look her best, but wearing the velvet while riding across the plains might damage it. Of course, she could put another gown in her traveling bag, but changing along the way, without access to Seth’s tent, would be difficult. Then again, if he did forgive her, and she would be welcomed in his tent...

				“Oh, goodness,” she whispered, plopping onto the bed beside the gown. Maybe she didn’t have the fortitude of a major’s wife, after all. She certainly hadn’t on her first trip west.

				A knock on the door brought her to her feet again. That had been the old Millie. The one so unsure of herself she’d let others rule her life. The one who no longer existed.

				Millie crossed the car and pulled open the door. “Good morning, Mr. Williams,” she said to the tall, slender man with deep, sunken eyes.

				“Good morning, ma’am.” He carried a tray in and set it on a small table. “We’ll be arriving in Tulsa before noon. Would you like me to bring you some warm water to freshen up when I return for your dishes?”

				“Yes, please, I’d appreciate that very much. I’m looking forward to arriving.”

				“The soldiers are happy to be almost home, too,” the porter said. “The one major’s practically jumping out the window—the one I told you about. He’s with the Indian who traded his feathers for a white wig after seeing a picture of George Washington.”

				She nodded, smiled, mainly because her heart was flapping against her breastbone. There was more than one major in the army, and several in the Indian Territory. She understood that, but there was only one she couldn’t wait to see.

				The smile remained on her face while she ate breakfast, and after Mr. Williams delivered the promised water, a bucketfull, still steaming, she made sure all the curtains were secure before stripping down to her bare essentials. With a small towel she washed herself, remembering the last time she’d been in Tulsa, and Seth had washed her hair.

				Another thought flashed into her mind, making her hand stall near her throat. Everyone back here, from Mrs. Brewster in Tulsa to Briggs Ryan at Fort Sill, knew her as Rosemary. What would they think of her and her deceit?

				Bits and pieces of her breath caught in her lungs. Explaining to Seth was one thing, having to explain it to everyone else was a whole different issue. He might be scorned or discredited by what she’d done.

				Why hadn’t she thought of this before? Why hadn’t she taken the repercussions of her behavior into consideration?

				“Well, Millie,” she told herself aloud, “you are just going to have to face it. That’s all there is to it. There’s no turning back.”

				By the time the train sounded its whistle, announcing their arrival in Tulsa, she was so nervous she almost jumped out of her boots. Holding on to the door handle, ready to exit as soon as the wheels rolled to a stop, she glanced around the car. Her trunk was packed, ready to be unloaded, and Mr. Williams promised it would be set near the wall. An extra dress was rolled up inside her traveling bag.

				She set the bag down, smoothed the velvet over her uneasy stomach and picked the bag back up. Only to set it down again to run a hand over her hair and make sure the ribbon securing the end of her braid was tight.

				Then she took a deep breath and picked the bag up yet again, just as the whistle repeated and the train started jolting as the brakes caught and released. Mrs. Ketchum had said being an army wife wasn’t always easy, and Millie knew she was about to face just how hard it could be.

				The last jolt left the car gently rocking, and she opened the door, rushed down the steps. The private car was near the end of the train, and people started exiting the other cars by the dozens. Hurrying around blue uniforms and bare chests, though with the cooler weather more were covered than when she’d arrived two months ago, she kept her gaze on the main street of town. Mrs. Brewster would know if Seth had already left, and the hotel was her destination. Her only focus.

				When her foot caught, brought her to an abrupt stop and sent her flying forward and downward at the same time, one thought occurred.

				Not again.

				A pop echoing over the platform had Seth, as well as several others around him, drawing guns and scanning the area for the shooter. The whole station had gone still, with everyone looking at everyone else.

				“There’s a woman down,” a man shouted.

				“Her heel caught in a knothole,” another said.

				“That happened once before,” someone else said.

				Seth had to smile, recalling Millie’s story, and though it was probably a spectacle to see, his sights were set on the hotel. Mrs. Brewster would know where Millie was. Curiosity had him glancing to where a crowd was forming, around the woman, no doubt.

				His feet stopped so fast someone bumped into his back.

				“Excuse me, Major,” a faceless person said. Faceless because Seth’s eyes were on the brown material of the dress the woman on the ground was wearing. He couldn’t see much, just a flash of skirt between bystanders’ legs, but he recognized the velvet.

				He elbowed, shouldered and flat-out shoved men aside until he was the one bending over her, and then a tremor shot through him, hitting every muscle.

				Her little shoulders were shaking as she lay belly down on the wood. Someone had already freed her foot, and he took her arms, turning her over slowly. “Millie?”

				The smile on her lips grew, but then faded as her big, adorable brown eyes locked with his. “Seth?”

				“Are you hurt?” he asked, willing himself not to pull her into his arms.

				She closed her eyes, pinched her lips together as she shook her head. “No,” she said, opening her eyes again. “Just my pride.”

				“I thought you were crying,” he admitted.

				“No, I was laughing. I couldn’t believe it happened to me again.” She sat up, folded one knee to examine her boot. “My heel caught in the knothole and broke off, again.” Her eyes came back to him and that charming little grin appeared on her lips. “The opposite boot this time.”

				“Here, let me help you up.” His body was alive, pounding and throbbing, all because his fingers were touching her.

				Gazes locked, they stood there for a few minutes before he let her loose. They still had to talk. He had to set things straight before he could kiss her. That was the little voice in his head, and he listened to it, wanted to make sure he did things right this time.

				She bent down, picked up a bag, and that made him frown. “That’s your traveling bag.”

				“Yes, I just got off the train and was—”

				“Just got off the train?” he repeated, sure he hadn’t heard right.

				“Yes, I missed our scheduled train, and—”

				“You missed our scheduled train?” he interrupted, checking his hearing again.

				“Yes.”

				He spun, glanced at the engine still letting off steam. “You were on that train?”

				She nodded.

				Comprehension hit him, made him say, “You were the rich woman in the Pullman car.”

				Her eyes grew wide, glancing at the train and then back to him. “You were the major with the Indians?”

				“Yes.”

				“We were on the same train?”

				“Yes,” he repeated, wanting to pull her forward into his arms. The urge was growing so strong he folded his fingers around one of her wrists. “Millie, we need to—”

				“Seth, I want to—” she said at the same time.

				“Come on.” He took the bag from her hand. “Let’s go to the hotel, where we can talk.”

				She nodded, spinning around to walk beside him, but when they took a couple steps, her uneven gait had him stopping. Scanning the crowd, he caught sight of Rex Moore.

				“Sergeant Moore?”

				“Yes, Major?”

				“Please retrieve...” He paused, almost saying “my wife’s.” “Please find the lady’s heel and have that board replaced.”

				“Yes, sir.” Tipping his hat, the man added, “Good to see you, ma’am.”

				“You, too, Sergeant Moore,” she replied.

				“Major, would you like the wagons prepared to leave in the morning?” The man’s grin showed his teeth.

				Seth’s insides reached a new plateau of excitement. “Yes, Sergeant, tomorrow morning will be fine,” he replied. Holding her arm, he kept his pace slow to accommodate her high-low steps. It reminded him of another walk they’d taken, back at the fort, and a part of him wished he could go back to that day, start over.

				“Seth, I’m sorry, I—”

				“Excuse me for interrupting, but I’d prefer we wait to begin our discussion at the hotel.”

				She nodded, and the haze of sorrow overtaking her eyes had him rubbing the inside of her arm.

				“Just so we aren’t interrupted,” he whispered.

				A shine replaced the haze and a glow covered her cheeks. She nodded again, while bowing her head bashfully. Seth was fighting the desire to scoop her into his arms and carry her the rest of the way to the hotel. He almost did, except for her bag in his opposite hand.

				“Oh, Major, I had my dates mixed up. I expected you yesterday,” Mrs. Brewster said, opening the door as they approached. She frowned then. “Goodness, dear, what happened? Are you hurt?”

				“No, Mrs. Brewster,” Millie said, “I broke my heel. It caught it a knothole.”

				“Oh, that happened once before.” The woman moved toward the desk, gathering a key. “Don’t know to whom. A woman traveling through, I think.”

				Seth, meeting Millie’s gaze, returned her smile, enjoying their shared knowledge. “Thank you, Mrs. Brewster,” he said, taking the key the woman held out.

				“Would you like lunch in your room? I could—”

				“We’ll let you know,” he said, already leading Millie up the stairs.

				Millie. A beautiful name indeed. Stopping at the door of the same room they’d used before, he unlocked it, swung it open. She walked in and stopped in the middle of the room, glanced around as if nervous.

				He knew the feeling. Turning, he shut the door and set her bag on the floor, then twisted the key in the lock.

				As he turned back, she said, “Seth, I...” Her eyes fluttered shut as she took a deep breath.

				Watching her breasts rise as she drew in air, he also noticed how one shoulder was a good two inches lower than the other. “Why don’t you take your boots off? That can’t be comfortable.”

				“It’s not,” she admitted, cheeks aglow.

				While she sat on the bed, he moved to the window. He’d known it was going to be hard, but this was painful, keeping his hands off her. His lips off hers.

				“I don’t even know where to start,” she said softly.

				He turned, found her standing near the foot of the bed, stocking footed.

				“I’m so sorry, I know my actions—”

				Shaking his head, he moved toward her, until his finger touched her lips. “I’ll tell you where to start.”

				Her expression grew even more serious as she nodded.

				Trailing his finger from her lips to beneath her chin, he said, “Are you still engaged to Martin Clark?”

				Frowning, she shook her head. “No.” Her cheeks grew red. “I lied about that, too.”

				Seth held his breath at the joy erupting inside him.

				“I lied to you about so many things. I—”

				His finger went back to her lips. “There’s only one thing I want to know. If it was a lie or not.”

				Her eyes had grown teary and her lips quivered beneath his touch as she nodded.

				He removed his finger. “When you said you loved me, was that a lie?”

				“No,” she whispered. “That was the truth. Still is. I love you very, very much.”

				The rushing of his blood had him light-headed for a moment. His palm cupped her cheek. “That’s all I need to know.”

				She wobbled and he caught her waist with his other hand.

				“I do, however, have something to tell you.” He drew a breath while waiting until her eyelids opened, before he said, “Once, not that long ago, I promised I’d never hurt you, and yet that’s exactly what I did. I knew you weren’t Rosemary from the beginning, yet I never said anything. I’m ashamed of that. I should have told you, but I was afraid.”

				“You were afraid?” she whispered.

				“Yes, very. I still am.” Seth took a breath, knowing he had to come clean before they could start over. “I didn’t want to fall in love with you. Didn’t want to love anyone.”

				“Why?”

				He ran his finger down the side of her face, wiping at an escaping tear. “Because losing someone you love is very painful.”

				“Yes, it is,” she whispered. “But never knowing love is worse.”

				The sincerity in her eyes was so profound his breath burned his lungs.

				“I never knew love until I met you,” she said. “Never imagined how splendid life could be.”

				Her gentle smile was contagious. “We are quite splendid together, aren’t we?”

				She let out a tiny giggle. “I think so.”

				He’d never experienced such a reprieve. Such joy. “Me, too.”

				Her gaze, still holding his, grew serious. “How did you know I wasn’t Rosemary?”

				Seth knew now exactly what it was. Had discovered it back in Richmond. Framing her face with both hands, he caressed the delicate skin. “Your eyes. No one has eyes like yours. They melted my heart the first time I saw them. They’re gorgeous, and so...” He found himself choking up. “So full of kindness and generosity, and love.” He tilted her head back, wanting so badly to kiss her. “I love you, Millie.”

				Millie wondered if her heart was going to beat its way right out of her chest, and her throat was so full of emotions words couldn’t filter through. Which didn’t matter because Seth leaned down just then and kissed her so tenderly she swooned.

				His hands went to her waist, held her close, as his gentle kiss filled her entire being with pure and precious love. He’d kissed her before, but somehow, this kiss did more. It made her whole, the one thing she’d never been before.

				When his lips slipped away, she wobbled slightly, and had to look down to find him when her eyes opened.

				Seth was on one knee, looking up at her. “Millie St. Clair, will you marry me?”

				Covering her gasp with one hand, she sucked in another gulp of air, afraid she might faint as she had back in Washington. She hadn’t expected this. Well, not yet. She hadn’t told him everything. Hadn’t apologized a hundred times over, and told him about little Louie, or that Rosemary had moved to England, and that as Millie, she’d never, ever lie to him again.

				“Darling, if you don’t answer me pretty soon, I’m going to keel over from the desire to hold you. Love you.”

				She cupped his handsome, wonderful face with both hands, and giggled. “Don’t keel over,” she said. “I’ve done that, it’s not fun.”

				“Millie,” he growled teasingly.

				“Of course I’ll marry you.”

				He stood and the love in his eyes was more intense. “Say it again.”

				“Yes, I’ll marry you,” she repeated.

				“Again.”

				“Yes, I’ll marry you.”

				“Louder.”

				She threw her head back, laughing as a great storm of joy erupted inside her. “Yes!” she shouted, and then said softly, “I’ll marry you, silly.”

				He was laughing, too, and paused only long enough to kiss her quickly, briefly. “I love you, Millie. I love you.”

				“I love you, too.” She stretched up on her toes, wanting a kiss that would last so long she’d become lost in him, as she had while wrapped in his arms those wonderful nights they’d shared before.

				“Oh, no,” he said, catching her wrists with his hands.

				Startled, she searched his face, looked for a teasing glint, but didn’t find one. Love was in his eyes, and happiness, but seriousness, as well. A stinging sensation curled around her spine. “What’s wrong?”

				Walking backward, he led her to the window. “See that building over there?”

				Focusing wasn’t easy with her body throbbing so, but she scanned the area, a side street of town, full of houses and... “You mean the church?”

				“Yes, we are going there,” he said. “Getting married, and then we’ll return here...” he kissed the side of her neck “...and spend some time in that bed.”

				A moan rumbled in her throat and desire flared inside her. His tone said that what would happen in that bed would be more intimate, more long lasting than it had ever been. “All right,” she said. “When?”

				“Right now.” He scooped her into his arms. “I can’t wait any longer.”

				It wasn’t until he’d unlocked the door and pulled it open, a difficult task with her still in his arms, that Millie grabbed the doorjamb. “Stop.”

				He groaned, and she giggled.

				“What?” he asked.

				“I don’t have any shoes on.”

				“I’ll carry you the entire way.”

				He didn’t, at her insistence, for she wasn’t getting married barefoot—or stocking footed. However, she didn’t make him put her down until they entered the shop across the street, where the woman carried on about how lovely the traveling suit fit, and told Millie about the morning Seth had purchased it. The pinkish glow on his cheeks made her love grow deeper, if that was possible, and wearing yet another pair of boots Seth bought for her, she ran with him across the street and the field leading to the church, hand in hand, laughing all the way.

				The preacher was there, as was his wife, and in a private ceremony that Millie knew she’d hold as one of her most treasured memories until she was too old to remember, Seth and she became husband and wife. She cried when Seth vowed his love, and when he slipped the bride’s necklace over her head. But when he slid a ring on her finger, a sweet sob locked itself in her throat and remained there.

				Afterward, while returning to the hotel, she held her hand up, stared at how the sun glistened in the jewels. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

				“You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he said, kissing her temple as they walked.

				She leaned against him, cherished how his arm tightened around her waist. “I’ll treasure it forever.”

				“I’ll treasure you forever.”

				“You’re silly,” she whispered.

				“No, I’m in love. And happier than I’ve ever been.”

				She stepped in front of him, making him stop, and reached up to lay a hand against his cheek. “Me, too.”

				He kissed her then, in that all-consuming way she’d been hoping he would. To the point she barely recognized that halfway through his kiss he’d scooped her up and started walking again.

				She rested her head on his shoulder as he carried her through the hotel lobby and up the stairs, and laughed aloud when he plopped her onto the bed.

				“Finally,” he growled.

				She giggled and then held her arms open when he returned from locking the door.

				As he took her hands, crawled onto the bed beside her, she whispered, “Welcome home, Major.”

				Their union was a turbulent combination of love, passion and infatuation, as well as a blending of lives, old and new, past and present. It left Millie breathless, spent and eager, knowing there were now years ahead of them. Years upon years.

				With her head on his shoulder, twirling a fingertip in the fine hair on his chest, she whispered, “Seth?”

				“Yes, darling?”

				“What am I going to do once we get to the fort?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“They all think my name is Rosemary. How am I going to tell them it’s Millie?”

				He tugged her onto his chest with both arms, settled her there, lying fully atop him. “We’ll tell them the truth. That you traveled to the fort for me to sign the divorce papers, and we fell in love.”

				She loved him all the more for making things sound so simple, yet had to say, “That’s not exactly—”

				“That’s how I remember it.”

				He kissed the end of her nose and then sighed, understanding she needed more of an answer.

				“How many people called you Rosemary?”

				Searching her mind, she finally said, “Well, no one really. They either called me ma’am, Mrs. Parker or the major’s wife.”

				“Mrs. Parker,” he whispered, kissing her again.

				A lovely sigh left her chest, for it was a wonderful name. “What if they hear you call me Millie? What if—”

				“You worry too much,” he said, kissing her chin this time. “No one knows what happened. We can leave it that way if you want. Even the few that do know will never say anything.”

				She bit her bottom lip.

				“What is it?”

				It was a silly thing to worry about when everything else was so perfect, but she had to admit, “I want to be me. Millie.”

				“Oh, darling,” he said, kissing her lips lightly. “You’ve always been Millie. Your sister would never have traveled out here, not by train or wagon. She’d never have befriended Briggs’s maidens, or Per-Cum-Ske’s wives, or even Ilene Ketchum.” He kissed her again. “But most of all, she’d never have become the perfect army wife.”

				Millie’s heart swelled, and all she could do was whisper, “I love you.”

				“I know, and I love that about you, too,” he said, running both his hands down her back.

				“We could tell everyone Per-Cum-Ske traded your name for a new one.”

				That made her laugh. “I heard about the white wig.”

				“You did? From whom?”

				His hands were working their magic again, sparking miniature fires wherever they touched, and it was a moment or more before she could answer. “Mr. Williams, the porter.”

				“I can’t believe we were on the same train, all those days.” He held her hips firmly against his. “All those nights.”

				The feel of him pressing against her belly had her desire sparking again. “You’re making me fuddle-headed,” she admitted, nuzzling his chest with her chin. It would be like this forever. One look and she’d be racing up the stairs to the bedroom at the fort as fast as Per-Cum-Ske’s wives did to their tepees.

				“Oh, no,” she said, propping herself up on her elbows.

				“What?”

				“Mrs. Ketchum. I forgot her list. All the things—”

				“I remembered them,” he said. “They’ll be on the wagons in the morning.” He lifted her then, pulled her forward until her breasts were within easy access of his lips.

				“Seth,” she groaned, the sensations making her arch into him. “We were talking about my name, what I’m going to tell people.”

				“No,” he mumbled, since his mouth was full. “You were talking.”

				She had to agree, but could barely nod, and then, within no time, forgot all about her name. What mattered was who she was—the major’s wife.

				* * * * *
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				SHE’S TESTING HIS RESOLVE!

				Warrior Viking Ragnar Olafsson stood by as his best friend claimed the woman he desired the most. There was only one way to quench the deep darkness within him—become merciless in battle.

				When Elena is taken captive, fearless Ragnar risks everything to save her. Now they are stranded with only each other for company. Suddenly every longing, every look, every touch is forbidden. Elena could tempt a saint—and sinner Ragnar knows he won’t be able to hold out for long!
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				His eyelids were heavy and he closed them, surrendering to the temptation of unconsciousness. Sleep was what he needed now.

				But a moment later Elena’s arms were around him and she was supporting his shoulders.

				“Ragnar!” She shook him lightly, demanding that he open his eyes.

				His vision flickered, but he managed to look at her.

				“Don’t leave me,” she demanded. Her eyes welled up with tears and she commanded again, “You can’t leave me here alone.”

				“Just...resting,” he told her. Sleep would make it easier to bear the pain. The darkness was tempting him to let go, to fall into nothingness.

				“Your lips are blue,” she told him. “If you go to sleep now you might never awaken.”

				He didn’t answer her, for his body had been transformed into lead and the last bits of consciousness were sliding away. Though a part of him understood what she meant, he lacked the strength to fight it.

				“Don’t you dare die on me!” She wept, shaking him again. “I can’t survive out here alone. Do you hear me?” she demanded. “If you die, I’ll die, as well.”

				He tried to form the word no, to tell her he wasn’t going to die at all. But before his lips could move her mouth came down on his in a searing kiss.

				* * *

				To Tempt a Viking
Harlequin® Historical #1173—February 2014

			

		

	
		
			
				Forbidden Vikings

				Resist them if you can!

				Styr Hardrata has traveled to Ireland
with his wife, Elena, to save their marriage.
They have grown apart and, when he is captured 
and she kidnapped, both find themselves
faced with irresistible temptations.…

				Fearsome warrior Styr is captured
by the beautiful Irish maiden Caragh in
TO SIN WITH A VIKING
Already available

				Lonely Elena is stranded with her husband’s
best friend, Viking warrior Ragnar Olafsson, in
TO TEMPT A VIKING
February 2014

				Read both stories in this powerful new duet
of forbidden passion by Michelle Willingham

			

		

	
		
			
				MICHELLE
WILLINGHAM

				To Tempt a Viking

				[image: Har_Historical_2012_Cab_Blk.ai]

			

		

	
		
			
				Available from Harlequin®
						Historical and
MICHELLE WILLINGHAM

				*Her Irish Warrior #850
*The
						Warrior’s Touch #866
*Her Warrior King #882
*Her Warrior Slave
						#922
*Taming Her Irish Warrior #966
§The Accidental Countess
						#981
§The Accidental Princess #985
*Surrender to an Irish Warrior
						#1010
ΔClaimed by the Highland Warrior #1042
ΔSeduced by Her
						Highland Warrior #1054
ΔTempted by the Highland Warrior
						#1098
Warriors in Winter #1118
“A
						Season to Forgive”
“In the Bleak Midwinter”
“The Holly and the
						Viking”
§The Accidental Prince
						#1128
¤To Sin with a Viking #1150
¤To Tempt a Viking
							#1173

*The MacEgan Brothers
ΔThe
						MacKinloch Clan
§linked by character
¤Forbidden Vikings

				Available in Harlequin Historical Undone! ebooks

				The Viking’s Forbidden Love-Slave
The
						Warrior’s Forbidden Virgin
§An Accidental Seduction
Innocent in
						the Harem
Pleasured by the Viking
Craving the Highlander’s
						Touch

				Available in Harlequin HQN

				Highlanders
“Rescued by the Highland Warrior”

				Available in Harlequin Historical 
Royal Weddings Through the Ages ebook

				Lionheart’s Bride

				Did you know that these novels are also
available as
					ebooks? Visit www.Harlequin.com.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedicated to all mothers who love their children with special needs.
Your courage and steadfast love are inspiring.

				Author Note

				To Tempt a Viking is the second book in my Forbidden Vikings series (Book One was To Sin With a Viking). This duet is centered around the idea that sometimes arranged marriages don’t work...and what will happen when a husband and a wife meet their true soul mates?

				Elena Karlsdotter has always dreamed of a loving husband and children, but after being barren for years she blames herself for the failure of her marriage. Her husband no longer desires her, and she’s afraid to let him go, but when she’s stranded with her husband’s best friend, Ragnar Olafsson, she comes to realize that the man of her dreams has been there all along. Fierce and strong, Ragnar holds dark secrets of his own, and Elena helps him to heal old wounds.

				I hope you’ll enjoy these Irish Viking stories. Incidentally, the epilogue of this book is based upon a true story about friends of mine who struggled for years to have children.

				My other Viking stories include The Viking’s Forbidden Love-Slave, Pleasured by the Viking and “The Holly and the Viking” in Warriors in Winter.

				Visit my website at www.michellewillingham.com for excerpts and behind-the-scenes details about my books. I love to hear from readers and you may email me at michelle@michellewillingham.com or write via mail at P.O. Box 2242, Poquoson, VA 23662, U.S.A. I can also be found on Facebook at www.facebook.com/michellewillinghamfans and on Twitter at www.twitter.com/michellewilling.

			

		

	
		
			
				Contents

				Chapter One

				Chapter Two

				Chapter Three

				Chapter Four

				Chapter Five

				Chapter Six

				Chapter Seven

				Chapter Eight

				Chapter Nine

				Chapter Ten

				Chapter Eleven

				Chapter Twelve

				Chapter Thirteen

				Chapter Fourteen

				Chapter Fifteen

				Chapter Sixteen

				Chapter Seventeen

				Chapter Eighteen

				Chapter Nineteen

				Epilogue

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				Ireland—AD 875

				There was nothing worse than being in love with your best friend’s wife.

				Ragnar Olafsson tightened his fists over the oars, pulling hard against the waves of the sea. He shouldn’t have gone with them to éire. But when Styr had asked him to come, he’d agreed in a weak moment. Though he’d buried all traces of his obsession with Elena, the idea of never seeing her again was worse than the torment of seeing her with her husband.

				Never once had he let either of them know of his fascination. No one knew of the raw frustration gnawing within him when he watched Styr take the woman he loved into his hut. It was a dark torture, seeing them together.

				And yet, he couldn’t bring himself to let her go.

				As he rowed, Ragnar kept his gaze fixed upon Elena. Her fair hair held glints of red, like touches of fire upon gold. She was like a beautiful goddess—he worshipped her from afar.

				She considered him a friend, but nothing more than that. It wasn’t surprising. A woman like Elena deserved a strong marriage to a high-born warrior. Her match with Styr had been arranged years ago and Ragnar wasn’t the sort of man to steal a woman away from a friend. Especially not his best friend.

				She’d made her choice and Styr had done everything to make her happy. For that reason, Ragnar had stepped aside.

				He’d tried to find another woman over the years. Although he was a strong fighter and several maidens had cast their eyes on him, none of them compared to Elena. Perhaps no one ever would.

				He studied her as she stared off at the grey waters. Something had changed in the past few months. She and Styr were hardly speaking to one another any more. Her barrenness was eating away at her spirit, drowning her in misery. When she stared out at the sea, her face was unnaturally pale. There were no words to mend the broken pieces, nothing Ragnar could say to her.

				As the boat neared the shore, the waters were shallower than they’d guessed.

				‘We’ll stop here,’ Styr ordered. Glancing at the others, he moved to stand beside Ragnar. For a moment, his friend stared out at the shoreline. ‘Will you stay behind with Elena?’ he asked. ‘I don’t want her near the front, if there’s danger.’

				‘I’ll keep her safe.’ He would bathe his sword in the blood of any enemy who dared to threaten Elena. Though she didn’t belong to him, she was his to guard. He wouldn’t hesitate to offer his life, if it meant saving her.

				Styr rested a hand upon Ragnar’s shoulder. With a dark sigh, he admitted, ‘I am glad you came with us. A journey like this could only be endured with friends.’

				‘None of the men has slept in three days,’ Ragnar agreed. ‘We all need a good meal and rest.’ Their vessel had been tossed upon the waves as if the gods had wanted to claim them as a sacrifice. They’d fought the hard winds, trying to battle the storm. And they’d won, at the cost of sleep. His body and mind were so strung out, he could hardly piece together any thoughts other than the desire to collapse upon the sand.

				‘A pity you haven’t a woman to warm your bed,’ Styr added with a shrug.

				Ragnar sent him a wry look. ‘The last I heard, there are women in éire. I might find one yet.’

				He’d had a few women over the years, but none of them compared to her. Though he’d tried, time and again, to purge Elena from his mind, there were many nights when he awakened, covered with sweat...his shaft hard with visions of the woman he loved.

				By the blood of Thor, he had to stop thinking of it. Elena belonged to Styr and there was never any hope that it would change. Once she quickened with her husband’s seed, she would find her happiness. Ragnar tightened his hand upon his sword and reached for a shield to distract his mind.

				Styr took his own shield, adding, ‘I’m glad you’re here. I need strong fighters among my men.’ To emphasise his point, he lightly punched Ragnar’s upper arm.

				Ragnar responded by seizing Styr’s wrist and holding it fast. ‘I’ve bested you a time or two.’

				‘Because I allowed it.’ But his friend sent him a dark smile. Styr was like a brother to him. He had taught him how to fight, after Ragnar’s father had neglected to do so. They had trained together in secret, until Ragnar could wield a sword as well as him. In truth, Ragnar was the better fighter, but Styr would never admit it.

				Ragnar said quietly, ‘I’ll always guard your back.’ And so he would. Despite his traitorous feelings, he would never betray his greatest friend.

				* * *

				After dropping their anchor, they waded through the waist-high water. Elena remained on board the ship, as if uncertain whether or not to approach.

				‘You can stay on the ship if you want,’ Ragnar told her. ‘We’ll see if it’s safe.’

				She appeared troubled but shook her head. ‘No, I want to go with the others. Perhaps if they see me, they won’t think you’re attacking.’

				Her reasoning made sense, for invaders rarely had a woman among them. But still, he intended to keep her behind the others.

				Ragnar helped her down, trying not to let his hands linger upon her slender form. She wore a cream-coloured gown with a softer rose apron, pinned at the shoulders with golden brooches. Her hair was in tight braids, pinned to her head, and she winced as she made her way through the frigid water.

				‘We’ll build a fire for you, soon enough,’ he promised.

				Ahead, Styr had his battleaxe firmly in his grasp and all of them studied the settlement. It was unnaturally silent, which set Ragnar on edge. The scent of outdoor fires lingered and he saw evidence of a tribe that had fled. A pot of liquid boiled, the steam rising in the cold air...but there was no one to tend it. A length of cloth lay discarded on the ground, as if its owner had fled too quickly to take it.

				‘Stay back,’ Ragnar warned Elena. As he trudged through the water, his vision seemed to blur, his footing growing less stable. The lack of sleep from the violent storms was starting to affect him. He pushed back against the spinning sensation, ignoring his body’s demands for rest.

				Something was wrong within the settlement. There were no people and no animals. With each step forwards, his mind dulled. He couldn’t seem to grasp a clear thought and, when he blinked, the world seemed to tip on edge. Ragnar took a moment to steady himself, claiming a deep breath. He would not allow exhaustion to overcome his strength.

				When he glimpsed movement, he turned back to Elena. ‘You should return to the boat,’ he commanded. ‘Stay there until we know what’s happening.’ He didn’t want her caught in a battle if the Irish misunderstood their reasons for coming here.

				She shook her head. ‘If I stay there alone, I’m unprotected.’ Ragnar started to argue, but she insisted, ‘I’m not going back. I’ll stay here, at the water’s edge, but I need to be on land.’

				‘Behind me, then,’ he acceded. Before they could venture another step, he stopped to look at her. Her sea-green eyes held him captive, her skin as pale as milk. So many nights he’d dreamed of sinking his hands into her fiery hair, claiming her soft lips in a kiss.

				‘Is something wrong?’ she asked, her face flushed at his stare. It was as if she could read his forbidden thoughts.

				Ragnar focused on the sand ahead. ‘No. Nothing at all.’ He scanned the ringfort for movement. In the distance, he spied shadows moving behind one of the huts. The silence was unnerving, as if they were the prey of some unknown attacker. They continued walking through the water until they stood upon dry land.

				Ragnar moved several steps towards the shadows, gripping his shield in his left hand, a short sword in the other. More than ever, he was starting to believe that Elena should have stayed on the ship. She remained behind him, on the edge of the sand. Waves washed around her ankles, while she waited with her hands gripped together.

				‘Stay back,’ he warned. ‘Call out if you see anything.’ She nodded and Ragnar hesitated. Instinct warned him not to leave her...and yet he wasn’t about to risk endangering her from an unseen attacker. ‘Will you be all right?’

				‘Yes.’ But her voice held no confidence at all. She reached to her belt and gripped the hilt of a dagger.

				Ragnar moved cautiously towards the shadows, while the others followed Styr. Their gait was heavy, as if the weight of the past few days remained upon their shoulders. All could fight, if necessary, but fatigue had set in.

				He kept walking, his mind focused upon any threat, when suddenly, he heard Elena’s scream cut through the stillness. He spun, raising his sword...and found her surrounded by four men.

				By the gods, where had they come from? Like ghosts, they’d emerged from the mist that surrounded her.

				A dark violence awakened within him. The blood rage pushed away the exhaustion and he raced back to Elena, his sword in hand. He lunged at one of the young men, only to have his sword blocked by a shield. Renewed energy coursed through his veins as he fought with all of his strength. Two men attacked him and he used his shield to deflect a blow, slashing his sword down with his right hand.

				He let the battle madness sweep over him, releasing the rage inside. When metal clashed against wood, he slid into the familiar fighting. Everything else faded away except the primal need to protect her.

				Another enemy crept up behind him and he saw the wild look in Elena’s eyes. He didn’t care that he was outnumbered. He would not let anyone harm her—not while he had breath in his body. With a crushing blow, he used his shield to knock down the third man, slashing a savage blow to the other.

				One of the men grabbed Elena from behind, twisting her wrist until her dagger fell to the sand. He dragged her backwards and Ragnar fought with all his strength to break free of the Irishmen.

				But he didn’t know if he’d reach her in time.

				Blood thundered in his veins as Ragnar released a battle cry. He cut through the men surrounding him, his blade slashing towards his enemy. Dimly, he was aware of Styr charging forwards as well.

				Two men tried to cut them off, but he and Styr divided their enemies. When his attacker struck out, Ragnar threw himself to the sand, rolling free while a sword sliced the place where his head had been.

				More of the Irish charged forwards and while he continued to fight, Ragnar saw a young man seize Elena, holding a blade to her throat. There was desperation in the young man’s eyes, of a captor who had never killed before. That made him even more dangerous.

				With a renewed surge of aggression, Ragnar pushed his way free, just as Styr raced towards his wife. Before Styr could tear Elena’s captor apart, everything changed.

				Another woman emerged, shouting at both of them. In her hands, she held a thick staff as her weapon.

				Ragnar ignored her, all of his attention focused on Elena. The young man was distracted, giving him an opening to free her. He inched his way closer, waiting for the right moment.

				For an instant, the young man faltered, as if considering whether to let Elena go. He seemed to recognise that if he did, Styr would split his head open with the axe.

				But Ragnar could attack from behind, catching the young man unawares. If he struck true, he could free Elena before anyone knew what had happened.

				Closer...

				He lifted his sword, prepared to strike. Before he could move, the woman brought her wooden staff across Styr’s head, catching him on the ear. His friend dropped to the ground.

				Thor’s blood. Ragnar didn’t think, but lunged, just as another man raised his blade for the kill.

				‘Styr!’ Elena cried out in anguish, just as Ragnar blocked the blow. She was reaching towards her fallen husband, while the other woman was speaking foreign words that sounded like an apology.

				The young man dragged Elena back, stepping towards the water. Deeper he moved, until she was submerged to her waist. He could drown her if he tried.

				Ragnar shouted to the others, knowing that all of them were needed to protect Elena and Styr. His friends kept their weapons drawn, their shields at the ready as they approached. Upon the sand, he saw the dark-haired woman binding Styr’s wrists and ankles with long strips of leather. An older man helped her drag him away.

				‘Ragnar,’ Elena pleaded. ‘Save him.’ Her voice was barely above a whisper, her sea-green eyes holding her fear of death.

				He was torn between saving his best friend...and saving Elena. Gods help him, this was a decision he’d never wanted to make.

				‘What should we do?’ his friend Onund asked.

				In the end, there was only one choice. He had to save the woman he loved, even at the cost of the man who was like a brother.

				‘If anything happens to her, Styr will hold us all to blame.’ Ragnar raised his sword and shield and started towards the water.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Elena watched in disbelief as Ragnar laid down his weapon and shield upon the sand. What was he doing? He was stronger than any of these men and she didn’t doubt he could kill them all. Why would he surrender?

				Unless he had another plan she didn’t know about.

				Ragnar moved in closer, the water pooling against his leather boots. He wore chainmail armour and an iron helm while his rough brown hair hung down past his shoulders. Dark green eyes gleamed with purpose, his face holding the merciless cast of a warrior who intended to slaughter his enemies.

				And so he would. Elena had seen him training alongside her husband and had witnessed his skills firsthand. There was no fighter stronger than Ragnar Olafsson, and he moved with a speed no man could match.

				‘Let her go,’ Ragnar called out to her captor. ‘We’ll return to our ship.’

				He spoke to the Irishman as if he believed the man could understand the Norse language. His words were calm, his hands raised up in surrender. But beneath the gesture lay an unspoken threat.

				For Ragnar would never bargain with an enemy. Her heart pounded faster as the other Irishmen began to close in.

				What was he planning to do? Sacrifice himself? No. He wasn’t the sort of man to play the martyr.

				Onund stared at Ragnar with fury. ‘You might intend to surrender, Ragnar, but we won’t. We outnumber them!’ the man snapped, refusing to lay down his weapons.

				A flare of irritation slid over Ragnar’s face and it was then that Elena understood his deception.

				The Irish might have taken them by surprise, but the same could be wrought upon them, if they believed in the surrender. Ragnar was granting their kinsmen time to gather together. Couldn’t Onund see that?

				‘If we attack, he’ll slit her throat. And they’ll kill Styr as well.’ Ragnar lowered his voice, and Elena could no longer hear his plan while her captor dragged her into deeper water. They had almost reached the ship and she didn’t know what Ragnar intended to do.

				He had never once taken his gaze from her. The hard look in his eyes spoke of a man determined to get her back. Her mind flashed to the strange way he’d stared at her earlier. It had shaken her senses, for his look had held desire. As if he wanted her...intimately.

				The memory of it made her heart pound faster, for she’d never seen him look at her that way before. His green eyes permeated her defences, reaching deep within. She didn’t understand her own reaction to him and her skin prickled from more than the frigid water.

				A horrifying thought occurred to her. Ragnar didn’t want Styr to die, did he? Her husband was now a prisoner of the Irish and somehow they had to rescue him.

				But what if Ragnar wasn’t intending to save him? What if he turned his back on Styr?

				Never could she imagine Ragnar as a traitor, but she couldn’t let go of the unbidden fear.

				At last, the others followed his lead, setting down their shields and returning to the water. One by one, they followed, while the Irish closed in behind them.

				‘Some of you should stay behind for Styr,’ she called out in warning.

				But the instant she spoke, the Irishman plunged her head beneath the icy water. In shock, she lost her breath, her hands clawing at the surface. He jerked her from the water, her hair sodden and blinding her. Harsh words were spoken, his voice issuing warnings she didn’t understand. And before she realised what was happening, he’d hauled her back on to their ship. She never had the chance to fight back, for the cold had penetrated her body, seizing her with shock.

				Her consciousness grew hazy and she was only dimly aware of the blade at her throat while he gripped her wrists and found a length of rope to bind her. At last, he secured her to the front of the boat.

				Before long, her kinsmen emerged from the water, four Irishmen behind them. They didn’t try to fight, but allowed themselves to be taken. She strongly suspected they would wait for the right element of surprise.

				And yet there was no one to help Styr. With a sinking heart, she stared back at the shoreline. Her husband was already gone and there was no way to know if she’d see him again. Although they’d grown distant over the past few months, she knew it was her own fault for turning him away. He was a good man, a warrior who deserved better than a barren wife like herself.

				The knife of self-pity slid into her and she forced it back. It would do her no good now. She needed to gather her courage and do what was necessary to survive. It was their only hope.

				When Ragnar climbed aboard, he kept his eyes upon her as they bound him. She couldn’t guess his plans, but the message was clear. He had every intention of freeing them from captivity.

				The Irish had taken the oars, but with only four of them, the ship didn’t move very fast. Her captor, whose name she learned was Brendan, took command of the sails, letting the wind pull them far away from land.

				Only when Ragnar was shoved a few feet away from her did she dare to whisper at him, ‘What will become of Styr? You left him behind with no one. He could already be dead.’ A chill crossed her at the thought and hot tears rose to her eyes.

				‘If they’d wanted him dead, they wouldn’t have taken him prisoner,’ Ragnar pointed out. ‘They’ll try to use him as a hostage. But we’ll return before any harm can come to him.’

				She didn’t know what to believe. For all she knew, they might torture Styr or kill him as an act of vengeance. ‘What if you’re wrong?’ she murmured.

				‘I’m not. Trust me.’

				She locked her eyes with his, silently pleading with him to strike sooner. ‘You can’t abandon him.’

				His demeanour shifted into a man who resented her accusations. There was no softness, no mercy upon his face at all. ‘I swore to him that I would guard you with my life. And so I have.’ He leaned in, his dark green eyes demanding her attention. ‘We’re going to take back the ship, this night.’

				‘Your hands are bound,’ she argued.

				‘Are they?’ His voice held such indifference, she began to wonder if she was wrong to doubt him. Upon her face, she felt the warmth of his breath. His long brown hair held hints of gold, his face rigid like a conqueror’s. The look had returned to his eyes, one that made her falter. It reached beneath her desperate fear, sliding through her veins until he held her captive.

				Trust me, he’d demanded. She wanted to believe in him, for he was their best hope of returning to the ringfort. But once again, he was watching her in a way that made her pulse quicken. It only deepened her discomfort.

				A moment later, one of the Irishmen grasped him and shoved him back. Though his words were incomprehensible, she couldn’t tear her gaze from Ragnar. If he had somehow freed himself, he’d done a good job of disguising it.

				The winds had swelled again, the skies growing darker. She was growing hungry, but no one offered food or water. When the Irishmen explored the ship, they quickly found Styr’s store of supplies below deck. They devoured the food savagely, eating every bite of dried meat and preserved fish without offering them a single morsel. Only the bag of grain remained. Glancing at the Irish, Elena suddenly noticed how thin they were. It was as if they had been starving, their faces were so gaunt.

				For the second time, she wondered if it had been wise to surrender. These men had not the strength of the Norsemen. But in their eyes, she saw that they were bent upon survival now, as if all traces of humanity were gone. Like animals, they fought amongst themselves for the choicest pieces of food.

				Her earlier frustration with Ragnar diminished. Men who cared for nothing but their own lives would do anything. They would kill with no remorse.

				Their leader, Brendan, was hardly more than an adolescent. But in his eyes, she saw determination. Whatever he planned to do with them, he would not be swayed from his course.

				Though it had been hours since she’d been dragged back to the ship, she’d been unable to get warm. Her body was freezing, while her wet hair was clammy against her skin. Fear magnified the discomfort and her mouth grew dry with thirst.

				‘Could I have some water?’ she asked Brendan, even knowing he did not understand her words. She glanced over at the men, who were drinking wine, nodding to them to convey the meaning.

				His mouth closed in a grim line and he ignored her question, adjusting the mainsail instead. When she studied her friends and kinsmen, she watched to see if Ragnar was right. Had they managed to free themselves? They sat motionless, their arms behind their backs. None would look at her.

				Perhaps...

				Ragnar spoke to the men, his voice a calm echo against the sea. ‘At moonrise.’

				She took a breath, glancing at the Irish to see if they’d understood him. They were too busy gorging on food, but Brendan’s brow furrowed. Without a word, he unsheathed his blade and crossed the boat until he sat behind her. She felt the kiss of the blade upon her throat, and the young man stared back at Ragnar in a silent challenge.

				* * *

				Ragnar intended to gut the Irishman, before the night was over, for daring to touch Elena. He’d sliced through his bonds, using a hidden blade that he’d passed to his kinsmen, one by one. Now, the blade was his again and he was waiting for the right moment to strike.

				They had been sailing for hours and several of the Irish had fallen asleep—all, save the man holding Elena captive. Brendan seemed to sense that the moment he let her go, his life would be the forfeit.

				The sun had descended below the horizon, and the moon was beginning to rise. Ragnar eyed the other men, silently warning them to be ready. He kept his gaze fixed upon Elena, watching for the moment to seize her. She appeared tense and, upon her throat, he saw the barest trace of blood.

				His fist clenched upon the dagger, while he vowed his own vengeance upon the man who kept her captive. Elena’s shoulders were held back, her body stiff as if she didn’t dare move.

				Ragnar needed a distraction, a way of diverting Brendan’s attention away. Taking a hostage or possibly attacking without warning. His brain went through a dozen possibilities, all of which were feasible, but held an inherent risk.

				Gods above, why couldn’t this be any other hostage but Elena? If it were, he’d simply drag her away, slicing her attacker’s throat. But the threat was too strong. Elena meant everything to him and he would do nothing to endanger her life.

				He saw her glance up at the crescent moon, which had slid out from behind a cloud. At the sight of it, her face went white. Ragnar wanted to say something, to reassure her that all would be well.

				‘Elena.’ He couldn’t stop himself from speaking her name, despite the risk. Don’t be afraid. I’ll free you.

				The Irishman spoke words that sounded like another warning, but his voice cracked at the end, undermining the threat. Reminding him that he was hardly more than a boy.

				‘The ship is moving closer to the shore,’ Ragnar told her.

				‘I—I can’t swim very well.’ Her fear was tangible, but she cast a look at the dark water. The wind was strong now, pulling the vessel east. Ahead, he spied a large outcropping of rock, a tiny island not far away. She could reach it, if she tried.

				‘I won’t let you drown,’ he swore.

				She seemed to consider it, seeking reassurance from him. Though he knew she belonged to Styr, he wished in that moment that he could hold her. Give her the comfort she needed.

				And then, as if the gods had willed it to be so, he spied the perfect diversion.

				* * *

				Brendan Ó Brannon had never been so terrified in all his life. He held the knife to the Lochlannach woman’s throat, all the while wishing he’d never left the shores of his homeland. At the time, he’d believed he was protecting his sister Caragh. He’d thought he could force the invaders to leave, bringing their ship miles away from home before he and his friends could abandon the ship at night, swimming to shore.

				But these men hadn’t slept. They’d never taken their eyes off him or the woman he held hostage. With every minute that passed, his impending death came closer.

				A hollow sorrow filled him up, with the knowledge that he’d never see his sister or brothers again. All because he’d tried to be a hero. What did he know of defending them against fierce Lochlannach invaders? Nothing at all. He was only seven and ten, barely a man. He’d acted without thinking and worse, he’d left his sister Caragh alone. She had no one to take care of her and he doubted if he would make it out alive.

				One man, in particular, made him nervous. He stared hard at him, as if he intended to murder Brendan the moment an opportunity presented itself.

				Silently, Brendan prayed that he could somehow get out of this. He considered letting the woman go, throwing himself overboard, no matter how far from shore they were. His chances of survival were better.

				But he held on to her, for she was the only person keeping him and his friends alive. Soon enough, they would reach the southernmost tip of the eastern coast of éireann.

				The moon was clouded this night, making it difficult to see. His body was exhausted and he fought to keep his hands from shaking.

				A shout came from one of his men, alerting them to another ship. Brendan kept his blade at the woman’s throat as he turned to look. Just as his friend had warned, a large merchant ship was bearing down on them.

				But the men weren’t Irish.

				His mouth went dry, his palms sweating. It was the Gallaibh, the Danes who were as fearless as the Norse. His grandsire had spun tales of the bloodthirsty invaders who would kill anyone who breathed.

				God help them all. If they survived this night, it would be a miracle.

				‘Turn the ship!’ Brendan commanded. If they could get closer to shore, they might have a chance of escaping. But he wasn’t accustomed to the Lochlannach vessel and he didn’t know how to steer it. Instead of moving in the direction of the shore, it seemed that an invisible force was turning them towards the path of the Danes.

				Fear ripped through him and he caught a glimpse of archers taking aim. His stomach twisted and he stared back at the water, wondering if he had the courage to seize his escape. Drowning was better than facing a dozen arrows.

				His gaze fixed upon his hostage. The woman was hardly older than his sister Caragh. He took a breath, wishing he’d never taken her. She didn’t deserve to fall into the hands of the Danes, who would rape her before they killed her. He’d made countless mistakes this day, but there were precious seconds left.

				With his knife, he cut the ropes securing her to the front of the boat, then sliced through her bonds. She stared at him in surprise, rubbing her wrists. Without asking why, she stumbled back towards her kinsmen.

				To his friends, Brendan ordered, ‘We’ll have to jump. If they get too close, we won’t survive.’

				‘If we abandon the ship, we’ll drown,’ a friend countered.

				Brendan’s heart beat faster, a thin line of sweat sliding down his neck. ‘Once we make it to shore, we’ll journey back to Gall Tír on foot.’

				If they made it to shore. The Danes were even closer now and he heard them shouting words in an unfamiliar tongue.

				‘It’s too far,’ his friend argued.

				‘We don’t have a choice. If we stay here, we’ll die tonight.’ After they abandoned the ship, he could only hope that the Lochlannach would remain on board and let them be. But from the mercenary look in the Viking leader’s eyes, Brendan wasn’t at all convinced that the man would let them go. His stomach lurched at the thought of their impending fate.

				Without warning, the Lochlannach rose from their places, closing in on him. It was clear that they’d freed themselves from the ropes some time ago and had been waiting for the right moment to attack.

				The archers drew back and the first storm of arrows struck the ship. Brendan threw himself to the deck and heard the dull thud of an arrow piercing flesh. When he saw the face of his dying kinsman, he cringed, keeping low on the ship.

				The Norsemen were shouting, and all around him, he heard the sounds of men jumping overboard. He heard the screams of those who were shot by the archers before their bodies landed in the water.

				The woman lay against the bottom of the boat, while her kinsmen defended her. He saw the Lochlannach leader stiffen when an arrow pierced his leg. The woman cried out, and a moment later, she emerged from her hiding place, jumping off the ship. The man followed, though Brendan doubted he would make it to shore with his injuries.

				Fear rose in his throat and he closed his eyes, prepared to face his death. All around him, he heard the sound of the Danes closing in.

				Let my death be swift and painless, he prayed. And let my sister be safe.

				* * *

				Elena’s heart slammed into her chest, her pulse beating so fast, she was dizzy from fear. The icy water struck her like a fist, her gown weighing down upon her. Though she moved her arms and legs, it was not enough to swim—more like treading water.

				Now that she was free of the ship, it seemed that the outcropping of rock was impossibly far away. Her breathing quickened and she fought with her arms and legs, struggling to keep her head above water. Behind her, she heard the shouts of men and the clash of swords.

				Her face dipped beneath the wave and she choked upon the salt water, coughing as she struggled again to reach land. In the darkness, she could barely see anything around her and she doubted if she could make it to the small island.

				Fear penetrated her to the bone. You’re not strong enough to reach land. You’re going to drown.

				Her resolve was weakening, but she continued churning her arms, until there was a sudden splash. A strong arm grasped her around the waist, pulling her to him. When she looked up, she saw Ragnar holding her. He propelled them through the water with immeasurable strength, like a ship cutting through the waves. She gripped him around the neck, thankful that he, too, had escaped.

				‘Swim!’ she heard Ragnar say. ‘Don’t look back.’

				She was desperately afraid, her mind seizing with shock. Her face dipped below the water again, but a strong arm dragged her up. Ragnar urged her to keep moving, holding his arm at her waist. They swam together while behind them, they heard the shouts of the Danes taking command of the ship.

				Freya, protect me, she prayed, as they fought to reach land. The crescent moon slid from behind a cloud, reflecting its light upon the surface of the water. She stared at the light, her fear closing in again.

				She had to live. Despite her terror, she would fight to survive. Even if they were the only two left alive.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Her arms were leaden, her body freezing from the icy water. But with Ragnar at her side, she took courage. He was speaking words of encouragement, though his pace had slowed.

				When at last her feet touched the bottom, Elena breathed a sigh of relief. Her body was exhausted and trembling, but they were both on land.

				Ragnar’s steps were heavy, his body leaning upon hers as she strode through the water. She couldn’t understand why he was struggling to walk, until the moonlight gleamed upon him, revealing the arrow protruding from his upper thigh.

				‘You’re hurt,’ she breathed, offering him her support as they stumbled to the sand.

				Ragnar didn’t answer and she felt the urge to panic. How badly was he wounded? A dark fear rose up that she couldn’t survive on her own.

				A moment later, she pushed aside the errant thoughts. He wasn’t dead yet, and if she tended his wound, he might live.

				Her mind sealed off all thoughts except those that would aid her. She needed to take out the arrow, bind his wound and get them a fire and shelter. There was enough wool in her gown to tear off for a bandage.

				‘Ragnar,’ she said. ‘Look at me.’

				He did, but there was so much pain in his gaze, she feared the worst. His hose and tunic were soaked with seawater, the chainmail armour gleaming against the moonlight. She needed to take off his armour to examine his wound.

				‘I’m going to help you over to those rocks,’ she said. ‘Can you manage to walk that far?’

				He gave a nod, as if it took too much energy to speak. Blood streamed down his leg from the arrow in his thigh, but at least it wasn’t pumping out. She eased him to sit down and helped him remove his armour and the padded tunic beneath. Then she used the knife at his waist to cut long strips from her skirts. The thought of pressing more salt water against his wounds was excruciating, so she looked around for an alternative. There were patches of moss and she dug at the stones, trying to find something to make a barrier against the wet wool.

				‘We need a fire,’ Ragnar reminded her, reaching inside his tunic. ‘You might...build one.’

				‘Soon,’ she promised. ‘I’m going to take out the arrow.’

				‘I might bleed out if you do,’ he said quietly.

				‘I can’t leave it, can I?’ She placed her hands on his shoulders, kneeling down before him. ‘You kept me protected. I’ll do everything I can to help you.’

				For a single moment, she caught a glimpse of a fierce longing in his eyes, before he shielded it and looked away. She didn’t know how to respond, for fear that she’d misread him.

				Elena took a deep breath and reached for the arrow. It would pain him more if she told him when she was planning to take it out. Though she’d never before removed an arrow from a man’s skin, it didn’t look too deep. She questioned whether to force it all the way through the skin or whether to jerk it out. Both would cause pain, but pushing it through would likely be easier.

				‘I don’t want to cause you pain,’ she said steadily. ‘But this must be—’ with one huge push, she forced the arrow through the opposite side ‘—done,’ she finished, snapping off the tip and sliding the shaft free. He let out a gasp of pain, but she packed the wound with moss and bound it tight with the first strip of wool.

				‘I thought you would give me more warning than that,’ he breathed, fighting against the pain.

				‘Anticipated pain is worse than reality,’ she responded.

				‘And you’ve had an arrow tear through your flesh before?’ His voice was harsh, but it was done now.

				‘It wasn’t that deep,’ she offered. ‘The bleeding isn’t as bad as I thought it would be.’ Thank the gods for that. If it had gone any deeper, she doubted if she’d have had the strength to force the arrow through the other side. His rigid muscles would have made it impossible.

				* * *

				Once Ragnar was bandaged, she left him sitting against the rocks. There was a tremor in his body, as if he were unable to stop himself from shaking.

				He was right; they did need a fire to warm them. But first, she had to find flint. It was too dark to see the stones, however.

				Her mind stumbled with panic, the freezing air and the darkness starting to undermine what little courage she had left. They needed shelter and warmth to protect them this night. Their survival depended on it.

				Elena forced herself to think of the smaller details, knowing that a fire would help them both more than anything. She still had Ragnar’s knife. ‘I’ll try to find flint among the stones,’ she told him.

				‘Wait.’ He reached into his tunic and pulled out a stone that hung from a leather thong around his neck. ‘This is flint.’

				She tried to loosen the knot while her hands rested against his throat.

				‘You weren’t hurt, were you?’ he whispered. His voice resonated between them and a spiral of warmth rippled through her. She grew aware that her hands were around his neck, almost in an embrace.

				‘No.’ To calm her beating heart, she murmured, ‘Don’t speak now. Just rest while I build a fire.’

				When the knot wouldn’t untie, she lifted the leather thong over his head, taking the flint and his blade. The scent of his male skin was unlike her husband’s, but it held the familiarity of a close friend. How many times had she relied upon Ragnar over the years? They’d been friends all her life, and if she had to be stranded with anyone, she was grateful it was him.

				She renewed her courage and slipped into the comfort of routine, gathering dried seaweed for tinder and driftwood along the beach. It was clear that in the morning they would have to move inland to get food. They couldn’t survive here without fresh water or shelter. Yet she didn’t know if Ragnar could manage to swim again.

				Don’t think of that now, she ordered herself. Dawn was soon enough to worry about the rest of it.

				When she’d arranged the wood and tinder, she struck the flint with his blade, until she caught a spark and blew it to life. Slowly, she fed the fire until the warmth blazed.

				Her clothing was sodden, but it felt good to sit beside the flames. When she looked back at the water, there were no ships anywhere—only the cool lapping of waves against the shore of the island. ‘What do you think happened to the others? Do you suppose they’re alive?’

				‘I overheard the Danes talk of selling them as slaves.’ He grimaced, adjusting his position against the rocks. ‘If they didn’t murder all of them.’

				Elena rubbed her upper arms, trying not to imagine it. The idea of being the only survivors from their voyage was impossible to grasp. Even the thought made her fears well up inside, before she pushed them back.

				‘You’re cold, aren’t you?’ she remarked, moving beside him. Though she’d bandaged his thigh wound, his clothing was as wet as hers. ‘Do you want me to help you get closer to the fire?’

				Ragnar shook his head. ‘I’ll be all right.’ He closed his eyes, adding, ‘In the morning, we’ll go to the mainland.’

				‘Do you think you can manage the crossing?’ She worried about whether he had the strength when he was struggling to walk. Her own swimming was barely strong enough to keep her above water. Though he was stronger than most men, the salt water against his wounds would make it brutally painful.

				‘I don’t have a choice, do I?’ Though he kept his words neutral, she sensed his pain and wished there was something she could do to alleviate it.

				She reached out to take his hand. ‘We’re going to live, Ragnar. And I owe you my thanks for saving me from the Danes.’

				He squeezed her hand, but his gaze remained distant. Though he gave no answer, she understood that he’d sworn to protect her. Nothing would make him forsake that vow.

				‘Will you come and sit beside me?’ he asked.

				Something within her stirred at his request. It was dangerous to be so close to this man. Although he was a close friend, instinct held her back. Elena took a few steps away, needing the space.

				‘I should gather more wood,’ she argued, fumbling for an excuse.

				‘It’s going to be all right, Elena,’ he assured her.

				She wanted to believe it. But they were miles from anywhere, and her husband was a prisoner. Their men were held captive, taken as slaves or killed. She felt herself hovering on the brink of tears. As she gathered up more twigs and small bits of driftwood, she glanced up at the crescent moon once again.

				A ripple of uneasiness filled her, but she brushed the feeling aside. Right now, she had to concentrate on surviving the night ahead. Doggedly, she continued searching for wood, letting the mindless task blot out the horrifying fears. The night temperature had begun dropping and she returned to the fire, stacking the sticks and twigs she’d gathered.

				‘Do you think my husband is alive?’ she asked Ragnar, thinking of Styr.

				‘I’ve no doubt of it.’ He leaned against one of the stones, gritting his teeth when he moved his leg.

				Though it should have made her feel better, the longer she sat by the fire, the more despondent she grew. In the space of a few hours, she’d lost everything—her husband, her people, their ship and even a shelter. Silent tears welled up and spilled over, against her will.

				‘Come here, Elena.’

				She ignored him, needing a good cry. She deserved it, after all that had happened.

				‘Are you really going to make a wounded man drag himself across the sand to get to you?’ Although his voice held teasing, there was enough determination that made her aware that he’d do it.

				‘I’ll be fine.’ But she obeyed, returning to sit beside him. When his arms came around her, she wept in earnest. His kindness was her undoing, for she didn’t know how to gather up the pieces of her life or how to begin anew from here. Her husband, as well as their kinsmen, could be dead. They had no ship and they were stranded in a foreign land, far away from home.

				Ragnar said nothing at all, but held her tightly and his presence did bring her comfort. She wasn’t alone, despite all that had happened. That, at least, was a consolation.

				His skin was warm from the fire and she rested her cheek against him, closing her eyes. ‘Sleep,’ he urged. ‘I’ll just lie here and count the hours until I stop hurting.’

				Although he was trying to make light of the injury, she knew he was in a great deal of discomfort. ‘I wish I had something to take away your pain.’

				An enigmatic smile crossed his face. ‘It would be worse if you were not here at all.’ With a heavy sigh, he added, ‘In the morning we’ll decide how to get to the mainland.’

				She lay beside the fire, but sleep would not come. The heavy weight of her wet clothing was making it difficult to dry off. Elena unfastened the brooches at her shoulders and peeled off the wet outer apron, leaving on the cream-coloured gown. She set it upon the rocks to dry, though she doubted this was possible by morning. Still, she might sleep better without the heavy layers of wetness.

				She huddled upon the sand, leaving the fire between them. Ragnar’s face was as exhausted as hers, his dark green eyes solemn. ‘You can sleep beside me without fear, Elena.’

				She hesitated, for never had she slept beside any man except Styr. But then again, there was no shelter here. Sleeping alone would be uncomfortable for both of them.

				But did she dare sleep beside Ragnar? Her reluctance must have been evident, for he shrugged and leaned up against one of the rocks as if it were no matter.

				With a sigh, she realised that she was being foolish. Sleeping beside Ragnar would mean nothing at all. He would never threaten her marriage, not when her husband was his closest friend. Her apprehensions were groundless.

				Silently, she rose from her place on the sand.

				* * *

				Dawn came far too soon. Ragnar had hardly slept at all, but the warmth of Elena’s body was pressed against his back. His wounds ached, but he didn’t move at all, not wanting to disturb her.

				Her hair was still damp, in a tangled red-and-gold mass around her shoulders. The braids had come undone and the strands held the wildness of bent curls. Her pale gown outlined her slender body with curves and he forced the sinful thoughts away.

				Not yours, he reminded himself.

				Her eyes opened and she yawned, sitting up. ‘Did you sleep?’ Eyeing his wounds, she added, ‘Are you in much pain?’

				He was, but he welcomed the dull ache. To lie beside Elena had been a dream he’d never imagined and his torn flesh had reminded him of the boundaries between them. If he had died last night, he could think of no better place to spend his last hours.

				His leg burned, but he forced himself to answer, ‘I’ll be all right. We need to reach the mainland today.’

				She knelt before him and unwrapped the bandages. At the sight of his wounded flesh, she blanched. ‘It doesn’t look good.’

				He shrugged. ‘I’m alive.’ For now, he thought, but didn’t say so. If he developed a fever, that could slay him quicker than the arrow wound.

				‘You need a better healer than me,’ she argued. Rising to her feet, she took a deep breath and glanced around her. ‘But it’s too far for both of us to swim to the mainland.’ She stared at the small copse of trees. ‘There may be some fallen wood we could use for a raft.’

				‘You aren’t strong enough to pull a log into the water,’ he argued. Already Elena appeared exhausted, her green eyes clouded with unspoken fear.

				‘No, but I can find smaller branches and tie them together. We could hold on and then try to swim.’

				‘And what are you going to tie the wood with? Grass?’

				In answer, she lifted her skirt, baring her legs to the knees. ‘I’ll cut off more of my dress.’

				The image of her long bared legs was enough to send a sharp flare of heat coursing through him. ‘If you think it will work,’ he said. He’d never seen beyond her ankles, but now she’d revealed shapely calves. He could only imagine the rest of those long legs, for she was a tall woman.

				And another man’s wife.

				His best friend’s wife.

				Ragnar leaned his weight against the stones, pushing his way up to a standing position. The sky was a hazy rose and gold, and mist frosted against the edge of the mainland. His stomach twisted at the thought of food and he hoped they would catch fish or other game.

				But he wasn’t much use to Elena. Not like this. The barest pressure of weight upon his leg was agonising, and he gritted his teeth, forcing himself to limp towards the other side of the island. It was a small outcropping, hardly more than a copse of trees and large boulders. There was no food, no water and their only hope for survival was to make the crossing.

				He glanced at the grey salt water, knowing that it would burn his wounds with unholy fire. Elena’s suggestion, that they bind fallen limbs together, was a sound one. The pain had been bad enough when the arrow was still inside him, but more flesh was exposed now that she’d taken it out.

				* * *

				When Elena emerged from the woods, she dragged four stout branches along the sand, each the thickness of his forearm. She had gathered up her hair, twisting it in a knot and securing it with a small stick while she worked. She used his knife to cut off more material from her skirts. As she bound the limbs together, his traitorous imagination conjured up the vision of her bared legs tangled with his own, his body lying atop hers.

				Ragnar closed his eyes, furious with himself for even thinking such dishonourable thoughts about her.

				‘Let me help you,’ he said to Elena. He needed the activity to distract him. Anything to keep his gaze away from her bared flesh.

				Limping towards the pile of limbs, he sat down and wove the fabric under and over each branch, securing it tightly. Elena worked opposite him, mirroring his method, until at last it was ready.

				The morning light reflected upon her skin and, though she appeared tired, there was determination in her eyes. She was staring at the arrangement of wood, frowning. ‘It won’t float with your weight.’

				He shrugged. ‘There’s not enough wood for that. But if it gives us something to hold on to, that will be enough.’

				She studied their raft, then glanced overhead at the sparse trees that shaded them. ‘I wish you had a battleaxe as your weapon. It would be more useful, cutting branches and trees.’

				‘I prefer a sword.’ He liked the balance of the weapon and it suited fluid battle motions where he could slash at his enemy. ‘Styr’s weapon is the axe.’ The moment he spoke her husband’s name, a flash of sadness came over Elena.

				‘I want to believe he’s alive,’ she murmured. ‘That somehow he’ll come for me.’ But she shook her head, rubbing her arms against the chill.

				‘If he doesn’t, I’ll take you back myself.’ His words were little reassurance, for neither of them knew what had happened to Styr. He might still be a prisoner, or he could be dead.

				‘You can’t make the journey with that leg. It’s too far.’ With a sigh, Elena began pulling the small makeshift raft across the sand.

				Before she could go any further, Ragnar limped towards her and caught her arm. ‘I may be wounded, Elena, but I’m not dead. The wound will heal.’ He didn’t want her to think of him as helpless and he let his hand slide down her arm to grip her hand. A trail of gooseflesh rose over her skin at his touch. ‘You won’t be stranded here. I swear it by the blood of Thor.’

				Her hand gripped his and, when she met his gaze, there was a flicker of hesitancy before colour spread over her cheeks. ‘I’m glad you’re here.’

				He wanted to pull her close, to taste the lips that had haunted him for so long. But she only turned back to her discarded apron, pulling it over her head and fastening the brooches at her shoulders. She had the innocent demeanour of a maiden, but the body of a woman who had known a man intimately.

				Without a word, he began dragging the raft towards the water, suppressing a gasp when the salt water lapped against his bandaged wound. The vicious pain was the reminder he needed to stay away from Styr’s wife.

				Elena joined him, holding on to the bound limbs while they made their way towards the mainland. Ragnar kicked with his good leg, grateful that the tide was coming in, aiding them in their journey. But by the gods, the salt against his open wound was shredding apart his control.

				The bound wood did give them a means of staying together, without the risk of drowning. As she struggled to swim, he bit back the pain and fought to help her.

				‘You look as if you’re hurting again,’ she commented, churning her left arm in the water while she held on with her right.

				‘It’s like hot knives searing my skin,’ he admitted, keeping his voice light. ‘Not very comfortable.’

				She sent him a sympathetic look. ‘When we reach land, it will be better, I promise.’

				If he didn’t drown first. He bit his lip hard against the pain, forcing himself to continue.

				The waves pushed them closer and Ragnar concentrated on the strand ahead of them. With every stroke, it seemed further away. The cold water numbed his skin and he felt his eyes beginning to close, his fingers slipping from the wood.

				‘Ragnar!’ Elena shouted at him, pulling him back to the present moment. ‘Stay with me. You can’t let go now.’ She made her way to his side, holding his waist. ‘We’re not so very far.’

				He knew it, but his body was rebelling against the sea water, his mind fighting to help her. The cold embedded within his veins, making it more difficult to move.

				‘I need you,’ she whispered. ‘Please.’

				It was her voice that forced him onward. She spoke words of encouragement, urging him not to give up. And although they had been in the water for what seemed like an hour, eventually he felt his feet sink into sand. He bit hard to keep his teeth from chattering, and Elena remained at his side, holding on to him. He stumbled through the waves, but she helped him to remain balanced.

				They staggered through the sand, his vision blurred and his ears ringing. He damned himself for the weakness, fighting to remain conscious. Elena needed him and he would not fail her.

				‘Listen to me,’ she insisted. ‘We’re here. We’re safe now, but you can’t stay on the sand. Just a little further.’

				She held his waist, letting him lean on her as she tried to get him past the water’s edge. But when her leg accidentally bumped against his wound, he couldn’t suppress the hiss of pain.

				She apologised and pleaded, ‘We’re almost there. Only a few steps more.’ The world tipped, but she held tight, keeping him on his feet.

				‘I’m not going to die,’ he told her, but his words sounded thick and slurred.

				‘I won’t let you.’ She eased him to sit down with his back against a hillside. Ragnar leaned back, resting his head upon the amber grass while he stared up at the clouded sky.

				‘You’re too cold,’ she said. ‘I have to get you warm.’ She moved beside him wrapping both arms around his waist. Though her skin was cool, her presence slipped beneath the pain of his wounds, offering comfort.

				* * *

				He wanted to tell her what she meant to him, to spill out the words he’d kept buried for so long, but honour kept his lips silent. He would accept the warmth of her embrace, knowing that it could never be more than that.

				He was angry with himself for leaving Styr behind, though he’d had no choice at the time. The Irish might kill his friend, for Styr had no value as a hostage and he would never be any man’s slave.

				Ragnar glanced over at Elena, who was busy gathering tinder for a fire. Her skirts were cut short to her knees, while her red-gold hair was still bound in a knot at her nape. She moved with efficiency, but as she stacked the wood and arranged the seaweed, the earlier tremors became impossible to stop.

				So cold. He couldn’t feel his fingertips or his toes and his muscles felt stiff and ungainly.

				‘You’re so pale,’ Elena said, hurrying to strike a spark. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll get you warm again, as soon as I can start the fire.’ But her own hands were shaking, as if she, too, were suffering from the intense cold of the sea. After several attempts, the spark kept dying out.

				His eyelids were heavy and he closed them, surrendering to the temptation of unconsciousness. Sleep was what he needed now.

				But a moment later, Elena’s arms were around him and she was supporting his shoulders. ‘Ragnar!’ She shook him lightly, demanding that he open his eyes.

				His vision flickered, but he managed to look at her.

				‘Don’t leave me,’ she demanded. Her eyes welled up with tears and she commanded again, ‘You can’t leave me here alone.’

				‘Just...resting,’ he told her. Sleep would make it easier to bear the pain. The darkness was tempting him to let go, to fall into nothingness.

				‘Your lips are blue,’ she told him. ‘If you go to sleep now, you might never awaken.’

				He didn’t answer her, for his body had transformed into lead, the last bits of consciousness sliding away. Though a part of him understood what she meant, he lacked the strength to fight it.

				‘Don’t you dare die on me,’ she wept, shaking him again. ‘I can’t survive out here alone. Do you hear me?’ she demanded. ‘If you die, I’ll die as well.’

				He tried to form the word ‘no’, to tell her he wasn’t going to die at all. But before he could speak, her mouth came down on his in a searing kiss.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Elena couldn’t say why she’d kissed Ragnar. It was either that or strike him. Anything to shock him into awakening. As she’d hoped, his eyes had sharpened, his body jolting at her touch.

				‘Why did you do that?’ he demanded.

				It had been only a short kiss, one hardly more than the touch of her lips on his. But he was staring at her with fury and she let go of him, edging her way back on the sand.

				‘You weren’t responding. I thought if you closed your eyes, you wouldn’t wake again.’ But her face was on fire now and she regretted her actions. Worse, she’d never seen him this angry before.

				‘Don’t ever kiss me again,’ he warned.

				‘I’m sorry.’ She hadn’t expected him to react so strongly. ‘It was just a way of getting your attention, to make you open your eyes.’

				‘The next time you need my attention, use your fist. Not your mouth.’ He grimaced, easing up to a seated position near the fire. ‘Styr is my friend and your husband. You would do well to remember it.’

				‘I haven’t forgotten.’ But her face was burning with humiliation. She hurried to finish building the fire, wishing she’d never done anything. ‘It was meaningless, Ragnar. Truly.’

				But nothing she said would dispel the anger and frustration in his eyes. She hadn’t truly considered the consequences and his violent response unnerved her.

				‘It will never, ever happen again,’ she swore.

				‘See that you keep that vow.’ His voice was cold, almost cruel.

				Elena backed away, wishing there were words enough to apologise for what she’d done. Why couldn’t he understand that it was only an impulse, one intended to awaken him? Instead, he acted as if she’d tried to seduce him.

				The forbidden thought of this man claiming her swirled inside her. Of his mouth opening against hers, taking her down against the sand.

				She closed her eyes against the dark heat that poured over her. No, she would never fall under such a spell of madness.

				Finally, Ragnar said, ‘We’ll need food and shelter. Go and look around at the terrain. But stay nearby, in case you have need of me.’

				Elena didn’t point out that his injuries would prevent him from defending them. Instead, she welcomed the chance to leave, to escape her embarrassment and make herself useful. She hurried from the shore, shielding her eyes against the sun as she searched for a way to make shelter.

				She crossed over the rise of a hill and saw a wide oak tree with many branches. The leaves might shelter them from the rain, but there was still too much exposure from the wind. Her mind turned over the problem while she gathered as many fallen branches as she could find. She began to organise the branches by length and width, laying them out in neat stacks.

				Some were tall enough to make a lean-to shelter, but nothing larger than that. She was grateful that it would only be temporary, for it would force her to sleep close beside Ragnar once again.

				The bitter taste of shame lingered, for she’d made such a foolish mistake, thinking the kiss would pull him back from losing consciousness. She winced to remember it.

				If it had been Styr, he would have kissed her back, taking command of the embrace. Ragnar’s mouth had been cool, his lips firm. And though the kiss had meant nothing, her body had unknowingly responded to him. She took a slow, deep breath, ignoring the sensitivity of her breasts against the linen shift. Styr was the only man who had ever touched her. The only man who ever would.

				But their lovemaking had grown stagnant, a duty they had both endured for the sake of conceiving a child. Sometimes her thoughts drifted away and she found herself going through the motions. Lying with Styr had been pleasurable and she hadn’t minded it. But as of late, her thoughts had been so focused upon whether or not his seed would take root within her, she’d forgotten to enjoy it.

				Finally, she’d asked him to stop trying. The bitter memory burned inside her, for she’d allowed her festering grief to transform into anger. She didn’t want her husband to share her bed any more, for every time he lay with her, she was reminded of her failures as a wife.

				Elena stopped sorting the wood, her eyes blurring with tears before she forced them back. She was stronger than this. She had to be. Sooner or later, they would find a way back to the ringfort and they would rescue Styr. Then she would do what she could to heal their shattered marriage.

				It was best to ignore the kiss with Ragnar, as though it had never happened. It had been a foolish thing to do and his volatile reaction only reassured her that she had nothing to fear from sleeping close to him. Breathing a little easier, she walked back to the beach, her mind already envisioning the shelter. She would build a watertight lean-to that would keep out the rain and any harsh weather.

				Along the way, she spied some wild strawberries and picked them, tying them into her apron. There were also some carrots, hardly bigger than her thumb, but they would still do well enough. Further inland, she spied the silvery surface of a pond.

				Water. She breathed a sigh of relief, letting herself hope for the first time that they could survive here.

				She wasted no time in getting a drink. Then she found a leaf larger than her hand and curled it into a cone, filling it with water for Ragnar. It wasn’t much, but it was a start, until she could find another container. There was so much to do; her mind was reeling from all of it.

				* * *

				When she returned, she saw that he was leaning on his side, his eyes closed. Pain tightened over his face and blood darkened the bandage on his thigh.

				Guilt flooded through her, for she shouldn’t have left him this long. The cone of water fell from her hand and she ran to kneel beside him.

				‘Ragnar.’ She tried to awaken him, shaking him slightly. He didn’t respond and she loosened the torn fabric, peeling back the bandages. The skin was an angry red and at the sight of it, her spirits sank. He was beyond her healing abilities and she didn’t know where she could go or what she could do.

				‘I’m not a healer,’ she muttered, as she touched his cheek. ‘But you can’t give up. Not now.’

				His wound was swollen and she racked her mind to think of any herbal knowledge she’d heard of. Ragnar remained unconscious and she didn’t know what to do for him.

				There were no people here. There was no one to help, no one to tell her the proper way to treat his wounds. He would die if she did nothing.

				She had to reach inside and find a place of calm. Surely if she studied him more carefully, she would find the answers.

				Elena took a deep breath, then another as she examined his leg. His skin was hot to the touch, so tight as if it were an animal skin bulging with water.

				It needed to be drained, she decided. Some of the healers drew blood to bring out the evil spirits. Perhaps if she released some of the pressure, it would help.

				She pulled her dagger from its sheath, starting to lose the edge of her courage. The idea of hurting him more, of causing him to bleed, made her wince. But neither could he tolerate this pain.

				Beneath her breath, she murmured prayers to all the gods as she cleaned the knife with a cloth and began probing his wound. His hands clenched at his sides, and his eyes flew open when she touched the raw flesh.

				‘Don’t,’ he gritted out.

				‘I’m going to ease the pain,’ she said. ‘The wound needs to be lanced.’

				His eyes were wild, his mouth tight as she reopened the wound. The moment her blade touched the swollen area, it sliced through the poisoned flesh. Blood and pus mingled from the wound and she fought to hold back the wave of nausea. But as she bled him, the swelling did seem to recede. She couldn’t tell how long she would have to let out the bad blood, but eventually, she held the edges of his flesh together and wrapped his leg tightly.

				All she could do now was pray. She tried to make him as comfortable as possible, but inwardly she knew they needed a better shelter or they would both die. And that meant leaving his side to build it.

				Only when she was certain he was asleep did Elena venture out again. Though it bothered her to leave him, their survival depended on it.

				* * *

				‘Ragnar.’

				Her voice awakened him from the harsh pain that flowed like a never-ending stream. It was twilight and the sunset haloed Elena’s hair from behind.

				By the gods, he’d never known anyone more beautiful. But he’d learned to mask any emotions, never to let her see what he felt. Even if he died here, he refused to surrender to the traitorous thoughts he felt towards her.

				Her hand came to touch his cheek, and he didn’t speak a word, taking comfort from the warmth of her palm.

				‘The rain will come soon,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve built us a small shelter for the night. Can you lean on me to walk?’

				He almost laughed at that, but one glimpse of the sky made him realise that he could either struggle and walk with her or lie here on the sand while the rain poured down over them. The clouds were thick and a fog was rolling in off the shoreline.

				She leaned down and put both arms around him, guiding him up to a seated position. At such a close distance, he saw the tints of red within her hair and her sea-green eyes held such fear, there were no words to allay it. Words would not stave off the hand of Death, if it came for him.

				Ragnar bent his good leg and grimaced as she pulled him up to stand. The moment he did, white spots spun in his vision, threatening to pull him under. ‘Elena, I don’t know how far I can make it.’

				‘You’re strong enough to get there,’ she insisted. ‘I’ve gathered some food and made a fire for us.’ She continued talking, bearing the heavy weight of him as best she was able. The journey seemed endless. At one point, he asked, ‘Why did you build it so far away?’

				‘I needed a tree to support the driftwood,’ she explained. ‘And we don’t want our shelter caught in the tides.’

				He hardly heard any more of what she said, for he was lost in his own sea of pain. But as they moved in closer, he thought he scented something cooking.

				Surely he was imagining it. But the heady aroma of a roasting fowl made his mouth water.

				‘Did you catch something?’ he asked, squinting at the glow of the fire ahead.

				The chagrined smile on her face confirmed it. ‘I set some snares, yes. And when we’ve both eaten, the night will be easier.’

				He doubted if any food would settle the aching inside, but he would say nothing to cast a shadow over what she’d done to help them both. A ringing resounded within his ears and she caught him before he could fall, holding his waist.

				‘We’re almost there.’

				Thank the gods for that. It seemed to take an hour before he finally reached the tiny shelter she’d built of fallen limbs around a thick tree trunk. At first, it appeared crude, a mass of large branches and leaves. But as she eased him down, he realised it was wider than it appeared. The structure was circular, with stout branches as supports and smaller, more flexible limbs woven between them.

				‘How did you ever have time for this?’ he questioned.

				Her face flushed and she shrugged. ‘I kept returning to check on you, but you were sleeping. It seemed like a better use of my time.’

				The wind was increasing and he eased backwards until he was inside the shelter. Elena tended the fire and adjusted the roasting meat until the fowl was fully cooked.

				He’d never smelled anything so good in his entire life. When she broke off a piece, she blew on it before bringing it to him. He tasted the meat and found it delicious.

				‘Styr is a fortunate man,’ he remarked. Though he kept his tone even, it was far more than the food. It was the way she had laboured over the shelter, managing to build something of this complexity in a short amount of time. ‘I don’t think he realises half of what you do for him.’

				The look in her eyes turned startled, as if she’d never expected him to say such a thing. Perhaps it was the belief that he might die that caused him to speak so freely.

				‘I am his wife. I want to make his home comfortable.’ She ate but no longer looked at him.

				Ragnar knew that in the past few months, Elena and Styr’s marriage had suffered. Her barrenness had taken its toll upon her, and Styr had confided their troubles. It had put Ragnar in an awkward position. He’d urged Styr to talk to Elena, but he was torn between wanting them to reconcile...and wanting the marriage to end.

				He was such a selfish bastard. What good would it do, if she and Styr parted ways? Elena would never turn to him. She knew his darkest secrets, of the vicious adolescence he’d endured...and the violence that still dwelled beneath his skin. He knew better than to think she would consider someone like him.

				As the wind grew stronger, Elena moved deeper within the shelter and pulled out a panel he hadn’t noticed. It had been disguised amid the other branches, but it formed a door. Almost within seconds, the rain began to pour down over the shelter.

				But they didn’t get wet. He stared up and realised that she’d layered the leaves so thickly that they were fully protected from the storm.

				‘You did well, Elena,’ he complimented. ‘I suppose you’re tired from the work.’

				She nodded. ‘A little. How is your leg?’

				‘It hurts. But it’s not nearly as swollen as it was before.’ The wound ached, but the pain was more bearable.

				‘I’ll try to find some garlic bulbs or other herbs to draw out the poisoned blood,’ she promised. ‘When it stops raining.’

				‘In the morning will be soon enough.’ He finished eating and an awkward silence descended between them. She wouldn’t look at him and he realised that she was still embarrassed by what she’d done.

				‘I’m sorry for what I said before.’ He leaned back against the structure, well aware of how close she was. ‘I know you meant nothing by the kiss.’

				She let out a heavy sigh. ‘Thank you for that. I don’t know why I did it. It was truly just to keep you conscious.’

				He studied her. Though the rain had extinguished the fire outside their shelter, in the dim space, he caught a shadowed glimpse of her beautiful face. He wished he could admit the truth, that the softness of her kiss had caught him stronger than any blow might have. She tasted of innocence, and dreams that would never be.

				‘We will find a way to return,’ he said to her. ‘I’ll bring you back to Styr, once my wounds heal.’

				She nodded and as the rain poured faster, she moved across to him. ‘I’m afraid for him. Even though we had our differences, I don’t want him to die.’

				When she leaned against him, he brought his arms around her. She was quiet, but he could feel the dampness of her cheeks as she silently wept.

				‘We’ll find him,’ he said to her. ‘I promise you that.’

				She sniffled again, and then admitted, ‘There’s another reason why I’m afraid. It—it’s the moon.’

				He didn’t understand what she meant and waited for her to elaborate.

				‘When we left Norway, it was a full moon. It’s gone through all of its phases and almost a second phase.’

				She sat up, then, though he could not see her face as the night grew darker. ‘I—I haven’t had my woman’s flow since we left Norway, Ragnar.’ There was tremulous hope in her voice as she admitted, ‘I think I may be pregnant at last.’

				* * *

				The night had been brutal. Visions and dark dreams haunted him, his body burning with fever. He was hardly aware of anything, except Elena offering him drinks of cool water.

				He didn’t want to admit the possibility of death, but he would not lie here and yield quietly. He’d vowed to bring Elena back to Styr.

				‘Elena,’ he muttered, his voice sounding like a growl, ‘we can’t stay here.’

				‘We don’t have a choice.’ She moved beside him, as if to lend the physical comfort of her presence. ‘You have to rest to heal.’

				He sensed the fear in her voice, but he refused to dwell on the chance of death.

				‘To return to Styr, you must go southwest along the coast. Keep the morning sun to your left side and—’

				‘I’m not leaving you,’ she interrupted.

				‘If I don’t heal, you must go.’ The last thing he wanted was for her to suffer beside him, starving in the middle of nowhere. Already, his stomach was roaring with hunger.

				‘You aren’t going to die,’ she insisted. ‘Your wounds are much better. Though I imagine you’re half starving, since you’ve been asleep for so long.’ She drew back the door of the shelter she’d made. The sun blinded him, and he glanced down at his wound.

				Although it was still painful, it wasn’t nearly as swollen as he’d expected. Elena had made a poultice of garlic bulbs and he wondered how many times she’d changed it during the night. His entire body reeked of garlic. It was a wonder she could stand to be near him.

				She brought him a bowl of stew and Ragnar questioned when she’d had time to make it. Within the hot liquid, he tasted rabbit and other vegetables. ‘Has it only been one day since we arrived on this shore?’ he asked.

				Elena shook her head. ‘We’ve been here for three days. Your fever was terrible and I didn’t know if you’d awaken. I tried to feed you as best I could, but...it was difficult.’

				Three days? It seemed impossible that the time had passed so swiftly. And yet he could not deny the truth of what he saw. The edges of the wound had begun to close and it wasn’t nearly as hot to the touch.

				‘I was glad to find the garlic,’ Elena continued. ‘My mother told me it was good for healing wounds and she was right. I crushed up some of it.’

				‘I smell terrible,’ he admitted wryly. But if it had kept him alive, it was well worth it. The question now was whether he was capable of walking again.

				Slowly, Ragnar eased himself out of their shelter and used her help to rise to his feet. With only a little weight on the wounded leg, it wasn’t too bad.

				Elena looked weary from the past few days but was no less beautiful. Her red-gold hair was braided back into a single tail and it brought into sharp relief her pale skin and heart-shaped face. Her green eyes studied him with relief.

				‘In another few days, you’ll be fighting other battles,’ she predicted. ‘Though the scars will remain.’

				‘All warriors bear scars.’ It was a physical reminder that they had conquered death, defeating their enemies. ‘But I owe you thanks for my life.’

				She shook her head. ‘You saved mine on board the ship. You owe me nothing.’

				‘No. I swore a vow to Styr,’ he reminded her. A vow he’d made to protect her. Although they were alive, he needed to bring her back to the ringfort settlement.

				‘I know you’ll heal and we’ll find him, as you said,’ she promised.

				His gaze moved down to her flat stomach, remembering what she’d told him about her pregnancy. Elena saw the direction of his attention and flushed slightly, moving her hand over her womb. ‘I’m surprised I haven’t felt sick so far.’

				‘Not every woman suffers during the early months,’ he remarked. ‘My sisters never did.’

				Her mood lightened and he saw the hope in her eyes. She had wanted a child for so many years.

				God help him, he was jealous of Styr. He wished that Elena were his wife, that she were pregnant with his child. He wanted to awaken beside her, reaching over to feel the babe move within her skin.

				He forced himself to walk, ignoring the dull pain in his thigh. The worst of the danger was over; he’d live. But with every day that passed, he wanted Elena more than ever. She was an obsession he couldn’t abandon and all women paled beside her.

				Why, by the gods, did she have to belong to his best friend? If she were with any other man, he’d damn the consequences, claiming her as his own. She was a desperate craving he needed to satisfy. When he glanced back, he saw the peaceful expression on her face, for she believed she would finally have the child she wanted.

				An honourable man would be glad for her. She would return to Styr and this babe would heal the breach between them. No longer would she suffer in silence; she had achieved her greatest desire.

				Ragnar stopped walking, staring down at the water below them. The grass was damp from earlier rainstorms, but now the sun warmed the earth. He didn’t know how they were going to make it back, but likely their best course of action was to travel along the coast. If they happened to see ships, they could try to hire one to take them back.

				‘You shouldn’t push yourself too hard,’ Elena warned. ‘You need to regain your strength.’

				No, what he needed was space away from her. A chance to clear his head so he wouldn’t give in to the instinctive urges taunting him.

				Ragnar reached down for a fallen branch, using it to help support his weight as he moved across the field. A faint noise caught his attention and he stopped, listening hard.

				Elena frowned. ‘Did you hear something?’

				He nodded, pointing further inland. ‘It was coming from over there.’ Leaning against the staff, he continued his pace, moving towards the sound. It was as if a large group of people was approaching.

				Her face broke into a smile. ‘Thank the gods. They’ll have food and supplies. I think we’re saved.’

				But as the sounds grew louder, he realised what he was hearing. These people were fleeing, not travelling. Dozens of men, women and children were running across the plains, while behind them, he spied men pursuing them on horseback.

				Warriors with weapons drawn, ready to strike them down.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Elena’s heart was racing and Ragnar pushed her towards the fleeing women. ‘Run!’ he commanded.

				She started to obey, but then saw that he was holding his ground, staring at the riders. Though he had only a sword, he held it steady, waiting for the men to approach.

				The calm in his eyes belied the storm that was to come. She’d seen Ragnar fight before and he became a different man when the battle rage swept over him. His sword became part of him, cutting down any enemy who threatened those under his protection.

				Few survived and he granted no mercy.

				But this time, he stood as a wounded man. Upon his face she saw the grim determination of a man who would sacrifice himself before he’d allow any man to harm her. But even with his strength and fighting prowess, he could not hope to bring down all the men on horseback. He was outnumbered and likely he was shielding her, granting all of them time to get away.

				She froze in place, stopping one of the Irishmen. ‘He needs help,’ she pleaded. ‘He can’t stop them alone.’

				The man stared at her before she realised he could not understand her words. But he cast a glance at Ragnar, his expression holding surprise that a wounded man would stand against their enemy.

				One of the riders lifted his sword, prepared to strike him down. Instead of raising his own weapon, Ragnar stood calmly, waiting for the killing blow.

				Freya, protect him.

				She knew what would happen—she’d witnessed it a thousand times. He would hold steady and the act of suicidal madness twisted his enemy into questioning their actions. No sensible man would stand and face charging horses.

				Even as she trusted him, Elena couldn’t bear to think of anything happening to Ragnar. He’d been her friend for so long, always there when she’d needed him. She bit her lip hard to prevent herself from interfering and when she stepped back, the rider’s attention flickered for a moment.

				It was enough for Ragnar to twist his sword, slicing the rider from his horse. The animal whinnied, rearing up, and Ragnar seized the reins, barely dodging another blow before he swung up on the left side, protecting his wounded leg.

				It took all of Elena’s courage to remain among the Irish instead of running towards him. She knew she was a distraction and a danger if she dared to intervene.

				He guided the horse forwards, keeping his sword poised.

				‘You’re Norse,’ one of the riders said in their tongue.

				‘I am,’ Ragnar countered. ‘My name is Ragnar Olafsson from Hordafylke. We came to éire a few days ago.’ He kept his voice calm, but Elena heard the trace of steel beneath it. He was not about to stand down and let these raiders continue their attack.

				‘I am Alfarr Gelinsson,’ their leader replied. His gaze narrowed upon Ragnar. ‘Why would you defend these men and women? They’re not your people.’

				‘No, but we need supplies. They can offer that to us.’

				‘Join us,’ Alfarr offered. ‘We’ll take from them and share what is left.’

				From behind her, Elena sensed the Irish growing uncertain about the continuing conversation in a foreign tongue. She raised her hands in reassurance, hoping they would not interfere with the negotiation.

				‘Why do you not trade with them?’ Ragnar asked calmly, drawing his horse closer until he was within reach of their leader.

				Alfarr stared over at the Irish and then spit on the ground. ‘They are weak. Taking their supplies would be an easy victory.’

				‘You look like a man who enjoys fighting,’ Ragnar challenged. ‘Would you rather make a wager?’

				What was he doing? Elena took a step forwards, wondering what his intentions were. Ragnar wasn’t strong enough to fight these men, not with his wound. She’d bandaged it heavily, but no doubt the other Norsemen were well aware of the injury. It would affect his speed, no matter how strong he was.

				She wanted so badly to interrupt, but she held her tongue, afraid it would weaken his position before the men.

				‘I wouldn’t mind a wager,’ Alfarr agreed. His gaze passed over Elena with interest and she felt a prickle of uneasiness pass over her skin. ‘Especially if a woman is involved.’ Despite the short distance, she could feel his stare upon her and it made her skin crawl.

				Ragnar didn’t bother to look back. ‘She is not a part of this.’

				‘When you’re dead, she will be,’ Alfarr answered.

				‘But if I win,’ Ragnar warned softly, ‘your man will be dead and you’ll go raid another tribe. Not this one.’

				‘You’re wounded, Ragnar Olafsson. You are no match for us.’

				‘Then I’ll meet Odin in Valhalla, if my sword does not prevail,’ he said.

				So much rested upon this fight. Not only their fate, but the fate of the Irish as well. It angered Elena that the people kept a distance instead of joining him. Why had no one offered to help?

				Fear quickened in her veins as the men faced off. Even if Ragnar prevailed, she suspected the men would not keep their word. Raiders who lived and died by their swords were not men of honour. The moment Ragnar’s back was turned, they would cut him down.

				She closed her eyes, trying to bring clarity to her clouded mind. If he were not wounded, she didn’t doubt that he would strike down every last man.

				But with only one good leg to stand on, he might not live through the rest of this day. She would become their prize of war unless she did something to stop them.

				Elena turned back to the Irish, her mind spinning with ideas, most of which wouldn’t work. But when she saw a woman carrying a basket of green apples, an idea began to take root. The apples were a symbol of the gods. Men like these might not honour the afterworld...but they would understand the effects of a curse. It was something to be feared.

				There was one way to put an end to the fighting and drive the invaders away.

				Freya, be with me, she prayed.

				* * *

				They chose their tallest man to fight him. The hersir weighed more than Ragnar, but Ragnar wasn’t afraid to face the man. The larger the warrior, the slower he tended to move.

				His thigh wound was aching, but Ragnar blotted all of the pain from his mind. If he failed in this fight, they would take Elena and use her. He had no doubt of it. In times like these, he had to use his wits, rather than his strength.

				The man had chosen a battleaxe as his weapon and after dismounting from the horse, Ragnar took a round shield from the warrior he’d already killed.

				Thor, guide my blade, he prayed. Let me strike true.

				He waited for the man to make the first move, for in that motion he could determine his enemy’s weaknesses.

				‘Your wound will slow you down, Olafsson,’ the man remarked, eyeing the reddish stain on Ragnar’s thigh. His enemy tossed his battleaxe and caught it again, the silvery gleam of steel revealing a sharp blade. The man was fair-haired with a reddish beard and wore a hauberk made of whalebone.

				‘Wounded or not, the gods favour me.’ He nodded towards the sky, which was transforming from sunshine into a darker hue. Large clouds drifted into a grey mass, forming storms. ‘In a little while, Thor will show his lightning and you will be in Valhalla to greet him.’

				‘Or you will,’ the man countered.

				Ragnar glanced back towards Elena, but was startled to see that she’d disappeared. It was for the best, he supposed. At least if she’d gone, he would not have to worry over her fate.

				But he’d known her too long. She wasn’t one to run from a fight. It was more likely she’d gone to fetch a weapon herself.

				Better to end this quickly, then.

				Instinct took over and he let the blood course through his heart, pushing back any trace of mercy. This man would die and soon.

				Ragnar raised his shield to defect a blow from the battleaxe, biting back a gasp when the man kicked his thigh. Pain shot through him, but he slipped into the blur of fighting, no longer feeling anything. He was aware only of the weapon in his hands and the movement of his enemy. Blood seeped against his wound, but he dulled his mind against distractions.

				‘You’re stronger than you look. But not for long,’ the man said. He renewed his attack, using his own shield to press hard against Ragnar.

				Ragnar’s muscles tensed as he refused to surrender ground. He was a warrior, a man sworn to live and die by the sword. Wounds and pain were a part of the fighting and as he pivoted to dodge another blow, his father’s words came back to taunt him.

				You’re weak and soft, boy.

				He tasted blood in his mouth when his enemy’s fist ploughed into his jaw, but he willed himself to feel nothing, just as he’d endured years of his father’s beatings.

				Pain was a part of him. He knew how to isolate himself from feeling anything at all, letting the hollowness claim his spirit.

				You’re worthless.

				Every blow, every bruise brought out a ruthless side to him where there were no emotions to make him human again. He became predatory, slashing hard with his sword. He was blinded in this moment of battle, fully immersed in the kill. Anyone who dared to come near would suffer the consequences.

				Metal bit through flesh and he was rewarded with his enemy’s gasp.

				They stood back, circling each other. Ragnar tasted blood and sweat, and he saw the moment of uncertainty in the Norseman’s expression.

				He gritted his teeth, feigning weakness. Waiting for the moment when his enemy would strike hard. Abruptly, the man shoved his shield against Ragnar’s wound, lifting his axe high for a killing blow.

				Ragnar threw himself to the ground, lifting up his sword at the last second. With all his strength, he forced the blade upwards, impaling his enemy.

				Blood spilled from the man’s lips as Ragnar’s blade remained in his gut. It was not a clean death and he forced the man over, rising to his feet before he struck hard and ended the fight.

				He kept his sword in hand, anticipating a second attack. The haze of fighting was still upon him, like a veil of red. Dimly, he grew aware that no one was going to approach him now.

				‘Take your men and go,’ Ragnar ordered, his gaze fixed upon the leader.

				‘I never agreed to leave,’ Alfarr countered. ‘And now the rest of my men will fight. You cannot kill all of us—’

				‘No,’ a woman’s voice interrupted. ‘But I can place a curse upon you, making you wish you were dead.’

				The hair on the back of his neck seemed to stand on end, but Ragnar forced himself not to turn around. From the way the men were staring at Elena, something had caught their attention.

				They’d gone white with fear.

				‘Leave us,’ Ragnar ordered once again. Alfarr stared at him as if wanting to refuse, but he left the fallen body of his kinsman and drew his horse back.

				‘Honour your word,’ Elena said. ‘The gods command it of you.’ Her voice held a low pitch and one of the men raised his hand as if to ward her off. Her command was underscored when lightning flashed in the sky, followed by a low rumble of thunder.

				One by one, they turned to leave.

				When Ragnar turned at last to see her, there was a black serpent coiled around Elena’s throat. In each hand she held an apple. The creatures were symbols of the gods, in animal form, while the apples were sacred.

				No wonder the men had fled. With her reddish-gold hair unbound, spilling over her shoulders, and the serpent twining upon her flesh, she looked otherworldly.

				Slowly, she lifted the snake from her throat and set it upon the ground, watching as it slithered away. Only when it was gone did she begin to tremble. Her footsteps came closer until she threw herself into his arms and buried her face against his chest. She gripped him hard. ‘Thank the gods, they’re gone. We’re safe.’

				Instinct warned him to stand in place and do nothing. But he couldn’t stop himself from holding her close, inhaling the scent of her skin. Her act of bravery had saved them, though he’d been ready to fight.

				He wished that she belonged to him. If she had, he’d have tilted her head back, claiming her mouth in a kiss. Fighting always kindled another flare within him, the desire to take a woman.

				And he’d wanted this one for years.

				Ragnar held her in his arms, feeling the soft press of her breasts against him. His body ached from the fight and he was weary. But this moment was a reward of its own. He savoured the forbidden embrace, knowing it had to end.

				The Irish were staring at them and finally, he broke away from Elena. She took his hand and one of the maidens approached. In broken Norse, she said, ‘You...safe...saved us.’

				Ragnar looked past her to the leader, who sent him an approving nod. Though he knew no Irish, he opened both of his hands to show that he meant no harm to them.

				‘You...eat now?’ the maiden asked.

				‘I am hungry,’ Elena admitted. ‘I think we should join them.’ Her gaze passed over him and she asked, ‘What about you?’

				Oh, he was hungry indeed. He wanted to take her back to their tiny shelter and claim her mouth, sating himself upon her sweet flesh. But he would never admit it; not in this lifetime.

				‘We should go with them, ja.’ He limped slightly as she clasped his hand and moved forwards. The women smiled at Elena, as if they recognised what she’d done to save them.

				‘I hate snakes,’ she admitted. ‘I still feel as if my skin is crawling.’

				‘I don’t know how you found one. I thought there were no serpents here.’

				She squeezed his hand. ‘I saw it after I voiced a prayer. I don’t know how, but it was here when I needed it. Perhaps the gods did favour us.’

				* * *

				The sky was growing darker and rain was inevitable. The Irish had set up several fires, the women hurrying to cook a meal before the downpour. ‘For you and your mate,’ the Irish maiden said, offering Elena the choicest piece of venison. She didn’t know where the roast had come from, but after an hour of warming themselves by the fire, the scent of meat was wonderful. She lacked the words to correct the woman, that Ragnar was not her husband, but what did it matter? In a few days, she’d never see these people again.

				There was an air of rejoicing, in spite of the impending weather. While she and Ragnar ate, the children ran around with the dogs, laughing. One of the older men began to tell stories and though she could not understand him, Elena was caught by the deep tone of his voice. He used his hands to weave the tale and Ragnar’s palm came over to her spine. The heat of his hand warmed her skin and he leaned in close. ‘Could I ask you to tend my leg, if you’ve a moment?’

				‘Of course.’ She swallowed the cup of ale the Irishmen had given her, rising to her feet. ‘But I think they have a healer who may be able to help you more than I can. We’ll go together and speak to her.’

				With his hand in hers, she led him towards one of the older women. In her own language, she asked, ‘Do you have a healer in your tribe?’ Though the woman could not understand her, Elena pointed to Ragnar’s wound and the meaning became clear.

				The woman called out a command to someone else and an older matron approached, carrying a basket.

				‘Sit down,’ Elena ordered Ragnar. He did and she began unwrapping the bandage she’d tied around him. The wound was slick with blood and the flesh would undoubtedly bruise from the blows he’d received. But all of them were alive and she gave thanks for that.

				The healer dipped a cloth in cool water and washed away the blood. Then she muttered words beneath her breath, packing the wound with a poultice made of more herbs.

				‘I feel like a roast being seasoned,’ he remarked drily, wincing as the woman wrapped the bandage tightly.

				‘But you’ll heal,’ Elena reassured him. She moved to sit by him and used a damp cloth to wipe the dust from his face. Though it was meant only to help him, his dark green eyes held her captive. She grew conscious of his sun-darkened skin and the firm line of his jaw. This man was a warrior, not an ordinary man.

				When her attention rested upon his mouth, her skin tightened with heat. She’d kissed him, never imagining the feelings he would conjure.

				There might be no harm in studying a handsome man. But she was a married woman, one who might be pregnant. She had no right to let her imagination wander over a fair face.

				When the healer had finished wrapping Ragnar’s wound, she reached for Elena’s hand and spoke words in Irish, joining her palm to Ragnar’s.

				‘What do you think she said?’ Elena asked him.

				‘Probably that you should take care of me and see to my every need.’ His eyes flashed with a glint of humour. ‘You should bring food and serve it to me.’

				‘Clearly, your enemy knocked your brains loose,’ she retorted, but didn’t hold back her smile. ‘Or you’re dreaming.’

				His hand closed over hers, gripping her palm. ‘Perhaps I am.’ The heat of his skin against hers made her feel awkward and uncertain. But she didn’t pull away.

				The Irish seemed grateful to both of them and as they built fires and prepared food for a meal, many smiled at them. One young boy toddled over to her with his arms outstretched. Elena caught him before he could tumble and he laughed. She gave him back to his mother, smiling warmly at the woman.

				Though she didn’t know for certain if she would bear a child of her own, her heart wanted to believe. And now, instead of mourning her barrenness, she had a future to look forward to. She could only pray that Styr would be a part of it.

				Like a physical blow, the memory of his capture slammed into her. She couldn’t shut out the vision of him being struck down and later dragged away in chains. Was he alive? Would she ever see him again? Her heart faltered, for although they’d had their marital troubles, she did care about him.

				The weight of the past few days burdened her with so much fear. There were so many unanswered questions, but she could not indulge in cowardice. She had to stand strong and believe that they would find Styr. Once they did, she could rebuild their lives when she gave birth, come the early spring.

				Her hand passed over her womb and she tried to imagine her body changing its shape while a precious baby grew within.

				‘Are you hungry?’ Ragnar interrupted her thoughts, holding out a piece of the roasted venison. She took it, but although it was likely delicious, it tasted like dust in her mouth.

				‘You’re troubled,’ Ragnar predicted. ‘Tell me.’ He motioned for her to sit and he found a large rock to lean against. Though his tone was sympathetic, she was aware of how difficult this day had been for him. Behind his eyes, she sensed he was hiding the physical pain.

				‘It’s been a hard day for both of us,’ she admitted.

				‘But we’re alive.’ He motioned for her to come closer and when she stood before him, she felt as if he shared her burdens. His hand closed over hers and he squeezed it gently.

				The comfort he gave nearly dissolved the tight control upon her emotions. She wanted to drop to her knees and sob out her frustration. But if she did, he would draw his arms around her, offering the comfort of his embrace.

				She couldn’t deny that the past week had altered their friendship. Ragnar had always been there, but being alone with him only forced her to compare him to her husband. Both were handsome and strong...but the touch of his hands upon her evoked a restless yearning she didn’t want to face.

				‘We need to find Styr,’ she insisted. ‘We’ve been gone too long and I’m afraid for him.’

				The mention of her husband drew a grim finality in Ragnar’s eyes. He released her hand and she found herself turning away. ‘They could be torturing him.’ Or worse, he might be dead. She tried to imagine life without him and a cold dread sank into her.

				‘Do you want to travel with this tribe?’ Ragnar asked. ‘I don’t think they would mind it.’

				It was a reasonable suggestion, but something held her back. The people did not speak their language and, if they continued southeast, there was another threat.

				‘What if we encounter the Norse raiders again?’ she asked Ragnar, shuddering at the thought. ‘We might not defeat them a second time.’ Although finding the snake had been a stroke of good fortune, her skin still crawled at the thought of its scaly warmth upon her throat. The Norsemen had believed her promise of a curse, for the gods often took the form of a serpent when they returned to earth. But it didn’t mean she felt safe. They would as soon slaughter them in their sleep.

				‘My leg has almost healed,’ Ragnar said. ‘I won’t let any harm come to you.’

				She knew he meant it, but it didn’t allay her fears. ‘I need to think,’ she told him. ‘I don’t know whether to stay here and let Styr find us...or whether we should go back.’ They had no ship and it would take too long to travel on foot back to the settlement.

				‘If he’s alive, Styr won’t ever stop searching for you,’ Ragnar said. Though his words were meant to reassure her, she sensed something more. Turning to face him, she caught a flash of longing on his face. Almost as if he never wanted Styr to find her. As if he wanted to take her husband’s place.

				An unbidden vision caught her, of Ragnar claiming her as his conquest. She sensed his unspoken words: I would never stop searching for you.

				A moment later, he’d shielded all emotions, making her wonder if she’d imagined it.

				‘What if he can’t look for me? We don’t know what’s happened.’

				‘No. We don’t.’ He ate his own food, staring off into the darkness. She was waiting for him to offer guidance, to tell her what they should do. But he was leaving the decision in her hands.

				The healer beckoned to Elena to come with her, leaving Ragnar to rest. Though she didn’t know what the woman wanted, she followed. ‘I’ll return soon,’ she promised. Ragnar’s expression was enigmatic, but he waved his hand as if he didn’t care.

				The Irish maiden who spoke a few words of her language came to bring her to their leader. She smiled, as if to put her at ease, and then nodded to the older man. ‘Our chief ask...you...magic?’

				Elena shook her head. ‘I only let the raiders believe what they wanted to. I threatened to curse the men.’

				The girl spoke rapidly to the chief, who inclined his head in approval. ‘He say...give thanks. Gift to you.’

				‘What kind of a gift?’ She wondered if they would offer gold or a horse. Instead, the girl pointed towards a folded hide. It was large and when she led Elena to touch it, she realised that it had been treated to make it repel water. It would keep them warm and dry inside their shelter.

				‘For your journey,’ the girl promised.

				Elena thanked them in her own language, even knowing they would not understand. She accepted the heavy cloth and started to return to Ragnar, but the wind began to blow hard, whipping at her hair.

				‘Tonight, you share our shelter,’ the girl promised. ‘Bad storm coming.’

				The men and women began to set up an array of tents and Elena joined them, offering her help. The girl urged her to keep the heavy cloth and to use it on their travels later.

				The Irish set up a tent and lined the interior with soft furs and hot stones from the fire. When it was ready, the girl invited her in. ‘For you and your man to share.’

				Ragnar had limped over to join her, leaning on a thick staff that someone had given him. ‘You’d better go inside,’ he told Elena, ‘before the rain starts.’

				‘This will be more comfortable than our house of sticks,’ she teased, holding the flap open for him. He entered and she closed it behind him, enveloping the room in darkness. The space was not large and if she stretched out her hands, she could touch him.

				‘I suppose so.’ Ragnar’s gaze settled upon the pile of furs on one side. It was then that she realised they would sleep beside one another. Though it shouldn’t have bothered her—after all, she’d already slept beside him when he was burning up with fever—somehow, this space seemed more intimate.

				A flush of heat pressed through her and she imagined lying in this man’s arms. Hard against soft...and the image was not unwelcome.

				Elena knelt down on the furs, trying to push out the dishonourable thoughts. Ragnar was a friend, that was all.

				He kept his distance and that was likely for the best. In the darkness, the hot stones warmed the air while outside the wind battered their shelter. Here, she was safe, protected from the elements. But there was nothing to protect her from the forbidden feelings rising inside.

				To distract herself, she rested her hands upon her flat stomach. It seemed strange that she felt no different at all, even with a child growing within her. No illness...nothing except the absence of bleeding. Sometimes it seemed like a dream to imagine it.

				Ragnar leaned upon the staff, limping towards her until he eased his way to the furs. Elena lay down on her side and heard the rustle of him doing the same. She froze when his leg bumped against hers. Though she knew it was accidental, it made her all too aware that she was sleeping beside a man who was not her husband. A man who tempted her to cast aside honour for a taste of the forbidden.

				She curled up, but when she lay on the ground she felt the icy wind slipping beneath the tent. Without meaning to, she shivered. When she adjusted her position again, she heard him let out a tense breath of air when her body bumped against his. Elena suspected that she’d somehow pressed against his wounded leg. ‘I’m sorry, did I hurt you?’

				‘No.’ He rolled on to his uninjured side, away from her. ‘You surprised me, that’s all.’

				He kept far away from her, which was for the best. She huddled beneath the furs, trying to get comfortable. ‘I’m glad you’re here,’ she said quietly.

				And she was. In the midst of all the terrifying things that had happened, having Ragnar at her side had made it bearable. She believed that he would surrender his own life for hers without a second thought. He’d been her protector and a man she could rely on.

				He said nothing in reply. Perhaps he had other matters on his mind. ‘Are you in pain?’ she asked. She waited, expecting him to answer yes or no. But again he held his silence. Which probably meant he was hurting, since no male she’d ever met would admit to feeling pain.

				‘Go to sleep, Elena.’ His voice was gruff and she couldn’t understand why he seemed reluctant to talk. In the past, he’d always been an amiable man, friendly and easy to be with.

				Not tonight.

				‘What have I done wrong?’ she asked.

				His hand caught her wrist in the darkness. ‘Do you know how much I envy your husband?’

				The words held a dark edge and she could think of nothing to say. Though his grip wasn’t forceful, she sensed that he was on the brink of fury.

				‘He has a beautiful wife,’ Ragnar said. ‘Possibly a child on the way. A family.’

				The envy in his voice revealed a lonely man. One who had never had any of those things. She swallowed hard, unable to find the right words for sympathy.

				‘You love him, don’t you?’ he said quietly.

				‘Yes,’ she whispered. She would always be loyal to Styr. He was a strong man, a good provider. He’d done everything he could to make her happy. And now that they were going to have a child, it would all be better.

				Wouldn’t it?

				In the darkness, Ragnar released her wrist and she huddled on her side. She remembered the last time her husband had joined with her. Styr had done everything he could to please her, touching her in a way he thought would give her a release. Instead, she’d been cold inside, unable to react. Thoughts of her childlessness had haunted her until it seemed as if a stranger were touching her. Her marriage had been breaking apart and she’d wept in her husband’s arms. He was as frustrated as she was and both of them were ready to give up.

				Freya, how she wished she could take back the words when she’d asked him not to touch her again. Though she’d meant only for a short time, Styr’s expression had turned to frost. He’d done exactly as she’d asked and it was as if she’d thrown up a stone wall between them.

				‘I don’t think Styr loves me any more,’ she admitted. ‘I was cruel to him when I didn’t mean to be.’

				‘All marriages go through difficult times. He asked about you on the journey here,’ he told her.

				That only made her feel worse.

				‘And what if we don’t find him?’ she murmured.

				Ragnar took her hand in his. ‘I’ll always take care of you, Elena. No matter what happens.’

				She squeezed his hand tightly, grateful for him. ‘We’ll journey back to Gall Tír, starting tomorrow morning.’

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Ragnar was beginning to think that this was his punishment. The small tent was filled with her scent and it was a constant torment to be so close to Elena. Jealousy was eating away at his mood and he’d not slept at all.

				Worse, the storm was growing more intense, the wind howling against the small tent. Despite the heated stones, the cold air slipped through the crevices, making it more uncomfortable.

				Elena slept fitfully and once, she moved to snuggle against him. He tried to remain still, but when she pressed her bottom against him, it was nearly his undoing. Only a thin layer of cloth separated their bodies and his honour was worn down to a thread.

				Not yours, his brain reminded him. Only a man without honour would touch her while she was unaware of it. She was his best friend’s wife and he had to bury his desires and feelings. No matter how much he might want her.

				But what if Styr is dead? The terrible thought twined around him until reason intervened. Even if that happened, she would never turn to a man like him. She knew of the countless men he’d slain and the violence he was capable of.

				His father had taught him well.

				When she tried to snuggle against him, he could not let her do it. ‘Elena,’ he said, pushing her from him. ‘Wake up.’

				She rolled over and ended up on top of him, which was far worse. Her breasts pressed against him while her face rested against his heart.

				‘Wh-what is it?’ she whispered sleepily.

				‘You can’t lie so close to me.’

				Gently, he pushed her back and she sighed. ‘I’m just cold, Ragnar. I didn’t mean to bother you.’

				You could warm her, his weak-willed body suggested. Hold her in your arms for the night. It was as close as he’d ever come to having her.

				She was so close to him, he could feel her arm pressed near. Her skin tempted him, making him want to lie upon her and take the offering before him.

				‘Go back to sleep,’ he commanded.

				And stay far away from me. He didn’t want her to know how she’d gotten under his skin. Better to let her think he was her husband’s friend, someone who would never be a threat to her. She needed someone to trust.

				She turned over and the wind tore at their tent once again, ripping open the flap. Ragnar rose from his sleeping place, limping towards the opening. He tied down the ropes, securing them to hold back the worst of the wind. Rain spattered down hard, making him glad of their shelter.

				He tried to get back to sleep, ignoring the vicious pain that plagued him. But then Elena spoke softly, ‘I meant what I said earlier. I am glad to be with you. All of this is more bearable with a friend.’

				He couldn’t answer, for she was far more than a friend to him. The innocent kiss she’d given him, days ago, was a memory burned into him. He’d never known what it was to kiss her and now it was all he thought of.

				‘I swore to Styr that nothing would happen to you.’

				And it wouldn’t. He’d throw himself upon an enemy blade for her.

				‘I’m so afraid for him,’ she confessed, curling up with her back against his. ‘And...even if we do find him, I don’t want things to be the way they were. Especially now with the baby.’

				She let out a heavy sigh and the weight of a marriage hung in her breath. ‘Something’s wrong with me, Ragnar. I don’t enjoy sharing his bed and...that’s my fault. He’s tried so many things, but I just don’t feel the way he wants me to.’

				Ragnar didn’t trust himself to speak a single word. This was a female question that was designed to ensnare a man, for there was no right answer. Anything he said would get him into trouble. Instead, he reached out and took her hand in his.

				‘He’s never said it...but I’m cold to him. I don’t know how to change that.’ She rolled on to her side. ‘I know you’ve been with women before. Should I—’

				‘This is not something I want to discuss.’ He cut her off, not caring that his tone was harsh. ‘Talk to Styr.’

				‘That’s just it. I’ve never been able to talk to him the way I talk to you. He’s so fierce and forbidding. It’s like trying to talk to a mountain.’

				Whereas Ragnar was her friend, someone who was hardly a threat at all. He wasn’t certain whether to be complimented by that or offended.

				‘What should I do to make my marriage better?’ she asked.

				‘Seduce your husband,’ he said automatically.

				‘I couldn’t!’ Her words were shocked, as if he’d suggested that she slip a knife between Styr’s ribs. ‘He wouldn’t like that at all.’

				Ragnar forced himself to roll over and face her. ‘If a woman as beautiful as you came to me one night, wanting me to lie with her, there’s nothing on earth that would make me turn her away.’ He tried to keep his words light, not letting her see the truth beneath them.

				‘I’m not a strong woman,’ she argued. ‘I’m too shy to do something like that.’

				‘You picked up a living snake and let it coil around your throat,’ he pointed out. ‘Most women would lack the courage to do that.’

				‘It was a matter of saving our lives.’ She shuddered, adding, ‘I hated every moment of it.’

				‘But you did what was necessary. And so you will, when it comes to your marriage. Especially for the sake of your child.’

				‘I suppose you’re right.’ Her fingers laced in his, reminding him of all the nights he wouldn’t share with her. ‘I’ve wanted this child for so long. I know it will make Styr happy after so many years.’

				And if it doesn’t? he wanted to ask. But he would never voice the question. For a woman like Elena would never belong to him.

				Eight years earlier

				‘Ragnar,’ came the voice of Elena. She stepped inside the home he shared with his father and her face dimmed at the sight.

				‘I’m here.’ He stood up from his place by the hearth and felt ashamed of how dirty the house had become. Ever since his mother had been killed by raiders, his father, Olaf, had been lost in grief. He left every morning at dawn and didn’t return until nightfall.

				‘I brought you some food,’ she said, holding out a basket to him.

				He stared at her for a long time, not knowing what to say other than to utter words of thanks. She nodded and when she glanced around again, asked, ‘It’s very dark in here. Can I open the door wider?’

				He nodded and blinked when the sunlight illuminated the interior. Elena peered inside and offered him a tentative smile. ‘That’s a little better. At least now I can see you.’

				Her gaze was strained as she saw the condition of his home. Ragnar felt his cheeks warm, but he made no excuses. The last time he’d tried to put away a few things, his father had beaten him.

				‘Never, ever touch her things!’ Olaf had roared. Then his anger had crumbled into grief and he’d wept. Since that day, Ragnar had done nothing at all, for fear of destroying his father’s carefully erected shrine to the memory of his wife. He was grateful that his older sisters were married, with their own households, so they did not have to see their father in this state.

				Elena opened up the basket and handed him some bread. ‘Your father is gone a lot, isn’t he?’

				Ragnar wasn’t aware that anyone had noticed, but nodded. ‘He is.’ When he took the bread, he resisted the urge to tear it apart and cram it in his mouth. Despite the fact that he went out fishing most days, it had been weeks since he’d had real food.

				Elena poured him a cup of ale and when he took it from her, his fingers brushed against hers. Though he was five and ten while she was two years younger, her face held the promise of beauty. Red-gold hair was braided into a single tail down her back and her sea-green eyes held him captive.

				A flush came over his cheeks and he looked away.

				‘When will your father be back?’

				He shrugged. ‘Sunset, maybe. Sometimes he’s gone all night.’ When she looked appalled at that, he added, ‘But I’m not afraid to be alone.’

				He was used to it now. Sometimes he wondered if there would come a night when his father never returned. But he was old enough to care for himself. Olaf might have forgotten he had a son, but Ragnar wasn’t going to bother him. He wasn’t a child any more.

				Elena sent him a slight smile as if she were trying to reassure him. ‘If you want to join my family for our evening meal, my mother won’t mind.’

				Her father was high ranked within his tribe and Elena was his second-eldest daughter, out of ten children. Ragnar suspected that the man would hardly welcome someone like him at their table.

				‘I should stay here,’ he answered.

				‘They won’t notice either of us,’ Elena remarked with a wry smile. And perhaps it was true, but the idea of visiting her household without his father seemed wrong.

				He offered her a piece of the bread, but she refused it. Ragnar finished eating and in the meantime, Elena walked across the room and grasped a wooden bucket. Without asking, she began picking up the fallen bones and the remnants of the fish he’d burned the night before when he’d tried to cook it.

				‘You shouldn’t,’ he started to protest.

				But as soon as he spoke the words, she answered, ‘Do you really like living in this way?’

				No, he didn’t. And though his father might beat him for it again, he supposed there was no sense in keeping the refuse.

				Yet he was embarrassed that she would begin working like this. Ragnar reached out to take the bucket from her. ‘You shouldn’t trouble yourself.’

				‘I don’t mind.’ Elena let him take the bucket and reached for a broom. ‘It’s a way I can be useful.’ She began sweeping out the old rushes and he helped her put the house back in order. When it was done, she washed the wooden cups and put them away.

				‘There, now. That’s much better, isn’t it?’

				It was, even if he was certain his father would beat him for it. No one was supposed to touch the house or her things, like the broom. Seeing the clean interior made him remember the way his mother used to scrub the table and put out bundles of fragrant herbs upon his pillow at night. Ragnar’s eyes stung, but he bit back the pain of loss.

				‘Will you come and walk with me?’ Elena asked, holding out her hand. ‘You shouldn’t stay inside on a day like this.’

				Her gesture was innocent, as though it were nothing to hold his hand. But when he moved in closer, he felt his throat closing up with no words to say. Her hair smelled like the herbs his mother had used—sage and rosemary—and the idea of holding her hand was too awkward to consider.

				Instead, he walked beside her, pretending as if he hadn’t seen the gesture. Outside, the sun was bright and he shielded his eyes. It was midsummer and the days were still long.

				‘Where are we going?’ he asked.

				‘To my parents’ house,’ she explained. Before he could repeat his protest, she put up a hand. ‘You’ve gotten too thin since your mother died and it’s not right.’

				‘Elena, I can’t go. Not like this.’ He’d been living in dirt for weeks and the idea of entering her father’s house was impossible. Even if Ragnar scrubbed himself clean, her suggestion made him uncomfortable. Although his father was a freeman, Olaf had been little more than a farmer.

				‘Are we friends or not?’ she demanded. ‘Because I always thought that friends should look after each other.’

				He didn’t know how to argue with that, without offending her. Friends should, ja, but this was more than that.

				‘I want you to follow me,’ she insisted. ‘There’s someone else who will come with us.’

				She smiled at him and the warmth in her eyes caught him like a physical blow. Girls hardly ever paid him any attention at all. This was the first time one had singled him out, sympathising with his plight. He fumbled through the words caught in his throat, wanting to say something. Anything.

				Instead, he took her hand in his for the first time. The touch of her soft palm made his heartbeat quicken. Her hand squeezed his and when her smile didn’t fade, he dared to hope.

				Elena had come to him, offering him food. She wanted to bring him to her father’s table. Did that mean that she didn’t consider him beneath her? He straightened, wondering if this meant more than he thought. Was there another reason why she wanted him to dine with her family? He squeezed her hand in return, wishing he dared to do more than that.

				He’d never kissed a maiden and of all the girls he’d seen, Elena was the one who entranced him. Her mouth had a full upper lip that sometimes tightened when she was thinking.

				Before she could lead him further, he stopped walking. ‘Why do you want me to go to your parents’ house, Elena?’

				She shrugged. ‘I thought you might want to share a meal with us, that’s all.’

				He studied her, still suspicious that there was another reason. Elena took a deep breath and eyed him, adjusting her braid over one shoulder and pushing back a few stray hairs behind her ears. ‘Do I look all right?’

				‘You always do,’ he said, then immediately wanted to take back the words. He should have told her she was beautiful. The prettiest girl he’d ever seen. Anything but the awkward words that had spilled out.

				She didn’t appear to notice, but said, ‘Good. Wait here.’

				Mystified, he obeyed, until he saw her walk over to Styr’s house. She knocked upon the door, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Then she nervously touched her hair again.

				When his best friend came to the door, he saw the flush come over her face. Her smile was bright, as if wishing Styr would notice her.

				The truth of her emotions deflated his earlier thoughts. Her feelings were that of friendship, nothing more. He should have known better.

				Soon enough, Styr came out to join them. ‘How are you?’ he asked Ragnar, oblivious to Elena’s interest.

				He shrugged, for there was little to say. ‘I suppose I should return to training. I need someone to spar with.’ His hand moved to the short sword he carried at his side.

				‘You’ve gone weak, have you?’ Styr teased.

				‘I can still best you,’ he shot back.

				His friend flexed a muscle. ‘You can try, Olafsson.’

				Elena cleared her throat to get their attention again. ‘I thought we could go to my father’s house and join them for a meal.’

				Styr reached out and tugged her braid lightly. ‘That’s kind of you.’ But his gesture was that of a teasing brother and he seemed not to notice Elena’s disappointment.

				The three of them continued to walk and Ragnar realised that Styr was effectively shutting Elena out of the conversation by discussing weaponry and fighting. She looked as if she wanted to speak again but kept silent. When they reached her father’s house, she excused herself to go and speak to her mother, leaving the pair of them alone.

				‘Why would you talk about sharpening battleaxes around her?’ Ragnar said. ‘Are you blind to the way she looks at you?’ Though it bothered him to speak of it, he wanted to know if his friend held a prior claim.

				Styr sobered. ‘She’s just a girl.’

				‘She’s also the daughter of a powerful warrior,’ Ragnar pointed out. ‘She’d make a good match with you.’

				His friend let out a sigh. ‘I know it. My father and her father have already discussed a betrothal. I suppose it will happen when she comes of age.’ He didn’t sound at all enthused about the idea.

				‘But you don’t want her?’ A flare of hope kindled inside Ragnar, although he knew it was unlikely the outcome would change.

				Styr’s expression remained neutral. ‘There’s nothing wrong with her. And there are years yet, before I’ll wed.’

				Before he could speak again, Elena returned. Her face was flushed and she appeared upset. ‘Styr, my father wants you to come and dine with him.’ She nodded towards the open door and his friend waited a moment.

				‘We’ll walk together, then.’

				‘Go on without me,’ Elena asked. ‘I need to speak to Ragnar for a moment.’

				After he’d gone, Elena’s face revealed her disappointment. ‘I—I was wrong. I wanted you to come with us, but—’

				‘Your father refused, didn’t he?’ Ragnar kept his expression shielded, making it seem as if it didn’t matter.

				‘He said I could bring you food. Outside,’ she said quietly. Shaking her head, she added, ‘This isn’t right. You should be a welcomed guest, the same as any other man.’

				‘It doesn’t matter.’ He knew his place, even if she’d wanted him to rise above it. ‘Go and join Styr. I’ll return home.’

				He started to walk back, but Elena hurried forwards and blocked his path. ‘No. It does matter.’ Her green eyes held anger and she put her hands up to stop him. ‘You’re going to be a strong fighter one day. One of the best men we have.’ Her hand reached up to touch his arm and the touch of her fingers was a gentle warmth. ‘My father will welcome you at his table, soon enough.’

				Her faith in him strengthened his resolve to make it so. He wasn’t the man her father would ever choose. But perhaps, if he fought hard and made himself into a man of worth, he could change the opinion of others.

				‘I’ll come to his table, one day,’ Ragnar promised. ‘But only if you’re there.’ He reached out and squeezed her hand, before turning away. The startled look in her eyes turned to embarrassment.

				One day, he swore, everything would change.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Present day

				Elena walked down to the shoreline, her
					mind feeling uneasy. Despite the terrible storm, the sun glittered upon the
					sea.

				She shielded her eyes, watching from her place on the sand,
					when she caught sight of a ship in the distance. It was a small fishing vessel,
					carrying only a few people. Her heart pounded at the sight of it, though she
					could not say why. It was not Styr’s ship—the Danes had taken command of
					that.

				But there were few ships in this region. In the four days since
					she’d arrived, she hadn’t seen any.

				Until now.

				She strained her eyes, trying to see who it was, but the
					sunlight blinded her. One of the men was wearing chainmail and his hair was the
					same colour as Styr’s.

				Was it her husband? Had he come in search of her? Her heart was
					pounding and she grasped her skirts, running towards the shore.

				The winds had picked up, and before she could get a closer
					look, they had sailed past the small green island where she’d first landed with
					Ragnar. It was too late to signal to them.

				She should have called out to them. Though it might not have
					been Styr, she’d done nothing except run.

				Perhaps you don’t want him to find
						you, came an insidious voice inside her. Perhaps
						you’d rather leave him.

				No. Not now, when she was finally going to have a child. His child. She owed it to Styr, to tell him. It would
					change everything.

				And what if it doesn’t? the voice
					asked. What if he still finds you cold?

				She didn’t mean to be. Truly, she wanted to be an affectionate
					wife, one who brought him comfort. But Styr hadn’t wanted to wed her. He’d
					obeyed his father and agreed to the arrangement. And in spite of the years
					between them, he’d never claimed to love her. No matter how she tried to keep
					his home clean or prepare his favourite foods, it wasn’t enough.

				A splinter of anger irritated her mood. She’d tried to change
					herself, to be the woman she thought Styr wanted. The thought made her weary,
					for she didn’t want to go back to being that wife.

				When she glanced behind, she saw Ragnar leaning against a large
					boulder, his leg wrapped in bandages. His expression was unreadable, but she
					grew aware of the way his muscles tightened against the tunic he wore. He’d
					always been a strong warrior, stronger even than Styr. Though he lacked high-born blood, he’d been one of the greatest fighters in their tribe.

				A cold chill caught her as she remembered the terrible price
					he’d paid for that honour.

				‘What is it, søtnos?’ Ragnar asked. ‘You look as if you’ve seen an evil
						spirit.’

				Elena pushed away the memories,
						blurting out, ‘I saw a ship just now.’ She pointed out towards the waves,
						and even as she stared out at the grey water, she questioned what she’d
						seen. Yet, after all these years, she knew her husband’s profile. There was
						a strong chance that it had been him.

				‘Was it our ship?’ Ragnar asked. He
						leaned in, his interest suddenly piqued. ‘Did our men escape from the
						Danes?’

				She shook her head. ‘It was a
						fishing boat.’ Taking a deep breath, she added, ‘But one of the men looked like Styr.’

				Ragnar started to rise to his feet, but she shook her head.
					‘It’s too late. They’ve already sailed east.’

				‘Do you want to search for him?’

				‘No.’ She closed her eyes and went to sit beside him on the
					rock. ‘I should have shouted. I should have run into the water and made noise to
					get their attention. But instead, I just watched them leave. I don’t know
					why.’

				That wasn’t the truth. She knew why she’d stood there—because
					she’d been too startled to respond in time. It had seemed impossible that it
					could be her husband...and yet, she couldn’t let go of the thought. Styr wasn’t
					the sort of man who would turn his back on her. He would find her, no matter how
					long it took.

				What she didn’t understand was the sense of foreboding that had
					caught her. Dread mingled with anticipation, and those were the wrong things she
					should be feeling. If it had been her husband,
					shouldn’t she be overjoyed?

				Her hand moved down to her middle and the old fears rose up to
					taunt her. ‘Do you think I’m a cold woman? The way Styr does?’

				‘He doesn’t think you’re cold,’ Ragnar responded. ‘He knew you
					were upset about not having children and he didn’t know how to make you feel
					better.’

				She took a deep breath, willing back the feelings of insecurity
					and doubt. ‘I want to believe that this child will improve our marriage.’

				Ragnar eased himself to stand, putting little weight upon his
					leg. ‘It’s a lot to ask of an infant.’

				‘Maybe. But if it doesn’t help...’ She rubbed her arms, so
					afraid of the alternative. For so long, she’d rested her hopes upon a baby. And
					now that it had come to pass, she ought to feel happier than she did.

				Sometimes it didn’t feel real. It was as if she’d only imagined
					the pregnancy, but she couldn’t deny that she’d missed her monthly and would
					likely miss it again in another fortnight.

				Ragnar’s gaze passed over her body once more, but she couldn’t
					read the thoughts within him. It was as if he knew something she didn’t.

				‘Let’s go back and eat,’ he suggested. ‘You can think about
					what you want to do.’

				But she had already made her decision. ‘We won’t leave yet. Not
					until you’ve healed.’ The Irish had no horses to make the journey easier and it
					was unfair to ask him to walk such a distance.

				‘The wound will be fine in a few days,’ he told her. ‘It’s
					already closing up, if you want to see it.’ A hint of amusement crossed over
					him. ‘And the healer took out all the garlic, so it isn’t so bad any more.’

				She started towards him, but then a sudden shyness overtook her
					at being so close. You’re being foolish, she told
					herself. It’s a wound, nothing more.

				But when she knelt down before him, she was intensely aware of
					Ragnar’s body. His muscles were visible beneath the tunic he wore and his thigh
					was strong and powerful. A few days ago, she’d cut away his leggings near the
					wound. And when she touched his thigh, Ragnar gave a slight intake of breath.
					Though her hand was not upon his bare skin, her imagination suddenly conjured
					the image of touching him. And the forbidden nature of her thoughts sent a
					sudden tingle of arousal through her.

				Her breasts rose up against her gown and between her legs, she
					began to ache. As she began to unwrap the bandage, she was deeply aware of his
					masculine scent. It was leather mingled with salt and a hint of pine. It made
					her want to rest her cheek against his heart, burrowing against him.

				Stop this, her mind commanded her.
					But her breathing was unsteady, in spite of her willpower.

				As she pulled back the bandage, she saw that Ragnar was right.
					His skin had grown together and, despite it being raw, she imagined within a few
					more days he would be able to put his full weight upon it.

				‘It is better,’ she admitted. ‘And if we wait here a little
					longer, you’ll be able to walk on it.’

				‘Do you think that’s wise?’ he said, his eyes narrowing upon
					her. Her face burned as she wondered if he’d read her thoughts. No, it wasn’t
					wise to be alone with him for that long. Not even if he’d once been her best
					friend. She could sense things shifting between them, the barrier weakening.

				‘The Irish would be able to guide us back to the settlement,’
					he continued.

				Oh. Her embarrassment deepened at the realisation that he
					wasn’t at all speaking about the wisdom of being alone together.

				Elena took a breath. ‘I believe it was Styr sailing past us.
					And it’s possible that he’ll start searching along the coast. It will make it
					easier for him to find us if we remain in one place.’

				‘And what if he doesn’t return?’

				She shook her head, lifting her shoulders in a shrug. ‘We can
					decide what to do later. But if we stay, you’ll heal. And then we’ll know.’

				She drew his arm around her shoulders, helping him to stand up
					as they returned to the others. But even as Ragnar leaned against her, she felt
					sensitive to his touch. His arm around her was only for balance, but her mind
					was conjuring more vivid details. Worse, she remembered lying with him this
					morning. He’d been aroused by her and, though she knew it was a reaction any man
					might have in the morning, it made her uneasy.

				Because of the way she’d responded: in kind. She’d softened
					against him, aching for a man’s touch.

				His touch.

				She told herself that it was only a natural reaction, that if
					it had been Styr, he’d have turned her on to her back and made love to her.
					Perhaps, now that she’d had so many weeks of distance from her husband, she was
					beginning to crave a joining. She’d been so caught up in her desire to have a
					child, it had taken away the pleasure of being with a man. That was what she
					needed—her husband to fulfil her needs.

				But Ragnar wasn’t her husband. And she would have to spend a
					few more days alone with him. She would have to find a way to occupy herself, to
					drag her mind away from the forbidden thoughts.

				When they reached the others, Ragnar stopped walking but didn’t
					take his hand from her shoulders. His dark green eyes moved over her as if he
					were drinking in the sight. Elena grew flustered, wondering if it was just her
					imagination.

				‘The Irish have given us some of their supplies,’ he said.
					‘Including one of their tents to take with us. We should be comfortable
					enough.’

				Though he spoke in a nonchalant air, the idea of sleeping
					beside him another night was intimidating. She couldn’t say why, but perhaps it
					was because she’d slept in his arms last night. Her mind was conjuring up all
					sorts of strange imaginings.

				Even though there was nothing wrong with sharing a tent with
					this man, she began to think that it wasn’t wise at all. He was a temptation and
					the thoughts within her were a betrayal of her husband.

				‘I’m going to get the tent and work on our shelter again,’ she
					told him. ‘Why don’t you rest here?’ She needed to take her mind off the stormy
					thoughts brewing. Hard work was what she needed to stop thinking of this
					man.

				* * *

				Something had made her nervous. Ragnar couldn’t say what it
					was, but from the moment the Irish departed, Elena had begun finding ways to
					stay away from him. She’d gathered enough wood to build twelve bonfires, sticks
					of varying sizes, along with larger logs.

				‘How many fires do you think we’ll need?’ he asked, when she
					returned with her sixth load of firewood.

				‘This isn’t for a fire,’ she said. ‘It’s to improve our
					shelter.’

				She set the load down and began sorting the wood according to
					size and length. Her hair had spilled free of the tight braids she usually wore
					and several locks hung against her face. Irritated, she shoved them out of the
					way, struggling to lift the heavier logs.

				‘We’re only staying here a few days longer,’ Ragnar reminded
					her. ‘We’ll watch for Styr’s ship and if we see it, we’ll signal them.’ But she
					was behaving as if they were going to live here permanently.

				She was focused upon measuring the wood and he saw her unwrap a
					small axe. Soon, she began the work of chopping notches from the larger logs.
					‘I’d rather not sleep in the rain again,’ was all she told him. ‘The ground is
					still wet after the storm.’

				But there was an undercurrent of tension within her. She was
					filling her hours with this task, behaving as if she was desperate for a
					distraction.

				‘Where did you get the axe?’ he asked her.

				‘It was a gift from the Irish, after I helped you get rid of
					the other Norsemen.’ She set it down a moment and regarded him. ‘You don’t think
					the invaders will come back, do you?’

				‘No. You had them convinced that they would be cursed if they
					did.’ But it might be wise to investigate the surrounding area. Ragnar rose to
					his feet and hobbled towards Elena.

				‘I don’t need your help,’ she protested, but that wasn’t why he
					was there. He reached down for two long poles and took them from her pile, then
					chose some smaller pieces that he could use to form crutches. Once she realised
					what he was doing, Elena gave him the use of her tools and said, ‘Wait here. I
					have something that will help.’

				Ragnar began shaping the crutches, using notches to fit the top
					piece into the bottom poles. He tied them together with some strips of leather.
					After a short time, Elena returned with more leather and the leftover fur of a
					rabbit she’d skinned a day ago. ‘You can use this for padding,’ she offered,
					arranging the fur and leather on top of the crutches.

				While she helped him, he ventured, ‘How are you feeling? Any
					sickness?’

				She finished tying down the fur and shrugged. ‘The same,
					really. Sometimes I forget about the baby, because it’s still too early to feel
					movement.’ Her hand moved down to her womb and her face grew wistful. ‘I can’t
					wait to hold him for the first time in my arms. Or her.’

				The joy on Elena’s face took away all of the tension in her and
					she smiled openly. By the blood of Freya, she stole his breath. Her sea-green
					eyes held him spellbound, while her fiery golden hair tangled around her face.
					He wished again that it was his unborn child, and
					not Styr’s, growing within her. But the child was a fervent reminder that she
					did not, and would not, ever belong to him.

				Still, he thought it strange that she’d experienced so few
					symptoms. His sisters had shared with him their own woes, often in more detail
					than he wanted. Sometimes, he wondered if it was true at all that Elena was
					pregnant.

				She believed it, and he would say nothing to diminish her joy.
					But it was so early...women often miscarried or discovered their mistake.

				His conscience berated him for even thinking such a thing.
					Elena and Styr had waited a long time for a child. She wanted it desperately and
					regardless of the jealousy within him, he hoped all would go well. ‘I’m going to
					go look around the shore to see if there are any ships,’ he told her. He needed
					a few moments to clear his head and remind himself that he had to forget about
					this woman.

				‘All right.’ But after he took the crutches, Elena turned back
					to her work as if it were the most fascinating task imaginable.

				Though she behaved as if there was nothing wrong, he saw the
					dark flush against her cheeks. There was a barely discernible change in Elena,
					as if she, too, sensed that the next few days were going to test their
					honour.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				She dreamed of him that night.

				In her vision, the fires of a battlefield raged, while the scent of death hovered around them. Bodies littered the ground and the carrion birds swooped overhead. The Viking warrior rode towards her, searching. His helm covered his face and his armour was stained with the blood of his enemies.

				He was like a god of war, coming to claim her.

				The warrior’s eyes locked upon her as he rode through the carnage. He reached down and Elena went willingly, knowing that she was his prize of war.

				Her heart pounded when he drew her up in front of him on the horse. From behind her, she could feel the iron muscles of his chest, the powerful thighs surrounding her legs. His body held the caged restlessness of a predator, and he rode hard across the field, taking her miles away from the battle.

				Until they were alone.

				The small thatched hut was hardly any shelter at all, but when she went inside, hot coals glowed in the hearth. The air was warm with anticipation, and his cold eyes stared at her with unfettered lust.

				‘Remove your clothing.’

				Fear balled in her throat, along with the need to refuse. But before she could speak, he turned his back and removed the iron helm, then his chainmail corselet and gloves.

				Her pulse quickened at the sight of his bared skin, for she knew why she was here. What he wanted from her.

				Elena turned towards the fire, her skin pebbled with gooseflesh.

				‘Obey me,’ came his husky voice.

				In this place, she belonged to him. She was his to command and she revelled in the desire to be conquered, like a slave for his taking. Elena reached to her shoulders and unfastened the heavy golden brooches, setting them aside. She took off the long apron and then loosened the ties of her gown. Beneath it, she wore nothing at all.

				His hands came up from behind her, helping her until the gown hung upon her slender frame. Her body was burning with need, for she knew this man well. She ached for him, wanting to be touched. Knowing the dark pleasure he would give.

				Her gown pooled to the dirt floor, baring her flesh to him. He didn’t speak, but she felt the warm caress of his kiss upon her shoulder while his hands glided over her delicate skin.

				She closed her eyes, welcoming the sensation. The heat and aching lust were burning within her skin, making her wet for him.

				He cupped her breasts and against her bottom, she felt his erection pressing. He was still wearing his leggings and she dared to speak. ‘Take them off.’

				In response, he gripped her breasts tighter, flicking his thumbs over the hardened nipples. ‘You don’t command me, søtnos.’

				His strong arm held her in place, his right hand stroking and tormenting the nipple until she was heavily aroused. His left hand moved down, over her stomach, down between her legs. ‘You don’t ever tell me what to do.’

				He was punishing her, she realised, when his hand slipped between her legs. With his fingers, he found the wetness, sinking two fingers inside her while he used the heel of his hand in a rhythmic pressure.

				She was dying against him, her body yielding and craving him. He pinched a nipple, driving her higher with excitement until she was so desperately close to the edge.

				Abruptly, he drew away, leaving her starving for his touch.

				‘What do you say to me?’ he demanded.

				‘I— Forgive me,’ she begged. She needed his hands upon her and his mouth. Her body was quaking for him, wanting to be filled by this warrior. She craved his hot shaft piercing her with a relentless penetration.

				But he gave her nothing at all.

				And when she turned to see his face, Ragnar’s eyes glared down at her.

				* * *

				‘Elena.’ Ragnar heard her cry out in her sleep and she was trembling violently. ‘Wake up.’

				He couldn’t tell if it was a nightmare or something with the baby, but he moved beside her, reaching out.

				But the moment he touched her shoulder, she let out a moan. ‘Please.’ Her breathing hitched and he was taken aback when she gripped his hand and pulled it around to her breast.

				She was still dreaming, but the moment she felt his hand upon her, she let out another cry and shuddered like a woman finding her release.

				And just like that, he grew hard. He didn’t know what she was dreaming of, but hearing her climax was enough to bring his own arousal.

				In his mind, he let out a curse, knowing it was wrong. But for a stolen moment, he drew his hand over her swollen breast, seizing a fleeting touch he never should have had.

				He wanted her so badly, it was all he could do not to pull her to her back and lift her skirts. From the deep scent of her skin, she was ready for him. He would sink into her wet depths and bring her to another release.

				Ragnar jerked his hand away as if it were on fire. He didn’t know if she was awake or not, but he prayed she wasn’t. What in the name of Thor was he doing? She was likely dreaming of her husband, missing Styr when she’d reached for him instead.

				Careful not to wake her, he left their shelter, seeking the frigid darkness to cool his ardour. He drew his hand down to his wound, resting it against the bandage to provoke pain. Anything to fight against the lust she’d conjured.

				Staying with her had been a mistake. He couldn’t lie anywhere near her without wanting more. She was, and always had been, the woman he’d dreamed of. He limped forwards, resting his hand against a nearby tree. With slow, deep breaths, he calmed his heartbeat.

				No more.

				He would not betray his best friend, nor would he give rein to his desires. Elena was not a woman he could ever have. She had joined with another man and was likely pregnant with an unborn son.

				And like a fool, he’d kept pining for her. Hoping for what? That she would divorce her husband and seek him instead? It would never happen. Though he’d watched their marriage falter as her barrenness took away her spirit, Styr wanted to make his wife happy. He’d shown Ragnar the ivory comb he’d bought for Elena as a gift, though he’d not had time to give it to her. He’d planned to offer it when they had finished building their new home together.

				Ragnar rested his forehead against the rough bark, knowing that it was time to turn from Elena. She had been sent by the goddess Freya to test his limits, to prove his honour.

				It was better to stay far, far away from her. And find another woman to love.

				* * *

				Elena avoided Ragnar over the next two days. He didn’t speak to her at all about the night he’d touched her and it was better to pretend it hadn’t happened. Every time she remembered the dream, she felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment.

				For she remembered the way she’d shamelessly taken his hand to her breast. In the darkness, she’d feigned sleep, though she’d known perfectly well what she was doing. The intensity of her own needs had broken through like a raging fire and she’d said nothing of that night. But her body knew that the dream was only a prophesy of what might happen between them if she allowed it.

				She didn’t know what was wrong with her. If anything, she should have dreamed of Styr, not this man. Her hand moved down to her unborn child and she walked along the shore, searching for ships. There had been none since the day she’d spied the fishing boat. Elena was beginning to wonder if she’d imagined it.

				Her leather shoes sank into the sand while the cool morning wind buffeted her hair. The sun was bright and she shielded her eyes against it, eyeing the grey water for a glimpse of hope.

				In one hand, she carried the axe in the hopes that she might find more fallen limbs or driftwood. Although she’d rebuilt a solid shelter for herself and Ragnar, the time stretched on until she realised she needed more tasks to satisfy her. She’d set some snares for hunting, but an even greater challenge was keeping her distance from the man who attracted her.

				It wasn’t right and she locked away the feelings, hoping he would never guess them. Once she was reunited with Styr, her sinful thoughts would vanish.

				When it was clear there were no more ships, she climbed the hillside back to the clearing. A sound caught her attention, and she turned towards the west. Listening hard, she tried to detect what it was, but now there was only silence. Still, she kept her grip firmly on the axe as she approached their shelter. Ragnar had been sleeping when she’d left at dawn, but from the nearby coals of a fire it appeared that he, too, was awake.

				When she reached the trees where she’d build the small lean-to, there came the sound of men’s voices, speaking the Norse language.

				Her heart thundered inside her and she knew. The raiders had come back for her, as she’d feared. And this time, a trick would not deter them. If she wasn’t careful, both of them would die. She wanted to call out to Ragnar, but was afraid her voice would alert the men. Then, too, they were outnumbered.

				Elena remained frozen in place, trying to calm the rush of fear roaring in her veins. Instinct demanded that she run, but that would only draw them to her. Her eyes scanned the surroundings, searching for a means of escape. Hiding was her best option.

				But before she could take a single step, a man’s voice called out from behind her. ‘I’ve found her!’

				Terror iced within her body, numbing her to this fate. They would try to rape her, beating her until at last they killed her. She had no doubt of it.

				She couldn’t stand here and let it happen. There was no way to know where Ragnar was, but she had a weapon in her hands.

				And only one chance.

				Before the man could make his first move, she spun, swinging the axe. The blade bit into flesh and his battle cry cut off as his life’s blood spilled upon the grass. Elena tore the weapon free, inwardly shaking. She’d never killed a man before, had never had to.

				Don’t look, her mind warned, but her stomach swirled with nausea. The other men emerged from behind her shelter, and when they saw the fallen body of their kinsman, they began to run. All were armed and it was only a matter of seconds before they cut her down; she knew it.

				She turned to run, though it was futile. Her lungs burned as she grasped her skirts in one hand, holding the axe in the other. Where was Ragnar? Had they already killed him?

				The dull ache within her, the terror at being left alone, was preying upon her courage. She heard the sickening sound of a man’s scream and the thunder of a horse’s hooves.

				She reached the edge of the grass where it shifted into open sand. Her footing slipped and she barely corrected her balance before she continued running. Risking a quick glance behind, she saw one of the Norsemen running towards her. In his hand, he carried a long sword and his hands were stained with blood.

				Elena’s sides were aching and she couldn’t breathe, but still she ran. The sand slowed her footing, yet she had no choice but to keep going.

				Her attacker was going to catch up to her soon. And then he would kill her and her unborn child.

				It was the thought of her baby that stopped her from running. She’d waited so long for this child, praying nightly to the gods. If she continued to flee, there was no hope at all. Slowly, she stopped and, gripping the bloodstained axe, turned to face the man. He was catching up to her, despite the weight of his heavy armour. Elena stood her ground, while a cold chill spread through her spine.

				She had to fight for her life and that of her child. No one could save her now. Though she suspected Ragnar had begun attacking the men from the other side, she’d seen no sign of him. With both hands, she held the axe steady, waiting for the moment to strike.

				The Norseman stopped his running and began to walk, his dark eyes upon her. ‘Did you think you could run, little witch?’

				‘Did you think my curse would not follow you?’ she countered as he strode across the sand. ‘Your men are already dead.’

				She would have only one chance to kill this man and she could not hesitate. He wore chainmail armour, unlike the others. The axe would not penetrate the chain links.

				Her panic began to rise up again, gathering in her stomach, until she felt as if she would be physically ill. She swallowed hard and he took a few swings with his sword.

				‘Shall I behead you, witch? Or would that be too quick?’

				She kept her eyes locked upon him, though she grew aware of a motion from behind. He lifted his blade, adding, ‘If you run, it will be a slow death. I’ll gut you and leave you to bleed on the sand.’

				Elena took a deep breath and waited while he drew back the blade. A split second later, she threw herself to the sand, slicing at his upper thighs with the axe. He made not a sound.

				Only then did she see the spear embedded in his back that had pierced his heart. Before he could fall upon her, she scrambled away. Atop the hill stood Ragnar, with another spear in his hand.

				Her knees buckled and a rushing noise filled her ears. She couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. Upon the sand, she half choked, trying to inhale a deep breath. In a moment he was beside her, pulling her into his arms. ‘They’re dead. No one will harm you.’

				‘Th-there were so many,’ she stammered.

				‘I killed four. You took the fifth.’ He gripped her hard against him, stroking her hair. She couldn’t even take comfort from the embrace, for she’d truly believed she was about to die. Though her axe might have made the Norseman bleed out, it was Ragnar’s spear that had ended it.

				‘We’re all right,’ he said, helping her to stand. ‘Are you hurt?’

				Her legs were still shaking and she leaned against him. ‘N-no.’ She kept her arms around his waist and then remembered his injury. ‘What about you? Don’t you need your crutches?’

				‘It hurts, but I can manage without them,’ he said. Whistling to the horse, the animal trotted towards them. ‘We’re going to spend the night here, one last time. And then, in the morning, we’re leaving this place.’

				She nodded slowly. Styr wasn’t going to come back this way. Either she’d been mistaken in what she’d seen, or he’d gone to Dubh Linn. ‘All right.’

				Ragnar kept his hand around her, but she was so caught up in the residual fear that she couldn’t seem to get warm. Never before had she been so close to her own death. It frightened her past all reason and she couldn’t stop shaking.

				When they reached their shelter, Ragnar helped her down from the horse. He built up the fire until it was burning hot and she sat as close as she dared. He moved to sit beside her, and Elena closed her eyes, needing the comfort of human touch.

				‘Thank you,’ she managed at last. ‘I’ve never been so afraid. I thought they’d killed you.’

				His hand moved over her hair, quietly stroking it back. With his fingers, he unravelled the braids until the long wavy strands fell over her shoulder. ‘I wouldn’t have let anything happen to you, Elena. Not ever.’

				His hands were soothing her in a way that pushed back the fear. The warmth of the fire was starting to calm her and she leaned her head against his shoulder. ‘I’m sorry I was avoiding you these past few days,’ she admitted.

				‘Why did you?’ He kept his gaze fixed upon the flames as if he didn’t know the answer.

				Her pulse quickened, but she wanted to remain honest. ‘Because I was...afraid of being too close to you.’

				Ever since she’d dreamed of lying with him, she no longer trusted herself. She didn’t know the woman she was becoming, one ruled by desire instead of honour. But she needed him to know the truth, for that would keep him at a distance.

				Her face flamed with embarrassment. ‘You made me feel things I haven’t felt in a long time.’

				Ragnar let out a slow breath. ‘You wouldn’t have betrayed Styr. Nor would I.’ He tossed a stick on to the fire and admitted, ‘I wanted to marry you, years ago. But I never dared to ask, after the arrangement your parents made.’

				His confession startled her, for she’d not expected this. She drew her knees up and looked at him. In his eyes, the stark longing set all her defences on edge.

				‘I’m not telling you this to make you uncomfortable. Nor would I do anything to take you away from Styr. He’s a good man and you deserve to be together.’

				But she understood why he was speaking now. Both of them could have died this day.

				‘I was dreaming of you,’ she confessed. ‘That night in the tent when I made you touch me. It shouldn’t have happened and I’m sorry for what I did.’

				His dark green eyes fixed upon her, as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. She half expected him to move away from her in disgust. Instead, he took her face between his hands, remaining silent. And she knew, without him speaking a single word, that he’d desired her, too.

				Elena covered his hands with her own, drinking in the touch of his palms. The heat of this moment sank beneath her skin, conjuring up the lost feelings she’d put aside. She remembered how his lips had felt beneath hers and a sudden longing flushed through her skin.

				It was as if a part of her had been brought back to life, resurrected in this man’s touch. She wasn’t used to feeling so strongly or yearning for something she couldn’t have.

				Finally, he took his hands away and regarded her. ‘I believe that Styr is alive and that you’ll go back with him. I kept my word to protect you, and I promise to keep you safe until the day I have to let you go.’

				The words were a stark reminder that nothing would happen between them. No matter how much she might want to take comfort from his touch.

				But though his hands were no longer upon her, he was still staring at her with unbridled longing. ‘If you were my wife at this moment, I’d kiss you now,’ he said. ‘I’d taste your sweetness and run my tongue over your lower lip.’

				The words flowed through her, pushing the forbidden feelings to the surface.

				She closed her eyes, trying not to envision it.

				‘I’d use my mouth all over your skin,’ he continued. ‘Your neck...your bare breasts, and then I’d go lower,’ he said huskily. ‘Until you’re craving me inside you.’

				Just like the night she’d dreamed of him, her body went soft, imagining him. He shouldn’t be speaking such words, tempting her in such a way. She could hardly bear it and her face was flushed.

				It didn’t matter what had happened these past few days. No matter that she’d grown so close to him. She was a woman of honour and would never be disloyal to her husband. ‘I can’t be yours, Ragnar,’ she whispered. ‘I belong to him.’

				The tension in his hands was palpable as he drew them back. ‘Don’t fear, Elena. I’ll never touch you again. Whatever I might desire, I’ll never do anything to act upon it. He won’t know.’

				‘He can’t,’ she whispered. ‘I won’t be disloyal to him.’

				‘Neither will I.’ He stood up, opening the wooden door to their shelter. ‘When you’re warm, go and sleep. I’ll keep watch for the night.’ Reaching out, he dropped a kiss upon her forehead, the way a brother might.

				Yet all she could think was that Styr had never affected her in that way. And Ragnar hadn’t laid a hand upon her.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				The ship came at night.

				Ragnar had left Elena sleeping back within the shelter while he’d spent time alone, walking along the beach. He’d never expected to see anything among the waves, but when he heard voices, he stared out at the water, wondering who was there. In the distance, he spied the flare of torches, revealing a vessel that paused momentarily near the outcropping of stone before it continued to the shore.

				He remained hidden, a weapon in each hand. Although they had survived the first attack and he’d burned the bodies of the raiders, there could be more invaders. And yet he wanted to wait before alerting Elena.

				The ship anchored further out and soon enough, Ragnar realised it was their ship. The brass weathervane proclaimed it as the one that had brought them from Norway. At long last, he spied the face of his best friend, Styr.

				The sight of the man should have filled him with an immense relief. He should have run to Elena and awakened her, telling her that her husband had come at last.

				But Styr was carrying a woman in his arms. And from the look on his face, he had strong feelings for her. He was not only holding her to keep her from the cold water—it was more than that. Styr was drinking in the sight of the dark-haired beauty as if she were his beloved. And when he lowered her to the sand, his arms lingered around her.

				The bastard.

				Ragnar’s anger blasted through him at the sight of them together. How could his friend do this to Elena? The young woman had fought for her life, time and again. She’d been willing to travel across éire in search of her husband. And in repayment for her loyalty, her husband had found someone else—his captor.

				Ragnar didn’t move from his place, even when his friend and kinsmen made camp and built a fire. He spied the faces of Onund and a few other men who had been taken captive that night. They set up tents and Ragnar waited to see if Styr would take the woman within his shelter.

				He could hardly bring himself to watch them, when he knew Styr was about to break Elena’s heart. He didn’t want to be right. Not in this, not when she was expecting a child. When Styr found out, would he turn away from her? Or would he stay?

				The woman went inside a tent far away from the others and Ragnar breathed a little easier. And yet he couldn’t forget what he’d seen.

				He moved away from his hiding spot and returned to the shelter. This was his last night with Elena and he suspected that the morning would bring nothing but despair. But he was here for her now and he would not leave. Even if her husband abandoned her.

				Inside the space, Ragnar could hear the rhythm of Elena’s breathing. She was curled up on her side and he moved in close. She didn’t awaken, but nestled against him while he drew his arms around her.

				He’d vowed not to touch her, but Styr’s actions had shattered those vows. If his friend had found someone else to love, Elena deserved more.

				The scent of her skin and the warmth of her body allured him and it was a physical pain to be so near. He didn’t care any more. Tonight he would lie with the woman he loved in his arms and damn the consequences.

				* * *

				At dawn, she awakened to feel Ragnar’s body pressed close. Elena blinked, knowing she should get up...and yet wanting to remain where she was. His strong arms were wrapped around her, while her head rested beneath his chin. The heat of his skin permeated her and she felt a peacefulness in his embrace.

				He must have returned late last night, for she’d not heard him. She didn’t know why he’d slept beside her. Perhaps he’d moved during his sleep and hadn’t been aware he was so close.

				‘Ragnar,’ she whispered.

				‘Ja?’

				Elena hadn’t known he was awake. She waited for him to pull his arms away, to retreat towards his side of the shelter. Instead, he tightened his grasp around her. ‘There’s something you need to know.’

				Something in the timbre of his voice held foreboding. That, and the way he was holding her now.

				‘What is it?’ She tried to extricate herself, rolling over to face him, but he kept her imprisoned in his arms. In the dim light of morning, it brought her body flush to his and she sensed that whatever he had to say was not good news.

				‘Styr’s ship landed here last night.’

				It was the last thing she’d expected him to say. Her husband had returned? A rush of relief filled her and she couldn’t stop her smile. ‘He’s alive. Thank the gods.’

				‘And he—’ Ragnar’s words broke off, as if he’d suddenly caught himself.

				‘And he what?’ She sat up and this time, he released her. When she turned to him, there was a fierce cast to his face, the harbinger of bad news. ‘Is he wounded?’

				Ragnar shook his head. He eyed her for a moment and said, ‘I suppose if it’s of any importance, he’ll tell you himself.’ He rose from his place and moved to leave the shelter. ‘I’ll build a fire and we’ll wait for him.’

				‘Is he down by the shore?’

				‘He and our kinsmen, yes.’

				‘Then we should go to them now,’ Elena insisted. ‘You should have woken me last night.’ It made little sense why Ragnar would let Styr and the others make camp along the shore when they could have been together.

				‘We’ll wait for them here,’ Ragnar said. ‘Let them awaken on their own. They must have travelled for hours and likely need the sleep.’

				His answer made no sense at all. She’d been apart from her husband for a week, and Ragnar was concerned about them sleeping enough? It was evident that he wasn’t telling her something. From the shielded expression on his face, it had something to do with Styr. Elena didn’t press him, however. Whatever it was, she’d learn the truth sooner or later.

				She joined him outside by the fire, but when there were no signs of anyone approaching from the shore, she returned inside the shelter to get food. She had a bit of meat left over from last night. It wasn’t enough to feed all of their kinsmen, but it was something.

				Then, when she emerged from the enclosure, she caught her first glimpse of Styr approaching in the distance. Her husband didn’t look at all pleased to see them and his arms were crossed.

				Was he angry with Ragnar? For what reason?

				She studied her husband, so relieved that he was unharmed. His dark gold hair was tied back and he still wore chainmail armour. It didn’t appear that he had any outer wounds and for that she was grateful.

				Elena approached him, wondering if he was going to welcome her into his arms. But instead of embracing her, Styr held back. Upon his face, she saw regret. Why? Wasn’t he glad to see her again?

				The shaky feeling of uneasiness sharpened at his reluctance to greet her.

				She decided if he wasn’t going to speak, then she would. ‘I’m glad you’re all right. When they took you prisoner...I wasn’t certain you would live.’ She offered a tentative smile to him, hoping it would break the invisible distance between them.

				‘I see that Ragnar protected you,’ Styr answered. His voice remained neutral, offering no words like: Thank the gods you’re alive or I’m so glad to see you again.

				His behaviour was wrong, in so many ways. She forced herself to nod, but when she risked a glance back at Ragnar, she saw fury in his eyes. Whatever was wrong, he knew about it and had since last night.

				Say something, she wanted to beg Styr. Tell me that you still love me. That everything will be all right now.

				Instead, he held his silence, looking for all the world like he didn’t want to be here. She struggled to think of what to say, but there was one piece of news she felt certain would bring him joy. Slowly, she moved her hands down to her womb and said, ‘We’re going to have our first child, Styr. I learned of it only a few days ago.’

				The expression on his face paled, as if she’d taken an axe to his stomach. There was no joy at all. No happiness at her revelation. His lack of response made her feel as if someone had knocked the wind from her.

				‘Aren’t you—happy?’ she asked at last. ‘It’s what we wanted for so long.’ But he didn’t speak or move. The fear inside her froze up, flooding through her body with a coldness she couldn’t dispel.

				Something was very wrong with her marriage and she couldn’t guess what could possibly have gone so wrong in the past week. Ragnar came up behind her, as if to offer his support.

				‘That’s good,’ Styr said at last. Only then did he come closer and embrace her. But his arms did not hold her tight, nor did he seem at all pleased by the news. Elena blinked hard to hold back the tears, feeling as if something terrible had happened and she couldn’t name what it was.

				Her husband seemed like a stranger now, a man who no longer loved her. The foundation of her marriage was shaped around this unborn child. She’d believed that the baby would bring them back together. But he didn’t look pleased. Instead, he looked dismayed by the news.

				She bit her lips so hard she nearly drew blood, but by the gods, she would not cry. Whatever had come between them, they would work through it.

				A noise from behind caught her attention and Styr turned as well. There were two people in the distance watching them, and one of them was a woman with dark hair. The pieces of memory reshaped together, and Elena realised who the woman was. It was the one who’d struck Styr down, taking him as her prisoner.

				She cast a glance at Ragnar, but his face was stony, unmoving.

				‘I’ll return in a moment,’ Styr said. ‘Wait here.’ He started to hurry towards them, as they returned to the shoreline.

				‘Don’t,’ Ragnar warned, catching Elena’s wrist when she was about to follow.

				But she had to know. Her heart was freezing over with fear and pain, and she felt as if she’d already lost her husband.

				‘That’s what you saw last night, wasn’t it?’ Her voice was the barest whisper, the pain breaking down her courage. ‘You saw the woman.’

				‘Yes. I saw her,’ Ragnar admitted.

				‘What were they doing together?’ The idea of her husband being with someone else, even as a captive, filled her with a sudden resentment.

				‘Talking.’ But there was more hidden within the words he hadn’t said.

				‘I don’t believe you.’ Styr had lived with the woman over the past week. And if he’d brought her all this way, there had to be something between them. Elena had no doubt of it, especially after her husband had pursued the woman just now.

				A hot rage filled up within her, seething. ‘He doesn’t want the baby,’ she said to Ragnar, feeling the edges of her courage crack apart. Or me.

				He came up behind her, wrapping her in his arms. ‘There’s more to this than we know. Give him a chance to tell you what happened.’

				Though his words were reasonable, the edge in his voice held an anger that matched her own. Elena stepped out of his arms. ‘I have to know the truth about them. Let me go, Ragnar.’

				He did, raising his hands as he stepped back. ‘I’ll be here, if you’ve need of me.’

				She nodded, steeling herself as she strode towards the shore. In the distance, she saw a fishing boat approaching, with a few men rowing closer. Elena raised a hand to block the sunlight as she stared down at her husband and the woman.

				It should have made her uncomfortable to spy on them, but anger made it impossible to turn away. He’d betrayed her and she needed to know the truth of his feelings for this woman.

				Styr had come up behind the Irishwoman, resting his hands on her shoulders. The gentleness of the gesture and his caring posture were a dull blade twisted into her heart. Elena could see their profiles and while the woman’s face held misery, her husband’s held longing.

				He was in love with this woman. She could see it in his bearing, in the way he turned her to face him and embraced her hard. They were holding one another as if no one else existed.

				She sagged to her knees, feeling like she was intruding upon a private moment. But Styr was her husband, not this woman’s. They had given promises to one another and had been together for years.

				Years should have mattered more than days.

				Yet she’d never seen her husband look at her in this way. He was tormented inside and bitterness took root in Elena’s stomach.

				Why couldn’t he love her like that? Was she not woman enough for him? Had her past failings as a wife made him so eager to turn to another?

				The woman was crying and Elena watched while her husband wiped away her tears and embraced her hard again.

				And when she walked to the water’s edge, waiting for the fishing boat to approach, Elena realised that the woman wasn’t going to stay. She was sailing away, while Styr had chosen to remain with her.

				But never before had she seen such desolation on her husband’s face.

				* * *

				Ragnar hadn’t wanted to see them together. Not after all this. He’d walked a long distance, needing the space away from everyone. He walked nearly a mile away from the shelter before he realised that Styr had followed him. They stood near a small copse of trees, beside a large clearing.

				‘Abandoning her again, are you?’ Ragnar stopped walking and turned to face the man who had once been his friend.

				‘I was a captive,’ Styr countered. ‘I was only freed a few days ago.’

				‘By her,’ Ragnar said. ‘The woman you brought with you.’

				Styr gave no answer, but his expression tensed. ‘I wanted to thank you for looking after Elena.’

				‘While you were betraying her with that Irish whore?’

				The words provoked the response he’d wanted. Styr’s temper erupted and his tone was rigid. ‘Don’t call her that.’

				‘You’re a bastard who doesn’t deserve Elena.’ Ragnar gripped Styr’s tunic with both hands, slamming the man up against a tree. After seeing her weep over him, after the way she’d fought for their lives, she deserved far more than Styr.

				‘She’s my wife. I know my obligations.’ Styr wrenched himself free, sending Ragnar off balance. They circled one another, each looking for an opening to throw a punch.

				‘She deserves better than you,’ Ragnar countered. ‘You took a mistress and only stayed because of the baby. If Elena weren’t pregnant, you wouldn’t be here now.’

				When he didn’t deny it, fury boiled within him. Ragnar threw himself at Styr, knocking the man to the ground. ‘Did you think of her even once while she was fighting to live? When she threw herself off a ship to escape slavery and nearly drowned? Or when she was nearly killed yesterday by Norsemen?’

				He knocked Styr’s head against the ground, driven by the need to avenge Elena. She’d wept over this man, trying to find out what she’d done wrong in their marriage.

				Styr’s fist caught him across the jaw and Ragnar rolled away before the man could strike again.

				‘I’m staying with her, damn you.’ Styr’s breathing was heavy, and he got to his feet, wiping at a bloody lip. ‘I never lay with Caragh.’

				‘But you’re in love with her.’ It was obvious, from the way Ragnar had seen them together last night. Styr had carried her across the water, holding her as if he’d never wanted to let go.

				Styr’s silence was the answer he’d dreaded. ‘I won’t divorce Elena. Not now, not when she’s wanted this baby so much.’

				Ragnar let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. ‘Don’t hurt her, Styr. You don’t know what she’s been through these past few days. If you turn from her now—’

				‘I won’t.’ Styr crossed his arms and levelled a glare at him. ‘Whatever was between Caragh and me is over. I’m taking Elena back to Dubh Linn, and we’ll settle there, among our people.’ A heaviness crossed over his expression and he added, ‘We’ll be all right.’

				Ragnar eyed the man, seeing a reflection of himself in the man’s restless demeanour. ‘Don’t make her unhappy,’ he warned.

				Or I’ll steal her away from you.

				* * *

				At nightfall, Elena walked alongside the shoreline with Styr’s hand in hers. When he’d returned from talking with Ragnar, both men had bruises and cuts from fighting. She didn’t know what they’d said to one another, but neither did she ask. Her suspicions centred on the young woman who had left.

				Although Styr had let her go, Elena wanted to know how strong his feelings were. She wanted so much to believe that they were acquaintances and that her suspicions were unfounded. But she feared what she’d observed between them.

				‘I’ve seen the woman before,’ she began, trying to keep her voice calm as if his answer didn’t matter.

				‘Caragh Ó Brannon,’ he admitted. ‘Brendan was her younger brother.’

				Elena remembered the adolescent who had led the raid, taking her and the others captive. His move had been foolhardy and dangerous, but she guessed why he’d done it. Whether or not it was his intention, by seizing her he’d effectively drawn the Norsemen away from the settlement and protected his sister.

				But what Elena didn’t understand was what had happened to her husband after the ship had sailed. ‘She took you as her captive, didn’t she?’

				Styr nodded. To her surprise, he showed no anger at being the prisoner of a woman. A thousand questions surged within her, to know what had happened. Whether he’d been hurt...or why he had been taken.

				Instead, she caught a flash of guilt upon his face.

				No. She didn’t want to think that he’d found someone else to love. Not in this short of a time. But her mind couldn’t conjure up a good reason why he would embrace the woman.

				He stayed for you, her brain reminded her. He let her go.

				Was it enough? She didn’t doubt that he’d stayed because of the baby. But if there hadn’t been a child, would he have divorced her? The icy hollowness spread within her, the fear growing.

				She’d left her home in Norway, travelling where Styr had wanted to go. He’d always dreamed of roaming the world, while she’d wanted to remain home and start a family. Their differences had strained the marriage, but surely he wouldn’t abandon her now. Not in this unfamiliar land.

				‘Do you...have feelings for her?’ She was trying not to sound accusatory, but Styr wouldn’t look at her. That, in itself, told her a great deal.

				‘Why would you ask me something like that? I only knew her for a few days.’

				Again, he was behaving as if it meant nothing. ‘I have eyes, Styr. I saw you with her.’

				I saw you holding her as if you didn’t want to let go, her heart raged.

				‘She left with her brothers. I told her farewell.’ He shrugged it off as if it didn’t matter.

				Her anger began to take hold, for she knew he wasn’t telling her the whole truth. How could he act as if nothing had happened? ‘You were embracing her.’

				He spun and for the first time, his dark eyes met hers. ‘Nothing happened between us.’

				The flash of his temper only ignited her frustration. ‘Then why are you so angry?’ she shot back. She wasn’t a blind fool who couldn’t see what was before her. ‘If she were nothing to you, you wouldn’t be acting this way.’

				It took an effort, but she pulled back her rage and forced herself to remain calm. Inside, she was hurting from the unanswered questions and the invisible wounds to her faith in him. She was finding it difficult to trust anything he said.

				He let out a breath and changed the subject. ‘I heard from Onund that you jumped from the ship.’ She recognised the tactic, understanding that he didn’t want to fight about this. And neither did she.

				Elena nodded. ‘We were attacked by the Danes and there was only one chance to escape. Ragnar helped me to reach the shore.’ He’d saved her from drowning, even though he’d been wounded himself. His courage had kept her from breaking apart, giving her strength to endure the past few days.

				‘Both of you could have died,’ Styr said.

				It was true and she fought back the tears, just remembering it. Not only because of what might have happened to Ragnar and her...but also to her baby.

				‘I wasn’t about to let myself be sold into slavery,’ she told him. ‘This might be the only baby I’ll ever have.’

				Styr’s expression fell and he let out a sigh. He said nothing for a time, but his attention shifted to the boat disappearing in the mist.

				There was nothing worse than knowing that someone no longer loved you. If he ever had.

				Finally, he spoke. ‘Do you know how long I searched for you? I thought you had died.’

				The worry in his voice granted her a measure of comfort and she came to stand behind him. Her heart was heavy as she spoke. ‘I didn’t think they would let you live, either. But I’m glad you returned.’

				She recognised that he was trying to make peace between them, putting aside the past. If she kept pushing him for answers, it would only damage the fragile reunion between them. Slowly, she walked to stand at his side, trying to lay her apprehensions to rest.

				The fragile truce made it hard to converse and Styr finally led her to walk along the beach, while she followed.

				‘How long have you been here?’ he asked.

				‘Nearly a week. The Danes wounded Ragnar, but he kept me safe.’ Her cheeks flushed at the memory of his arms around her only this morning.

				The knowledge unravelled part of her anger, for she was not blameless herself. Although she hadn’t betrayed Styr with her feelings, she had kissed Ragnar and craved his touch in a sinful way.

				It unsettled her, for she was trying to lay all the accusations at his feet, when she had made mistakes of her own. The past few days had brought her closer to Ragnar. She’d relied upon him to survive and he’d supported her through the darker days.

				‘We found food and built this shelter,’ she finished.

				For a moment, Elena looked at the water, wondering if he could see the blush of her own guilt. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Styr’s arm coming towards her and without thinking, she took a step backwards. ‘What are you—?’

				Oh. He’d been trying to embrace her in welcome. She couldn’t believe she’d misread his actions that badly. ‘You caught me unawares.’ She leaned in, putting her arms around him in a light embrace. But he didn’t hold her tight, the way a husband missing his wife would.

				To emphasise her welcome, she stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. Again, he didn’t return the gesture, which made her feel uncertain about this.

				Styr pulled back and asked, ‘How are you feeling?’

				‘The same,’ she admitted. ‘I wouldn’t have known about the baby, if it weren’t for the fact that I haven’t bled in two moons.’ She reached down to touch her stomach, wondering when she would begin to feel movement. ‘It seems so strange to think of a child growing inside me. I haven’t been sick at all.’

				His face had gone distant again, staring out at the water, and she began to talk faster. ‘I think the child will be born in early spring next year, if I’ve counted right.’

				He gave no answer and she suspected he wasn’t listening to her. His mind was focused upon the horizon and the woman who’d left. ‘We’re going to be all right, aren’t we, Styr?’ Her voice was barely a whisper, all of her hopes bound up in that sentence.

				But when he gave no answer at all, she feared the worst.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Dubh Linn—three weeks later

				Ragnar tried to stay away from her, but despite Elena’s valiant attempts to restore her marriage with Styr, he could see the sadness beneath her forced smile. She was hurting and it killed him to stand by and do nothing.

				He’d helped Styr build a small house and he’d poured his efforts into constructing another dwelling for himself and his kinsmen. Thankfully, none of them were slaves now. Styr had sailed to Dubh Linn in search of Elena and had found the men. During a fierce battle against the Danes, the men had fought bravely and earned their freedom.

				Elena had asked to help today and he’d been amused as, once again, she began comparing the lengths and widths of the various logs.

				‘This needs to be carved smoother,’ she said, pointing to a raised edge. ‘It will fit more tightly together and keep the wind out.’

				‘Go ahead, then.’ Ragnar pointed to the hand-held draw knife that they’d used to smooth out the wood.

				Elena eyed him as if he’d lost his mind. ‘I haven’t the strength to carve the wood and you know this.’

				‘It’s not hard. Come and try.’ He wanted to take her mind off her troubles and he hoped that the distraction of work would be welcome. Her hair was unbound, except for a section she’d pulled back from the crown and tied off with a bit of thread.

				‘There are things I need to do at home,’ she argued. ‘I haven’t swept the floor or cleaned or—’

				‘You did those things yesterday. And the day before. You can spare one hour.’

				He gestured for her to come and sit astride the log and handed her the draw knife. ‘You’ll pull this back across the surface of the wood and smooth out the space you want to flatten.’

				She tried it, but when she pushed it forwards, the angle was wrong and the blade caught in the wood. ‘This isn’t right.’

				‘It’s not a downward motion. Pull it towards you.’ He motioned for her to get up and demonstrated until curls of wood fell to the ground. ‘Like this.’

				A smile played at her mouth. ‘Keep going, Ragnar. You’re doing well.’ Her sea-green eyes were bright with amusement and, despite her initial protest, she appeared interested in learning how to use the draw knife.

				He stopped using the tool and propped his hand upon the log. ‘You think I’ll do all the work for you?’

				A laugh broke from her. ‘Isn’t that what you’re doing?’

				He held out the draw knife to her. ‘You were the one who thought it needed to be smoother.’

				‘You like it rough, don’t you?’ she challenged. But from the words, his mind abruptly conjured a different meaning. One she’d never intended.

				He imagined making love to her against the wall, her legs wrapped around his waist while he conquered her. He remembered the way she’d grasped his hand that night in the tent, arching in release when he’d touched her breast.

				Rough, yes. He wouldn’t mind that at all.

				‘Will you show me how to use the draw knife?’ she asked softly.

				Ragnar hesitated, for it would mean having her sit between his legs in front of him. Being so close to her would be a mistake, especially when she was trying to reconcile with Styr. He didn’t want her pressed against his arousal, breathing in the scent of her skin. It would only deepen the temptation.

				‘No,’ he told her, standing from his place. He walked over to her and stood facing her, so that no one else could hear his words. ‘I don’t want you that close to me.’

				She gave a nod, but her eyes remained clouded. ‘Nothing would happen, Ragnar.’

				Did she believe that? After all the time they’d spent together, she thought he had that much restraint? He’d been going out of his mind over the past few weeks, dreaming of her. When he went to bed at night, he imagined her making love with Styr and jealousy boiled within his veins.

				The only reason Ragnar had stayed in Dubh Linn was because he suspected Elena would soon learn that she wasn’t pregnant after all.

				He had sisters and all of them had borne children. Most had been sick in the mornings, but all had fallen asleep in the middle of the day. His sister Jorga had complained of her growing midsection and she’d burst into tears over something as ridiculous as another woman holding a newborn. He was well accustomed to being around pregnant women and Elena had experienced none of their symptoms.

				Her stomach had remained flat and he suspected the worst.

				Even more than that, his friend Styr was treating her as if she were a ghost. He hardly spoke to his wife and, no matter how Elena tried to please him, it was clear the man had no interest in her.

				‘Go home to your husband, Elena,’ he advised. ‘We’ll finish building on our own.’

				* * *

				Elena stared at the wall while Styr sat at the table for the meal she’d prepared for him. It was midday and her mind was filled up with uncertainty. Styr had been distracted all these weeks and he’d shown little joy in the prospect of a child.

				No longer did he sleep close to her at night. He slept far away from her and not once had he touched her since they’d left Norway. He didn’t love her any more, and he didn’t want their baby.

				He wanted the other woman, Caragh Ó Brannon.

				The knowledge burned through her with a blend of anger and pain. For no matter what she did or said, her husband had fallen in love with someone else.

				She took a bite of her own stew, but although the flavour was good, her stomach twisted at the idea of eating. Perhaps it was the child growing within her...or perhaps it was her own anxiety.

				The truth shadowed her heart, filling her with unrest. The marriage with Styr had been arranged, yes. They had tried to be happy together. But he’d never loved her, no matter how she tried to change herself.

				‘Don’t you like the food?’ she ventured.

				‘It’s good.’ He tried to smile, but she suspected he would have said the same thing had she served him sawdust.

				‘Is there anything I can get for you?’ she ventured. ‘I cleaned your armour earlier today.’ She didn’t like how desperate she sounded, but she wanted conversation from him in some way.

				‘No, there’s nothing.’ He started to clear away the food, but she took it from him.

				‘I’ll take care of it.’ But at the grim look in his eyes, Elena set down the cup she’d taken. She needed to know if the growing distance between them could be healed at all. Was there any chance to bring back the husband who had been her friend? Or was he lost to her, now that he loved another?

				He started towards the door, but she asked, ‘Wait. Before you go...’

				He paused to look at her and she steeled her courage. If he would not make the first move to ease the tension, she could.

				Elena moved forwards to embrace him, hoping he would accept the affection. There had been a time when he’d hugged her often, stroking at her braid.

				But though he accepted her arms around him, his returning squeeze was hardly there at all. It was as if he were embracing a child, not his wife.

				‘I’ll see you later,’ was all he said when he departed. There was no kiss, no offer for more. He’d become a living, breathing stone with no life in him at all.

				Elena stared at the remaining food and his cup. It was hard to catch the breath in her lungs, she was so angry at both of them. When had she become such a meek shadow of a woman? Why was she twisting her life around his, doing everything to please him when he couldn’t even be bothered to speak to her?

				He doesn’t love you, her mind insisted. He never did.

				Then why stay? Why keep trying to heal a marriage that held so many scars, it bled from the wounds they’d inflicted on each other?

				The tears blinded her and she shoved the food and cup to the ground, overturning the table in her fury. She wanted to shatter something, to relieve the dark anger inside. But destroying their home wouldn’t accomplish anything. Although the instinct was strong to put everything back in order, she forced herself to walk away.

				Outside, the afternoon sun was high, casting brilliant rays over the settlement. Their home was built among the others, and all around were the sounds of conversation, weapons striking shields as men trained, and children running around. She stopped to watch them and at the sight of their young faces, the familiar heartache slid back.

				This was why she stayed with a man who didn’t love her. To give her unborn child a father. The idea of raising a baby alone, in a country filled with strangers, terrified her. Were it not for this child, she would divorce Styr.

				It was simple enough to do—she merely had to announce her intentions in front of witnesses. She wrapped her hands around her slender midsection, wondering when she would feel the swell of new life. And whether it would change both of them.

				It’s a lot to ask of an infant, Ragnar had said. But what other choice was there? To bring this new life into the world without a father? She didn’t want to look into her son or daughter’s eyes and admit that their father had left them.

				Though it destroyed her pride to remain married to a man who didn’t want her, she would do what was necessary for this unborn miracle. She had no idea how to win back Styr’s heart, but she would try. It was all she had left.

				Her mind returned to thoughts of Ragnar. He might know what else she could do, since he was friends with Styr. But unbidden came the memory of sleeping with his arms around her. He had been such a comfort to her, she was grateful to him for his protection and companionship.

				But there was more between them, much as she might try to push away the forbidden thoughts. She hadn’t forgotten the warmth of his mouth or the stolen touch of his hand against her breasts. She closed her eyes, aware of how wrong it was. And yet...her own husband had turned to another.

				Elena forced herself to walk back to the dwelling Ragnar was building with their kinsmen. She needed to see him again, to gain his advice.

				If there was any hope of saving her marriage, he might know what to do. Or he could find out.

				You just want to see him again, her mind taunted.

				No. He was only a friend. But even as she continued towards the longhouse, she sensed that she would not like the answers he would give.

				* * *

				Ragnar had spent all afternoon with the hammer, pounding at the beams as the shelter took form. He was grateful for the physical activity, hoping it would exhaust him until he didn’t dream of Elena any more. But she returned to the dwelling a few hours later and he couldn’t guess why.

				‘May I join you?’ she asked, coming to sit near him.

				He didn’t answer, but kept pounding the hammer. His mood was growing even darker and he knew the reason. The woman he loved was married to a man who didn’t want her any more. Styr was only staying for the sake of the baby that Ragnar was more and more convinced didn’t exist.

				‘Do you want a drink of water?’ She poured some into a cup, moving closer. He didn’t know what her reason was for coming here, but the last thing he wanted was for her to start taking care of him.

				When he ignored her, she came closer with the drink, waiting. But when she lifted it towards him, he tossed the hammer aside and pushed the drink away. ‘Stay away from me, Elena.’

				Go back to Styr. Go back to your husband and leave me alone.

				Her face went white, and she looked so stricken. He realised she had no idea why he was angry. She honestly didn’t know the way she tempted him and got under his skin.

				‘I’m sorry. I’m in no mood to see anyone just now.’ He calmed his anger and tried to push away the frustration.

				‘I came to ask for your help,’ she said quietly. ‘But if it’s not a good time, I’ll go.’

				He doubted if it would ever be a good time. The longer he stayed near her, the more he wanted her. Ragnar rested his palms upon the wall for a moment, taking the time to regain control of his anger. She wanted his help, did she?

				He turned to face her, walking closer while he waited for her to speak.

				‘What is it?’

				‘It’s Styr,’ she admitted. ‘Ever since he came back, I don’t know what I can do to please him.’

				The flush on her face spoke of sharing a bed with her husband. Was she truly asking him what would please a man? No. He couldn’t even begin to talk about that. ‘We are not having this conversation.’

				Her face turned scarlet. ‘No, I didn’t mean...that. We haven’t—not since the baby.’

				Relief crashed through him, though he knew it was wrong. Ever since he’d had his own moments with Elena, the idea of Styr touching her was enough to provoke him into violence. He was jealous in a way he couldn’t name and believing that Styr had claimed her body was a torment in itself.

				‘He won’t even talk to me,’ Elena continued. ‘He’s so distant, I don’t know what to do.’

				‘Why do you stay married to him?’ Ragnar demanded. ‘If you have no feelings for one another and you don’t talk, what reason is there?’

				‘He’s been good to me,’ she said. ‘And there’s the baby.’

				‘You’re not pregnant, Elena.’ He couldn’t stop himself from saying the words he believed. It had been too long and it was the only strand holding Styr and her together.

				Elena’s hands moved to her womb and she stood up. ‘Yes, I am. It’s been months now. I must be.’

				The worry in her voice held enough fear that he wished he didn’t have to say this to her. ‘I’ve had sisters who have had children. If you were truly with child, you would be much bigger by now.’ He returned to his hammer, adding, ‘Go and speak with the midwife. She’ll tell you.’

				It was a cruel thing to cut down her dreams and he knew it. But if he was right, better for her to learn it now, rather than later.

				When he turned back to Elena, her eyes filled up with tears. The visible heartbreak made him feel as if he’d just cut her off at the knees. But he wouldn’t take back the words.

				She hugged her waist, meeting his gaze. ‘If there’s no baby—’

				‘Then you have no reason to remain wed to him. Let him go, Elena. You’ll be happier for it.’ She looked as if he’d just knocked her down with the words and he hated seeing the pain on her face.

				But Styr was in love with someone else, enough that he was grieving for the loss. Elena had no hope of winning him back. Not now.

				‘Come here,’ Ragnar commanded, drawing her into an embrace. He pulled her close, not even caring who saw them.

				She started crying and admitted, ‘I’ve already lost him, haven’t I?’

				‘You haven’t lost me,’ he said. Nor would she, even after all this. He refused to feel guilty about offering her comfort. Her tears dampened his tunic, but he didn’t care at all.

				When she finally left, he suspected that she would indeed seek out the midwife. And regardless of the answer, it wouldn’t change the fact that she was still in love with Styr.

				* * *

				She hadn’t gone to see the midwife. There had been no need.

				After she’d begun bleeding that afternoon, Elena knew that Ragnar was right. There was no child and never had been. The realisation had drowned her in sorrow and she’d remained in bed the rest of the day, staring at the wall. Styr found her there and the interior of their house was dark, the fire burned down to only coals.

				Though she’d cleaned up her earlier mess, she hadn’t bothered to prepare anything for an evening meal. When Styr walked inside, he paused a moment and stared at her, seeming to sense that something was terribly wrong.

				‘What is it?’ he asked.

				Elena shook her head, pulling back the coverlet upon their bed. ‘The baby.’

				The baby that had never existed. Even speaking the words made her grieve. It had broken away a piece of her heart to think that her greatest dream had never come to pass. She was still barren and might always be.

				Styr was staring at her with such fear, she forced herself to tell him all of it. ‘I was wrong,’ she admitted. ‘There never was a baby. I began bleeding today.’

				The raw pain wrenched a sob from her and she couldn’t stop herself from weeping. ‘Sometimes a woman doesn’t have her moon time...if she faces peril or times of fear.’

				And certainly she’d endured that. Still, she’d never before missed her menses and she’d had every reason to believe she was with child. It made her question if she’d offended the gods or done something to deserve this barrenness.

				Styr’s arms came around her and she gripped him hard, still crying as she said, ‘I wanted this so much.’

				‘I know.’ His voice was heavy and she knew that he truly was sorry for her. He might not love her, but he did care. She clung to him and in that moment regretted the times when she’d pushed him away. Especially the times when he’d wanted to share her bed and she’d refused him.

				It was just that she’d been so caught up in the desire for a child, after a time there was no joy in being together. That was her fault, not his.

				‘And I haven’t been a good wife to you. Not the way I should have.’ Not only because of the moments she’d spent with Ragnar, but...everything.

				‘I tried to keep everything orderly,’ she continued. ‘But it wasn’t enough.’ She now understood that he didn’t care at all about whether their home was clean and organised. He’d never understood that it was her way of taking command of one aspect of her life, since she couldn’t control her ability to bear children. It had annoyed him, though he’d never said it.

				Elena stared at her husband, at his dark blond hair and the sadness in his eyes. Styr was a good man who deserved to be happy. She’d seen the way he’d looked at the Irishwoman—it was as if he’d lost the best part of himself. It had hurt, knowing that he had never loved her like that, not once in all five years.

				‘I never cared about the house.’ He rubbed her back and the gesture of comfort somehow made everything worse. She didn’t want his kindness now. Anger and frustration she could bear...but not the man who had once been gentle and tender.

				‘You wanted to travel across the seas,’ she said. ‘And I never let you go.’ When there was dissent over who would become the next leader of their tribe, he’d taken her away from home rather than fight against his older brother to become jarl.

				She’d been afraid to travel, for she hated sailing. But she’d gone with him to éire in a last effort to make him happy. Perhaps if she’d let him follow his own dreams, to sail across the seas to distant lands, he might not have resented staying at home.

				‘I knew you didn’t want to travel with me,’ he said. ‘And if I was away, you couldn’t conceive a child.’ He raised his shoulders in a shrug as though it meant nothing that she’d held him back.

				‘That was your dream, not mine,’ she said. ‘I should have given you my blessing, but I was too afraid to be alone.’

				A sliver of fear reached down her spine, making her question her courage now. She didn’t want this life any more. She didn’t want to live in the shadows as the wife he’d kept for reasons of honour, not love.

				She wanted a man to look at her the way he had looked at Caragh.

				For a moment, she pulled back to look into her husband’s eyes. This man had remained at her side for so long, allying their families together. But he didn’t love her. He never had.

				It hurt more deeply than any pain she’d known, but the truth was there, before her eyes. He hadn’t wanted to return to her. He’d been happy with the Irishwoman in a way he’d never been with her.

				She needed to let him go.

				Elena reached up to touch his cheek and admitted, ‘I still love you, Styr.’ Her heart remained heavy, wishing there was a way to mend the broken years between them.

				Her husband didn’t answer at first, but Elena didn’t want lies or words of reassurance. ‘Don’t say it. I’ve known you too long and that isn’t what you feel for me. Not any more.’ She couldn’t stop the tears that ran down her cheeks, knowing how much she was about to lose. Five years had been so long.

				Her words hadn’t been a lie. She did love him enough to do what was necessary now. And that meant making the decision to end this marriage and set him free. A tremor resonated in her heart, for he would be so angry with her. But it was the only chance they had at happiness.

				‘We had some good years together,’ she whispered, through a smile she didn’t feel.

				‘We did.’ His hand came to stroke her hair and there was a thickness to his voice. ‘And we’ll have more.’

				No. No, it was too late for that. He was grieving, not only for the loss of a child they’d never conceived, but for Caragh—the woman who had utterly captured his heart.

				Her courage faltered a moment, but Elena knew this had to be done now, before she could change her mind. It was the best course of action for both of them.

				‘Will you walk with me?’ she asked, hoping he would not guess what she was about to do. Her nerves were unsteady, but he nodded, holding her hand.

				Elena led him towards Ragnar’s house, knowing that this was where they both needed to be. Here, among friends, they would make a new beginning. She could only pray that Styr wouldn’t despise her when it was over.

				Glancing at the structure of the longhouse, she could smell the fresh thatch and wood shavings. She ran her hands over the surface of the logs, knowing that Ragnar had laboured for many hours.

				‘He’ll finish it in another few days,’ Styr said.

				Elena didn’t answer, but opened the door, her heart pounding wildly. Inside, Ragnar was seated with their friends at a long table. He was dressed in a leather tunic and leggings, his rough-cut brown hair framing a strong jaw and dark green eyes.

				Those same eyes fixed upon her and in them, she saw a hunger. She froze a moment, caught up by the intensity. Then a moment later, he responded to something his kinsman said and Elena was left to wonder if she’d imagined it all.

				Roasted pheasant and boar were on large platters, along with pitchers of ale. The men had been telling stories and laughing, but some of their discussion died down when they saw Styr and her.

				Her heartbeat was pounding so fast, her ears were ringing. She knew her husband was curious as to why she’d brought them here. He might believe it was to spend time with their friends, but she had a different purpose in mind.

				You must do this, her conscience insisted.

				‘There is something I would ask of you,’ she said quietly to their friends. She had their full attention now and Styr’s as well. He gave a slight nod and her heartbeat pounded faster. A roaring sensation filled her ears, but she continued. ‘I ask you to bear as witnesses.’

				Though she didn’t want to look into her husband’s eyes and see the anger, Elena forced herself to meet him squarely. She raised her voice so that everyone could hear her, but her gaze remained fixed upon him. ‘I have been wedded to Styr for five years now. In that time, I have been barren and it is unfair of me to bind him in this marriage.’

				She released his hand, her heart crying out as she said clearly, ‘I divorce you, Styr Hardrata. In the presence of these witnesses.’

				Thrice she spoke the words, until it was done.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				Styr appeared stunned at her proclamation and no one spoke in the house. When Elena caught a glimpse of Ragnar’s reaction, his expression, too, was unreadable. Whether or not he cared, she could not say.

				Better to leave now and let them believe what they would. She walked outside, returning to the house she’d shared with Styr. A lightheaded sensation rippled through her. It was done now.

				He would not have admitted defeat, but she loved him enough to let him go. There was no sense in holding on to something that was never meant to be.

				She heard his long strides approaching from behind her. ‘You think to divorce me? Just like that, with no word of explanation?’

				He gave her no opportunity to answer before he lashed out again. ‘Why? I thought you wanted to try again!’

				But there was no sense in trying, when his heart belonged to another. Whether or not he would admit it to himself, she could see it.

				‘We don’t belong together, Styr. We never did and the gods refused to give us children.’

				It was a possible reason, though she didn’t truly believe that. In her heart, she suspected the fault had always been with her.

				‘Did I make you that miserable?’ he demanded.

				‘Yes! And don’t tell me I didn’t do the same to you.’ She stood, facing him with anger of her own. Whether he’d meant to or not, he’d made her unhappy every time he’d looked at her with disappointment. Every time he’d held his silence, while she’d done her best to make him love her.

				In the end, she couldn’t force him to have feelings for her. And she was weary of trying to shape herself into the woman he wanted instead of the woman she was.

				Elena gripped her hands together to stop them from shaking. ‘You tried. Both of us tried, but you were never happy. It doesn’t have to be this way.’

				At least, not for him. He had a woman who adored him. A woman whom he wanted...and she would never forget the sight of them embracing.

				‘I saw the way you looked at her, Styr. I saw the way she held you. She loves you. And you love her, the way you never loved me.’

				She wanted to cry again, but instead it was a resonant pain that squeezed her heart. When he came up behind her and held her, it was not the embrace of a man who regretted what she’d done. There was thankfulness in it.

				He never would have divorced her. He would have lived out the rest of his life, dreaming of someone else he could never have. And for that reason, she’d made the right choice. At least one of them could be happy now.

				‘I want you to go to her,’ Elena said softly. ‘Marry her, if she’s the one you want. And perhaps you’ll have the sons I could never give you.’

				‘What about you?’ He spoke quietly, but there was compassion in his tone.

				‘I’ll stay here for now. I don’t know where I’ll go after that.’

				He dried her tears and took her hand in his, leading her to sit down. Instead of choosing the bed, she sank down to the floor, leaning against the raised pallet. Styr sat beside her.

				‘I’m sorry I wasn’t the husband you needed.’

				It was strange that he should be the one to apologise. Both of them had made mistakes, but she’d never expected him to say so.

				‘It wasn’t terrible,’ she assured him. ‘There were some good moments.’

				The early years had been awkward, but sweet. He’d tried to be a good husband, bringing her gifts and building her their own house. It had been a comfortable life, even if he hadn’t loved her.

				‘Is this truly what you want?’ he asked. ‘A divorce?’

				Asking her this now was hardly worthwhile. ‘I’ve already done it, Styr.’ She forced a smile past the tears. ‘I don’t need your permission to declare it before witnesses.’

				Even so, she softened the words when she leaned her head against his shoulders. Silence fell between them, but it was no longer a silence filled with anger or regret. It was a wistful moment, of a marriage that had ended.

				Styr stood after a time and went over to his belongings. He searched through them, before he retrieved something small, hiding it in his palm. ‘I bought this for you, before we left Hordafylke.’

				He revealed a small ivory comb with the goddess of Freya carved upon it. She took it, recognising it as a token of forgiveness between them. She combed her hair with it, then held it in her hands. ‘It’s beautiful.’

				It was such an unexpected gift and she knew it would be the last. As she studied the ivory, she decided to share the memories of their marriage. For there had been good moments between them.

				‘I was so afraid on the morning of our wedding. So many women warned me that I wouldn’t like our first time together. I thought you would be rough with me.’ She managed a furtive smile. ‘I should have known you’d never do anything to hurt a woman.’

				‘No. And I still never wanted to hurt you,’ he admitted. ‘Even when I met Caragh, I remained faithful.’

				‘But she makes you happy, the way I never did.’ She reached out to touch his heart, knowing it was the truth. It embarrassed her to say it, but she wanted him to leave this night with no guilt. It had to be a new beginning for both of them.

				‘You made me happy, too. In a different way.’ He held her close, stroking her hair. ‘I want you to wed again. Not an arranged match, like ours was. But to a man of your choosing.’

				Likely, he thought that would make her feel better. She had no doubt that he would find Caragh Ó Brannon and wed her, as soon as he could. But she had to decide what to do with her own life.

				She didn’t want to return to Hordafylke. There, she would have to explain to the others that she’d divorced Styr and why. Despite the fact that it was her decision, she didn’t want to see their looks of pity.

				Styr began talking about memories of their marriage that he’d enjoyed. Moments when they’d been younger, still learning about what it was to be man and wife. But she recognised it for what it was—sympathy. He was trying to make her feel better, to ease the blow to her pride.

				She let him talk, even offering her own thoughts from time to time. But inside, the restless feeling grew. Her pride was shredded and she felt the impulse to do something rash. The urge was kindled even higher, with the reckless need to feel as if someone wanted her.

				She couldn’t remain here with a man who didn’t want her, reliving the memories of a failed marriage. If she stayed, she would succumb to the tears of humiliation. She needed to leave right now. Though she could not wander the streets of Dubh Linn, she knew exactly where to go. Ragnar would never turn her away.

				A sudden tension took hold in her stomach as she remembered the forbidden touch she’d shared with him. The caress that never should have happened. And yet it had left her reeling with desire.

				Styr was starting to fall asleep and she urged him to lie down. He did and Elena remained seated on the floor. Once he was asleep, she stepped outside their home. It was long past midnight, but she wasn’t tired at all. The restlessness had evolved into a yearning. Though she didn’t know what she would say to Ragnar when she got there, she wanted him to kiss her again. She wanted him to make her feel as if someone wanted her, even if her husband no longer did.

				He was a good friend, a man she trusted.

				She only hoped he wouldn’t turn her away.

				* * *

				Ragnar jerked awake as a woman’s mouth touched his. It was Elena who had slipped beside him. He knew it from her scent and the shyness of her kiss.

				‘What you are doing here?’ he demanded in a whisper. It was only hours before dawn and several of his friends and kinsmen were sleeping around them.

				She said nothing at first, though her body was pressed beside his. Her hands came up to his face. ‘Don’t send me away. I can’t sleep in my own house this night.’

				He was surprised she hadn’t sent Styr away. After she had announced the divorce, Ragnar had expected his friend to return. The longer the hours had crept on, the more he’d wondered if perhaps Styr had argued with her to change her mind.

				‘He’s going back to the Irishwoman,’ Elena said softly. ‘With my blessing.’

				Pain laced her words and when she burrowed her face against his chest, Ragnar knew he could not force her to go. She needed a sanctuary and he could give that to her now.

				‘I’ll find a bed for you,’ he whispered, starting to sit up.

				‘No.’ She pulled him back down and lay face to face with him. ‘I want to be with you this night.’

				Her meaning became clear when she pulled him back for another kiss. This time, a very different emotion cracked through him. She was tentative, trying to coax a response.

				Her warm mouth moved against his, her tongue touching the seam at his lips. The raw desire to claim her, to conquer the lips that had tormented him over the years, was stronger than he’d ever known.

				But he knew why she was here. And it wasn’t because she wanted him. The dark truth was undeniable—she was using him to forget about her husband. She’d come to him, wanting an escape. And although his body was rejoicing in it, his brain was raging.

				Ragnar kissed her back, but not as a gentle lover would. No, he became the aggressor, ravaging her mouth. She mistakenly believed that he would give her what she wanted. But he refused to be a substitute for the man she desired in her bed.

				He fully intended to frighten her away, but instead she let out a shuddering breath, meeting his tongue with her own. She was aroused by this. He could sense it in the way her skin warmed beneath his hands and the way her back arched.

				Her fingers pushed through his hair and his body hardened as she thrust her tongue against his. He could take her here, without anyone knowing of it. It was a matter of lifting her skirts and sliding between her legs. She would allow it, for that was why she’d come. He could silence her moans. The idea of joining with the woman he’d loved for so long was a dark temptation.

				But she doesn’t want you, the voice of reason reminded him. She’s using you to forget her pain.

				The more Ragnar thought of it, the angrier it made him. He didn’t want to be her escape. If she had come to him because she’d genuinely cared, that might have changed his mind. Instead, he broke away.

				‘You don’t want this, Elena.’

				Her breathing had quickened and she traced her fingers over his cheek. ‘Yes, I do,’ she whispered. ‘This has been the worst night I’ve ever endured and you were the only one I wanted to be with.’

				God help him, but he wanted to believe it. In the shadowed darkness, he took her hand and led her to sit up. ‘Come with me.’

				Ragnar didn’t want her here, not surrounded by so many kinsmen. He led her back outside, to the small lean-to where he’d stored grain and hay for the animals. The space was dark and enclosed, with no one to see them.

				When he pulled the door closed, her hands came around his neck, pulling him near. ‘Make me forget all of this,’ she pleaded.

				He tasted the desperation in her lips, mingled with the yearning of a lonely woman. If he were a cruel man, he’d take her offering. Tonight he would finally taste her skin and know the pleasure of loving her.

				But he wasn’t that man. And he didn’t want his first moment with Elena to be like this.

				‘No.’ He stepped back, and the cold night air spiralled between them. ‘You’re not thinking clearly right now.’

				‘I don’t want to think at all.’

				‘I won’t let you compare us,’ he said harshly. He didn’t care how stark the words were. ‘I don’t want to be the man you use, for the sake of forgetting your troubles. You’re better than that, Elena.’

				She let out a heavy sigh and reached for his hands. ‘Ragnar, I didn’t mean it in that way.’

				‘You did and you know this.’ He pressed her back against the wooden wall, letting her feel his arousal pressed against her. ‘If you want me, it won’t be because you want to drown out the memories of another man. Especially when that man is my friend.’

				‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. She leaned her cheek against him, and added, ‘It’s just that...he never really wanted me. It was duty and a means of conceiving a child. Never out of joy.’ She lowered her head. ‘I always thought there was something wrong with me.’

				The scent of her skin and the temptation of her flesh were starting to unbind his good intentions. ‘Look at me,’ he commanded. ‘There’s nothing wrong with you. You were two good people who weren’t meant to be together.’

				‘Then who am I meant to be with?’ she asked. ‘I can’t feel things the way a normal woman would. I didn’t enjoy my marriage and there weren’t any children to bring joy to it.’

				He reached a hand up to her face and felt the presence of tears again. Freya forgive him, but he hated to see her cry. ‘Don’t, kjære. Not with me.’

				He leaned in to kiss her, wanting only to reassure her. But her hands slipped beneath his tunic to touch his bare skin. She stroked his lower back and the touch tore apart his sense of responsibility.

				She helped him remove the tunic and her hands moved over his skin, learning him. ‘Why did you never marry, Ragnar? Any woman would be glad to call you her husband.’

				Because he couldn’t have her. Elena was the one woman he’d ached to possess. Though his body wanted to claim her now, he knew it would damage what there was between them.

				‘Do you want me to take you back?’ he asked, ignoring her question. He wasn’t going to bare his thoughts before her, not so soon.

				‘Not yet.’ Her hands moved away from him and she stepped back. There was a rustle of fabric and then she admitted, ‘I wasn’t intending to use you tonight, Ragnar.’

				‘If you had, you’d regret it, come the dawn,’ he said.

				‘Perhaps. But I wanted you to know...when you kiss me, I feel beloved.’ She leaned in to embrace him and he inhaled sharply when her bare breasts touched his chest. Gods above, she’d let her gown fall to her waist. He could feel the taut buds of her nipples and at that moment, he lost sight of every shred of honour.

				She had come to seduce him—that much was clear. But tonight he refused to let her direct him.

				‘This is your last chance to leave,’ he said quietly, drawing his hands over her bare back. ‘If you stay, you’ll do as I command. And I’ll claim your body, whether you will it or not.’

				* * *

				Thank the gods. The storm of tremulous feelings was flooding through her in a way she craved. She knew what there was between a man and a woman and didn’t fear it. Styr had never hurt her and there were times when the sensations had pleased her.

				But in the past two years, she’d been so consumed with thoughts of having a child, she could no longer take pleasure in the act.

				Tonight would be different. Just the touch of Ragnar’s hard body against her softness had evoked an aching desire she could not deny. He kissed her hard, plundering her mouth as he demanded her surrender.

				She didn’t yield to him the way he wanted her to. Instead, she kissed him back, trying to make him understand why she was here. She was tired of being a shadow, ignored and overlooked.

				His mouth trailed down her collarbone, closer to her breasts. She wanted to feel the warmth of his kiss upon her nipples, to feel the pull of dark desire.

				Instead, he circled ever closer, without giving her what she wanted. The proximity of his mouth was torture and between her legs, she grew wet with need. Elena stripped away the rest of her gown, stepping out of it until she was naked before him. She wanted to be consumed by Ragnar, to lose herself in this.

				‘Slow down,’ he ordered. ‘We have time.’

				She didn’t want him to take his time. She wanted a quick coupling, to release the tension and frustration inside. Just as she was about to speak, his tongue flicked against one nipple.

				It was like the crack of a whip lashing over her body and she shuddered at the sensation. By the gods, she’d never known such a fevered reaction.

				He echoed it with the other breast, his heated breath tormenting her. His hands moved over her hips to her bottom and he guided her legs apart.

				‘I want you crying out for me, before I fill you,’ he murmured against her ear. ‘I want you so ready, you’re shaking.’

				His words deepened her arousal and when he bent to take her nipple in his mouth, she felt the sudden intrusion of his fingers sinking inside her. The shock made her knees buckle and her fingernails dug into his shoulders.

				‘Not enough,’ he said, penetrating her with his hand and withdrawing. ‘You came to me, wanting this. But it will be on my terms, not yours.’

				She reached for the ties of his hose, wanting to feel his body against her. He was hard and powerful, and the excitement of his touch was already causing her to tremble.

				Anticipation filled her imagination and as he kissed a path lower, his hands moved again. He filled her with two fingers while his thumb teased the hooded flesh of her womanhood.

				It was dizzying, the feelings crashing over her. Though she shouldn’t be here with him, not like this, it felt incredibly sinful to take pleasure from his forbidden touch. She was leaning in to him, opening her legs wider in preparation for more.

				Her breathing was uneven as he continued to touch and tease. Her hand slipped beneath the waist of his hose and she was rewarded by the velvet softness of his length in her hand. When she tried to remove his clothing, he stopped her.

				‘Sit down,’ he ordered, moving her towards a sack of grain. ‘I’ve not finished with you yet.’

				Elena obeyed and when he stopped touching her, she felt the coolness of the night air against her skin. Her mind began to think more clearly and she suddenly realised that she’d divorced her husband and was about to give herself to his best friend.

				What did that make her? Was this the woman she’d become? The rise of understanding made her feel awkward, uneasy about this choice.

				But then his mouth closed over her breast, suckling hard while his hand abruptly filled her. He blew against the sensitive nipple, nipping at her flesh while he invaded again and again.

				Elena was in shock, unable to grasp the wild frenzy of need that possessed her. He was in command of her body, evoking a reaction she’d never felt before.

				‘Ragnar, I can’t breathe.’ She shuddered against him, leaning back as her hands clutched his head. He slowed the pace of his finger thrusts and she prayed he would soon end this.

				‘I want you inside me,’ she begged.

				‘You won’t have me,’ he countered, nudging his thumb against the nub that was now a delicious torture. ‘Not in that way. At least, not yet.’ His breath moved over her stomach, down to the hollows of her hips, and she felt his mouth rest upon her mons.

				His fingers remained sheathed within her and her imagination bolted with a burst of heat as his mouth moved closer. And when his tongue touched her intimate flesh, she came apart, writhing as the climax ripped through her. She clenched against his fingers, pulling his mouth back to hers. When she kissed him, she pleaded, ‘Now, Ragnar.’

				Instead, he broke the kiss, his eyes narrowed. ‘No.’

				She didn’t understand him, but when he adjusted the ties of his clothing, she realised that he wasn’t going to make love to her. He’d given her a searing taste of what it would be like to share his bed, but that was all.

				He pulled her gown over her head, helping her to dress. As he did, his hands slid over her breasts, rekindling the need.

				Confusion swelled up inside her, for he’d given her a sharp release, taking nothing for himself. And when he’d finished tying the laces of her gown, he leaned in to her ear.

				‘I won’t let myself be used by any woman, søtnos. Not even you.’

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Ragnar continued building his house over the next few days, needing the distraction from Elena. Guilt weighed upon him from the night he’d touched her, despite the fact that she’d ended her marriage. He should have turned her away from the moment she’d come to him.

				And yet it was impossible to release the years of longing. He’d been unable to refuse her, knowing that she’d needed someone to comfort her...but he never should have let things go that far. More than that, Elena had begun avoiding him, as if she regretted what they’d both done. Neither of them had been thinking clearly and he questioned what to do now.

				For the past few years, he’d dreamed of the day when he was free to love her openly...and yet the invisible barriers had not lifted. He didn’t delude himself into thinking she was over the loss of her husband.

				It would take time to let go of five years. And even though she’d turned to him that night, he knew better than to think she’d wanted him.

				* * *

				Five years earlier

				She was standing before the edge of the fjord, staring into the silvery water. Ragnar watched over Elena, just as the tall hills shadowed the water running between them.

				Her hair was braided back from her temples, the long waving strands falling to her waist. The green apron she wore accentuated her slender waist and golden brooches fastened it near her shoulders.

				‘Come and stand with me,’ she offered, turning to face him. Though she attempted a smile, he saw the rise of anxiety on her face.

				Within another day, she would be married to Styr. The thought of it was like a fist squeezing the life from his throat.

				‘I’m nervous about what will happen on the morrow,’ she admitted. ‘I know that’s foolish, since I’ve known Styr for so many years.’ She crossed her arms, rubbing at her shoulders.

				‘He will make a good husband for you,’ Ragnar agreed. His friend was the second-born son of their jarl and more likely to be the next leader. ‘You’ve nothing to fear.’

				She reached for his hand, guiding him along the edge of the lake. Though it was only a gesture of friendship, inviting him to walk with her, the simple touch of her palm upon his was a jolt of fire from their joined hands all the way to his heart.

				‘I know I should be happy about this marriage,’ she said. ‘He’s handsome, and I do think I love him. But it’s just—’ Her words broke off and she shrugged. ‘He intimidates me.’

				Whereas she’d never held any such reservations with him. A rise of frustration came forth, for he was a warrior, the same as Styr. He was a stronger fighter now and he could defeat any enemy with his sword.

				‘And I don’t intimidate you?’ he teased, his voice holding a darker edge.

				There was a sudden flush on her cheeks and she averted her gaze. For a brief moment she hesitated, before saying, ‘Of course not. We’re friends and you would never harm me.’

				He drew her to stand before him, his height making it easy to stare down on her. ‘I can be very intimidating,’ he said, leaning even closer.

				When Elena had to tilt her head back, she returned an honest smile. ‘To some.’ She rested her palms on his chest and gripped his tunic as she tilted so far back, he had to hold her to keep her from falling.

				A slight laugh escaped her before he set her back on her feet. ‘Styr will take good care of you. Or I’ll kill him.’

				They continued walking along the edge, until they reached a cluster of large stones surrounding a pool.

				‘I’ll tell him that,’ she teased in return. But there was still a flustered air about her. When she leaned back against one of the stones, she appeared uneasy.

				Ragnar came to lean beside her and he stared up at the sky. ‘There’s something else bothering you.’

				She wouldn’t look at him, but agreed, ‘Yes.’

				‘Go on, then.’ He waited for her to talk to him, though he wasn’t certain he wanted to hear her confession.

				She let out a sigh and at last turned to him. ‘I’m worried I won’t please him. I know he doesn’t feel the same way about me.’ Her face turned red and she shook her head. ‘It’s nothing you can help with.’

				‘You don’t have to marry him,’ he said suddenly. You could marry me. The words were on the edge of his mouth and he bit them back before he could say anything more.

				‘My father would be furious with me if I didn’t. It’s a strong alliance.’

				‘And one that doesn’t have to be made through your marriage. Another of your sisters could marry him.’

				But Elena shook her head. ‘No, all the arrangements have been made. My father has spent a great deal of silver on the feast and the celebration. It will happen, whether I’m ready for it or not.’

				He reached out to take her hand. Tell her, his conscience urged. Give her the choice instead of remaining silent.

				But instead of words, he laced his fingers with hers and moved in front of her. His time was running out. If he said nothing, she would marry his best friend the next day. He was torn between his own desires and what was best for her. She deserved a man of high wealth and social standing. Not someone like him, only good for wielding a sword.

				‘You always have a choice, Elena.’ He released her hands, watching her sea-green eyes. He wanted her to know that he would always be there for her.

				The colour stole away from her face, but she didn’t take her eyes from his. Her lips parted and he wondered if she would allow him to kiss her. To show her the words he’d buried away behind years of frustration.

				Ragnar rested his palms on either side of the stone, giving her every chance to pull away. His heart was quickening within his chest and her own breathing had grown shorter, as if she were afraid of what there could be between them.

				Neither spoke and he sensed that if he made a single move, the moment would shatter.

				‘Ragnar,’ she whispered, reaching up to touch his cheek. The warmth of her fingers pooled inside him, awakening a hunger he’d held back for years. He wanted this woman with every breath that was in him.

				‘Elena!’ came another voice.

				The spell was broken immediately and she pushed him back, moving away from the shelter of the rocks. Ragnar closed his eyes, damning himself for not speaking. The chance was gone now.

				He followed her and saw her father, Karl, approaching with Styr. ‘There you are,’ the older man said. ‘Before you are wedded, I thought you and your betrothed should spend one last day together. I’ve made arrangements for the both of you.’ The shielded glare he sent towards Ragnar spoke volumes.

				Styr, on the other hand, greeted him warmly. ‘Tonight, our kinsmen are having a celebration to mark the last day I am unwed. You’ll come, won’t you?’

				Ragnar nodded. The idea of getting drunk to the point of oblivion was a welcome one.

				‘Go on, then,’ Karl said. ‘I want to speak with Ragnar a moment about the preparations.’

				The older man waited until they were out of earshot and he sent Ragnar a dark look. ‘Stay away from my daughter. Or I’ll see to it that you’re whipped within an inch of your life.’

				‘You can do nothing to me.’ Ragnar drew himself up to his full height, resting his hand upon his sword hilt. If Karl so much as dared to threaten him, he wouldn’t hesitate to defend himself.

				A slow smile curved across the man’s face. ‘Whose word will they believe? I am a respected leader and a friend to Styr’s father. The jarl won’t allow anyone to interfere with this marriage. I could claim that you’ve stolen silver from me. Or perhaps you’ve dishonoured another of my daughters. My words hold more power than you’ll ever have.’

				Karl spat upon the ground. ‘That’s as much as your life is worth, Ragnar Olafsson. You’ll never come near any of my daughters.’

				A black rage swirled inside of Ragnar, and he longed to crack his fist across the man’s jaw for the insult.

				But it was her father. He couldn’t lay a hand on the man or risk Elena’s hatred. His hands were clenched at his sides and he struggled to contain his fury. The need to release the violence was rising hotter and once the man was gone, he ran along the edge of the lake. He drove his pace harder, running past the quadrants of houses until he reached his father’s house on the furthest side.

				But even the exertion did nothing to diminish the vicious hatred. He was sick to death of being treated like an outcast. He’d trained hard, learning to wield every weapon until he’d mastered them.

				He saw an axe lying near the woodpile and reached for it. As he split the wood chunks, the rhythmic motion of the work did nothing to calm the storm brewing inside him.

				Not good enough, the wood sang as the metal bit through the log. He hacked at the pine, letting the rage pour through him. Sweat dripped from his brow and his muscles strained as he worked.

				The door to their house opened and he saw his father stagger outside, a wooden cup in his hand.

				‘I saw you go off with Elena,’ came his father’s voice from behind him. ‘But she’s promised to Styr. She would never leave him for a man like you.’

				Ragnar let the axe sink into the wood before he spun to face Olaf. ‘We’re only friends.’

				‘Are you?’ Olaf met his gaze with hardened eyes of his own. ‘Or did you want to steal her away because you think you’re in love with her?’

				Ragnar could smell the mead upon his father’s breath. But this time, when the man’s fist came towards his jaw, he blocked the blow with his forearm and retaliated with a fist to his father’s head.

				Olaf exploded with anger, but Ragnar welcomed the fight. For so many years, he’d been too young to defend himself. Too weak to shield himself from the blows that had cracked his ribs and broken his nose.

				This time, he returned blow for blow, releasing the years of anger. Fighting back for the sake of the young boy who had suffered in silence, knowing there was no one who cared to stop the man.

				His father’s blood was upon his hands, but the bleakness of his past drowned out all else. He heard nothing, saw nothing except the man who had taunted him. There was only the mindless blur of exchanging blows.

				‘Ragnar!’ Elena was hurrying towards him, but even she could not stop him from the destruction that had been unleashed.

				He didn’t care what happened to him any more. His own father hated him and now Ragnar would have his own vengeance. His fist crunched against bone and he was dimly aware that his father was on the ground, unmoving.

				Styr dragged him back and Ragnar fought to free himself. ‘Don’t,’ his friend warned. ‘He’s nearly dead as it is.’

				Dead. The word sank into him like talons. The haze of anger lifted and he saw Elena staring at him as if he were a monster. His father’s face was covered in blood and Ragnar stared at his own hands in disbelief.

				By the gods, what had come over him? He hardly knew himself and he took a step back when Elena came near.

				‘Are you all right?’ she whispered.

				‘Stay back.’ He didn’t trust himself. Never before had such an uncontrollable rage come over him. His hands were shaking and he realised an undeniable truth. He’d become just the man his father had been.

				Violent. Filled with unstoppable rage.

				‘Send for a healer,’ Styr ordered Elena, and she hurried off. Ragnar couldn’t move and when his friend guided him away, he barely heard the man’s words.

				‘I’ll swear to any witness that he raised a hand to you first. He deserves this after the way you were beaten all your life.’

				But Ragnar could only shake his head. He had fought, out of rage and frustration. This was his fault and he dreaded the thought of looking into the jarl’s eyes, admitting his deed.

				‘I’ll go,’ he said. But his friends had refused to allow it.

				Olaf had died a few days later. Whether it was from the wounds or from the illness of drinking too much, it didn’t matter. From that moment on, Ragnar had known that a darkness lurked within him, a violent temper beyond his control.

				* * *

				It was for that reason that he could not be with Elena. Though he wanted to start over, to try to be the right man for her, he feared the violence that lay buried inside.

				Elena didn’t know the man he was. She believed he was a good man, a close friend whom she could turn to, now that her life had fallen apart.

				He wasn’t a good man. A good man would never have touched her so intimately, taking advantage of her wild grief that night.

				Ragnar was grateful when Styr left with a few men to return to Gall Tír. At least now he wouldn’t have to face his friend, after what he’d done to Elena.

				* * *

				Elena walked through the marketplace, her thoughts in turmoil. In her mind, she’d replayed every moment of the night she’d tried to seduce Ragnar. Never in her wildest imaginings had she guessed that there could be such fire between them.

				He’d brought her to fulfilment, taking nothing for himself. And she had to admit to herself that not once in her marriage to Styr had she felt such a connection. She’d revelled in Ragnar’s touch, wanting so much more from him. Confusion spun within her mind, for she’d never guessed that it could be like this with any man. Especially her closest friend.

				Or was he a friend any more? By the grace of Freya, he’d made her feel desirable. He’d awakened her to sensations she’d never dreamed of and she no longer knew what to believe. She’d been blinded, never seeing the man who was beside her all along. Although she didn’t know what was happening between them, the line of friendship had been breached.

				Shame darkened her cheeks, for she’d wanted him to lie with her, to make her feel desirable, when that wasn’t fair to him. He’d all but shoved her away that night, claiming he would not allow her to use him.

				And now he was avoiding her.

				Elena knew why. Yet she didn’t want to turn away, behaving as if nothing had happened. She wanted to spend time with Ragnar, trying to make sense of the muddled thoughts in her mind. They had grown so close when they’d been stranded together and she’d come to rely upon him. Now that she was alone again, she didn’t want their friendship to end because of her foolish impulse.

				She finished making her purchases in the marketplace, while her kinsman Hring shadowed her. Though she would have preferred to go with Ragnar, she’d hardly seen him these past few days.

				The sound of merchants arguing with one another blended with the noise of animals being herded through the streets. Elena spied two children chasing one another and it evoked the ache of envy within her. The dream of bearing a child hadn’t faded, despite the years. She still wanted to cradle an infant in her arms, no matter how long she had to wait.

				Her gaze shifted to the crowds of people and in the shadows, she saw many children with lean faces, their eyes revealing hunger. Some were born of slaves and had almost nothing to call their own. Others had lost their parents in raids.

				She walked deeper into the city and in one section the scent of smoke lingered. Several fires had been set by the Danes a few weeks ago, after she’d returned with Styr. At the sight of the skeletal houses, Elena was glad she’d been gone during the attack. She couldn’t imagine what horrors that night must have wrought.

				She frowned, suddenly realising that many children might have been orphaned that night if their fathers or mothers had fought for them. They might need someone to take care of them, if they had no living relatives.

				The idea took root within her, circling with possibility.

				‘Where is Ragnar?’ she asked Hring suddenly. She wondered what he would think if she fostered some of the orphans. It would give her a sense of purpose, a way of filling up the endless hours of the day.

				‘He’s been spending his time sparring against some of the Irish. They wager on whether or not he’ll win. It’s a good way to earn silver.’

				Elena frowned, not wanting to think of it. Although Ragnar was undeniably a strong fighter, if he defeated many men, it would also give him more enemies— enemies who wouldn’t hesitate to hunt him down and take back their silver.

				‘Will you take me to him?’ she asked quietly.

				Hring obeyed and they crossed through the crowd of people gathering to watch the fighters. Elena pushed her way to the front and saw Ragnar standing off to the side, bare from the waist up. His skin was oiled and it was clear from the blood on his lip that he’d already fought.

				She met his gaze and saw not a trace of remorse in him. He’d come here wanting to fight and judging from the pouch at his waist, it seemed that he’d won a few matches.

				Elena ignored the people around her and strode forwards to speak with him. Had he forgotten the arrow wound in his leg so soon? Why would he do this? Though she was angry, she forced herself to hold her tongue.

				When she stood before him, she suddenly felt small, in contrast to his strength. His biceps were so thick, she couldn’t span them with both palms. The gleam of his skin caught her attention and her mouth went dry. Although she knew the oil made it more difficult for an enemy to seize him, she could not help but wonder if a woman had helped to rub it into his skin.

				A jolt of resentment caught her and once again, she felt uncertain about her feelings for this man. There was no reason to be jealous.

				Yet she could not deny the invisible ties between them, especially after the night he’d touched her.

				‘I would like to speak with you, if you’ve finished here,’ she said in a low voice.

				‘And if I haven’t?’ He crossed his arms and again she saw the corded muscles flex across his broad chest.

				Her pulse tightened with frustration, but she reached out to rest her hand upon his heart. Slowly, she drew her palm over his oiled skin. ‘Please.’

				A low hiss sounded from him and his dark green eyes flared. There was the sound of men laughing and a few ribald jokes. Ragnar silenced them without a word and his hand came to rest upon the back of her neck. When he guided her away, his hand wasn’t at all gentle.

				Hring was following them, but once they were away from the others, Ragnar ordered the man to return home alone.

				‘Do you want to put on your tunic?’ Elena asked, feeling suddenly awkward that he was still half-clothed.

				‘What I want is to know why you interrupted.’ His anger made it clear that he didn’t appreciate her interference. She was taken aback by it and her first instinct was to retreat and apologise.

				But then, that was what she would have done with Styr. She’d allowed herself to fall away into the background, never once voicing her own opinions.

				That woman was gone. Now, she would speak her mind and, if Ragnar did not care for it, what did it matter?

				‘You shouldn’t fight among the men,’ she said. ‘It’s dangerous and I don’t want you to be hurt.’

				‘It’s nothing I’m not used to, Elena,’ he responded, starting to escort her back.

				But she refused to be mollified. ‘You could die.’

				‘Not always. Sometimes when blood is drawn, a victor is chosen.’

				He made it sound as if there was nothing to fear. But she’d seen fights before and didn’t delude herself into thinking that a man could walk away from every battle. ‘It isn’t worth the broken ribs or the risk of dying,’ she told him.

				‘It’s a way for me to earn a living. Unless you’d rather I went raiding with the others and left you here.’ His palm touched her spine as he guided her through the people.

				‘I don’t want you to leave, no. But neither do I think you should wager your fighting against theirs.’

				He didn’t answer her at first. When they reached her house, Elena stopped. ‘Why are you doing this?’

				‘Because I need the distraction.’ His face turned fierce and she felt her body responding to his words, knowing exactly why he was distracted. Although he could fight to release the restless energy in him, she could not do the same. And with each day that passed, she found herself searching for a way to fill the hours.

				‘Fighting is my skill, Elena. I’m not a merchant or a sailor. It’s not who I am.’

				She knew that and was well aware that he kept up his daily training to maintain strength and agility. In his eyes, she saw the stony pride. It wasn’t doubt in his abilities. But this was about a risk she didn’t want him to take.

				‘Why don’t you build houses?’ she suggested. ‘You’re strong and you have a good eye for it.’

				‘No, you’re the one with the eye for it,’ he countered. ‘It’s not what I want, Elena.’

				She knew that, but it was the only thing she could think of. ‘I worry about you. I don’t want you to be hurt.’

				‘Is that the only reason?’ he demanded. His voice deepened and she was caught up in the spell of his green eyes.

				‘No,’ she whispered.

				Ragnar reached for her hand and she threaded her fingers with his. The warmth of his palm was a touch that pulled her deeper into an awareness of him.

				‘I would never want anything to happen to you,’ she said quietly. ‘And I want things to be as they once were between us.’

				He pulled her closer, leaning in against her ear. ‘You already crossed the line, søtnos. It won’t ever be the same.’

				Her face coloured and she bit her lower lip. There was a new tension between them, now that Styr was gone. And it was entirely her fault, for seeking him out that night. No longer was there the easy sense of camaraderie between them. It felt as if she’d not only lost her husband, but she’d also lost her best friend.

				‘Don’t waste your pity on me, kjære. I’ll do what I must to earn my way.’

				‘It’s not pity,’ she insisted. And although he likely wanted to turn from her now, she wanted to confront him, to make him see the truth.

				Elena opened the door and waited for him to follow. He hesitated, crossing his arms as if he had no desire to enter. But a moment later, he did.

				The air within her home was cool, for the fire had died down. Yet the anger emanating from Ragnar was a fire in itself. He didn’t want to be here; that much was clear.

				Elena set down her basket and added a few bricks of peat to the hearth. The space had grown tighter somehow and she felt her skin rise with gooseflesh in memory of the other night. His silent stare was unnerving her right now.

				‘I don’t like fighting with you,’ she said at last. ‘I used to be able to talk with you about anything. After all that’s happened, I don’t want to lose that.’ She reached out to take his hand and his rough palm was warm against hers.

				His expression remained dark and stoic. ‘You don’t want a man like me, Elena.’

				From deep inside, she found a courage she’d never expected. ‘But you want a woman like me. Don’t you.’ It wasn’t a question. She kept her eyes locked upon him, daring him to walk away.

				Ragnar stepped forwards, backing her against the wall. Instead of feeling cornered, she felt as if she’d fallen under his possession.

				She didn’t understand the power Ragnar held over her, but she couldn’t tear her gaze away from him. Once again, the sudden ripple of awareness slid over her body, making her wonder what was happening between them.

				‘I’ve always wanted a woman like you,’ he murmured. ‘But you deserve better.’

				‘I think you’re afraid of me.’ Another breathless flood of warmth passed over her. She didn’t understand the stormy feelings, but she didn’t want him to walk away now.

				‘You don’t owe me anything, Elena.’

				She stared at him, realising that he was trying to push her away. He didn’t want or need her opinions.

				But this time, his words fired up more anger. She did care about what happened to him, whether he believed it or not. ‘I owe you my life,’ she said. ‘You guarded me when we were both stranded and you saved me from the men who tried to attack me.’

				She took a step forwards, adding, ‘Fighting to save lives is one matter. Fighting for profit is too grave a risk.’ She softened her tone, trying to make him see. ‘I don’t want anything to happen to you, Ragnar. You’re—’ She struggled to find the right words. ‘You’re important to me.’

				‘No.’ He pulled her hands away from him, holding them fast. ‘You’re only hurting after losing your husband. You want someone to take his place.’

				Did he truly believe that? Elena frowned, because she didn’t want another husband. She simply wanted Ragnar to be safe after all that they’d endured together. ‘That’s not true.’

				‘What about the other night when you came to me?’ His gaze locked upon hers. ‘Did you think I wouldn’t guess why you were there?’

				His fury was seething and she’d had enough of his suspicions. ‘I came to you for comfort.’ She stood up to him, adding, ‘I thought we were friends.’

				‘I’m not your friend, Elena.’ His voice cracked against the silence like a roll of thunder.

				‘No,’ she whispered. You’re more than that.

				Anticipation heightened within her, the memories of his touch compelling her. He said nothing and she leaned back to look into his dark green eyes.

				‘I feel as if I don’t even know you,’ she admitted. ‘Not the way I thought I did.’

				‘You know exactly who I am.’ His body tightened with tension. ‘And you know what I’ve done in the past.’

				‘What happened to your father wasn’t your fault.’ Elena reached up to frame his face in her hands. ‘I don’t blame you for it.’

				Ragnar strode away from her, as if he didn’t want her touch. He tossed his weapons, one by one on the table before he crossed over to her. ‘Don’t make the mistake of believing I’m safe, Elena. When Styr was between us, honour kept my hands off you.’ Slowly, he took her hand in his, leading her towards the bed. He pressed her back on the mattress, trapping her wrists with his hands until she lay beneath him. ‘I can’t make that promise now.’

				Her heartbeat slammed within her chest as she felt the evidence of his arousal pressed close. Her body responded instantly, flaring with needs she couldn’t name. ‘You’re trying to frighten me.’ When he held her imprisoned in this way, she felt like a conquest of battle, about to be taken. But she was not afraid. Not of the man whom she knew would die before harming her.

				Ragnar’s eyes were like stone, his mouth a firm slash. He moved in lower until she felt the weight of his body against her.

				She knew he was waiting for her to push him away. He was trying to provoke her into hatred and she could not name the reason. But she saw through his actions to the man who believed that he was worth nothing.

				‘Tell me to leave you alone,’ he demanded, while his mouth descended to the softness of her throat. A thousand shivers broke forth. Though she knew she should speak, no man save Ragnar had ever made her feel this way.

				He was reaching past the years of hurt, pushing back the boundaries until she was made new again. She was weary of being made to feel that her body was only meant for childbearing and that she was a failure. She closed her eyes, savouring the sensation of his mouth.

				‘It’s too soon for this,’ he said against her skin. He moved his hand up the hem of her skirt until his palm touched her bare skin. ‘If you let me touch you, you’ll hate me for it.’

				In spite of his dark anger, the merest pressure of his fingers sent her body into shock. He drew his hand between her thighs, his knuckles brushing against her intimate opening.

				She was wet already, almost ashamed at how fast he’d made her respond. His expression was unyielding and she forced herself not to move. Ragnar fumbled with the ties of his leggings and, a moment later, she felt his arousal pressed against her.

				‘Is this what you want from me?’ he demanded. ‘To forget about Styr by using me?’

				‘No,’ she breathed. But his actions were so unexpected, she couldn’t stop the thrill of desire that pushed through her. Needs pounded within her veins and she wanted him closer still, hoping he would slide inside.

				Elena revelled in the turbulent desire that he’d kindled. It had been such a long time since she’d been with a man. And this forbidden lover brought out a side to her that she’d never known was there.

				He was swollen and hard. A moment later, he lifted her to straddle him. His hands dug into the mattress, his eyes flaring. ‘I swear, I won’t touch you. If this is what you want from me, you’ll have to take it yourself.’

				His fury held a violent edge that frightened her. He was trying to prove a point and though she ought to be ashamed, she’d never imagined it would go this far. She sat upon his lap, her skirts tangled in her knees. Likely he expected her to balk and refuse him.

				He would never expect her to take the offering.

				Elena reached for his erection. He was large and firm, his skin like heated silk. The moment she took his shaft in one hand, he nearly sat up, giving a sharp intake of breath.

				Without speaking, she held him, fisting his length while she adjusted her skirts. He was trying to intimidate her, and it had nearly worked...except that she’d never felt such arousal before.

				She wanted him inside her, despite the cold rage. He would hate her for this and she didn’t care.

				Gently, she pushed the rounded head of him into her moist entrance, a cry escaping her at the delicious friction. Ragnar sat up, his hands clenching her hips. There was a blend of lust and hatred in his eyes, as if he’d never expected her to obey him.

				She began to move up and down against him and the act took on a more primal note. With both of them clothed, she could only lose herself in sensation, for she could not see his body entering hers. She could only feel.

				It was like a steel dagger sheathed within her as she continued to move against him, thrusting gently.

				‘You didn’t think I would, did you?’ she accused. She lifted his hands to the thin linen covering her breasts, needing his touch to push her harder.

				But he let them fall back to his sides. ‘No. And I’ll not help you in this, either.’

				His words struck her cold and she understood, then, that he truly believed this was about using him. Her conscience cried out at how wrong it was, while her body continued to squeeze him, thrusting and withdrawing.

				There was perspiration on his brow and a tightness on his features. He was trying not to take pleasure and the more he fought her, the more she decided that she would enjoy this.

				She unfastened the brooches that held her apron against her gown, then loosened the laces until her bodice fell lower. With her own hands, she reached for her breasts, letting him see them as she rode him at her own pace.

				The sight of her bare flesh did evoke a reaction, for she sensed him pressing back. With her hands, she caressed her own nipples, letting him look his fill. No longer did she care that he wasn’t going to touch her. The heady sensation of being in command was something she’d never before experienced.

				Always she’d been beneath her husband, accepting him into her body. Never had she taken him. Her breathing went unsteady and she bounced harder, pinching her own nipples as she rode him. Ragnar’s eyes were closed, his face taut as he struggled against her.

				He was an iron shaft within her, so rigid—she had never felt so filled. She had done this to him. And by the gods, she would bring him to such a release, he would regret what he’d said to her.

				With one hand on her breast, she moved the other down her body to the place where they were joined. Her finger and thumb surrounded him as she sank upon his erection.

				More. She wanted him writhing beneath her and she increased the pace. He closed his eyes, his face strained as she continued to thrust against him. The pressure against her sensitive nub was enough to make her come apart, shuddering as the pleasure crested within.

				He was fighting to breathe and she squeezed him hard, demanding, ‘Did you feel the way you pleasured me, Ragnar?’ She never ceased her motions and she saw how close he was to the edge. ‘It felt so good.’

				Her words were what changed him. His hands came against her hips, jacking against her with violent thrusts as he filled her. A groan tore from him as he emptied himself, taking the release he needed.

				Elena lay atop him, her heart thundering inside. She rested her cheek against him, her body still filled with his heat. Her thighs were slick with his essence and it suddenly occurred to her that this joining might result in a child. She’d not considered it before, but what if it was Styr who could not sire children? What if Ragnar could give her the gift that she wanted most?

				He didn’t embrace her or whisper words of love. Instead, he gently extricated himself from her body and adjusted his clothing, rising from the bed. Without a word, he left her there.

				Leaving her to wonder what she’d just done.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				Ragnar didn’t see her for a full day. He avoided Elena, furious with himself for what he’d allowed to happen.

				Last night had been his mistake, for thinking boldness would push her away. Never in his life had he imagined Elena would take him. The memory of her haunted him, of her pliant flesh and the way she’d taken her release from him.

				He’d let her use him. His body had savoured the night of joining with her, feeling her body sheathing him. And yet, there had been no love in it. The act was empty, a means of easing physical desire, but nothing more.

				It burned him that he’d sunk to those depths. And although he loved her still, the need to create distance was strong. He needed to separate from her, to start over.

				He walked through the city, his hand resting upon his sword hilt as he wandered. He hardly knew where he was going, nor did he care. But no matter how he might try, he couldn’t escape the guilt and frustration inside him.

				He hungered for Elena in a way that bordered on madness. It strongly tempted him to take her, to claim her like a prize of war. But he knew better than to believe that she might care for him.

				He walked towards the centre of the city, but before he made it there, he was stopped by his kinsman Hring. ‘Elena sent me to find you. She asked if you would escort her while she’s searching the city.’

				Ragnar frowned. What would she be searching for? ‘Why wouldn’t she ask you?’

				His friend shrugged. ‘I offered, but she said she wanted to speak with you. She told me if you wouldn’t come, she would go alone.’

				Ragnar had little desire to talk, but neither did he want Elena exploring dangerous parts of the city. As he walked back with his kinsman, he questioned whether she had told Hring the truth—or whether it was merely an excuse to see him.

				His instincts warned him to stay away, but then, he knew how stubborn Elena could be. If she’d made up her mind to go into the city, then she would do it, with or without him.

				* * *

				He found her inside her home, scrubbing the interior from top to bottom. There was no speck of dirt, save on the hard earthen floor. The coverlet on her bed gave no evidence of the night they’d shared. When he closed the door behind him, she looked up from her work and nearly toppled the bucket of water.

				‘You startled me.’ She set down the cloth she’d been using and dried her hands on her apron. ‘But I am glad you’re here. I wanted to ask for your help.’

				He remained beside the door, waiting for her to speak. She seemed preoccupied, keeping her face turned away from him. No doubt she was having regrets about what had happened last night.

				‘I started thinking about the Irish children,’ she said, her gaze fixed upon the ground. ‘I know the Danes raided the city several weeks ago. Many people died in the fires, and I—I wondered about those who were orphaned.’

				Already Ragnar could guess what she was proposing. He waited for her to continue and at last she met his gaze.

				‘Not everyone has family,’ she continued. ‘I saw a few who appeared half starving. Someone should take care of them.’

				‘And you want my help in searching for any abandoned children,’ he predicted.

				‘Yes.’ She faced him and in her eyes he saw the concern. ‘I have nothing to do right now. No one to take care of. No child of my own.’

				‘Not yet,’ he said quietly. Although it wasn’t likely that she would bear a child after last night, the possibility was there.

				Elena let out a slow breath, colour rising in her cheeks. ‘No. Not yet.’ She rubbed her arms, as if she felt a sudden chill. ‘Are you angry about...what I did?’

				Ragnar leaned against the wall and regarded her. ‘It won’t happen again.’ Although the night had brought him unspeakable pleasure, if they became lovers, it would only bring them closer. He didn’t want her trying to replace Styr with him.

				Then, too, around Elena, he could hardly control himself. The moment he’d been sheathed inside her, he’d lost sight of all else. The walls could have caught on fire, and he’d have been completely unaware of it. The physical release had been so powerful, he’d been lost in sensations that drowned out his sense of reason.

				‘I wasn’t using you,’ she whispered. ‘And I spoke the truth when I said I care about what happens to you. We’ve endured too much.’

				He didn’t want her spinning off dreams of the two of them together. ‘I’m not the man you need, Elena.’

				She studied him a moment. ‘I don’t think you know what you need, Ragnar.’

				‘And you do?’ he prompted.

				She reached for a basket, filling it with food and drink, before she hung it over one arm. With a shrug, she said, ‘I think you’re trying to punish yourself. As though you don’t believe you deserve to be happy.’

				He ignored her words, but stood in her path, blocking her way to the door. ‘I’ll guard you while you search, Elena. But nothing more.’

				She held motionless for a long moment, searching his gaze. Then she took his hand in hers and raised up on tiptoe. ‘For now.’

				The light kiss she pressed to his cheek was like a physical brand and he realised that she’d cast down a challenge of her own.

				A challenge to resist her.

				* * *

				Elena watched Ragnar from the corner of her eye. He remained at her side and whenever they passed another Norseman, his hand came to rest upon her spine. He wore a chainmail corselet with a sword at his waist and another dagger in a hidden fold of his cloak.

				‘Are you expecting to be attacked?’ she asked, uncertain why he was so tense. The dark expression on his face held a hidden threat to others. Though she spoke in a lighter tone, she knew that he’d made enemies here.

				‘Have you forgotten the Danes who tried to make us into slaves?’ he said.

				‘No.’ But even so, one look at Ragnar would terrify any would-be assailant.

				His grip tightened upon her palm as he guided her towards the outskirts of Dubh Linn. ‘It’s been only one moon since the Danes attacked the city. I wouldn’t put it past them to try again,’ he told her.

				They walked for a mile and his mood didn’t lighten. He seemed to study every face, searching for the subtle signs of a person concealing a weapon they were about to wield.

				Beneath the harsh scents lay the charred memory of the night the Danes had attacked. The remnants of ash and burned longhouses stood all around them. Several men were attempting to repair the damage, lifting logs into place, while others wielded an axe to notch the wood.

				As they walked further, she leaned in closer to Ragnar. Though it was meant to seek his protection, he stiffened at her proximity.

				She tried not to let it bother her, but it reminded her of the way Styr had not desired her. Of how she’d felt like a cold, unfeeling wife, never able to enjoy marital pleasures. At least, not until she’d shared a forbidden night with Ragnar.

				Her mind was tangled up in confusion, not knowing what to think of him. He’d been there for her always, a friend she’d come to rely on. But now he was avoiding her and she didn’t know how to mend the breach between them. It was as if he wanted nothing to do with her.

				Words wouldn’t mean anything to him. Ragnar was a man of action.

				His eyes missed nothing, as they moved into the shadowed parts of the city. He kept his expression rigid, letting other men see that he would murder them where they stood if they dared to threaten her.

				When they reached the outskirts of the market, they passed by the thralls who were being auctioned. There was a woman being led up to the block, her hands bound before her. She wore a shapeless dress and her eyes remained fixed upon the ground.

				Elena winced at the sight and she could almost imagine herself in the woman’s place. ‘Thank you for saving me from that fate.’

				‘I would never have let them take you, that night on the ship.’ Ragnar gripped her hand to emphasise his words. ‘Our men may have survived it...but it’s harder for a woman.’

				His words were underscored when the slavers stripped away the gown, baring the woman’s naked body to those about to bid upon her. May the gods have mercy, she prayed. The female slave was heavily pregnant.

				‘It’s not right,’ Elena argued. ‘Thrall or not, a newborn babe should not be born into a life of slavery.’

				His grip upon her hand gentled and he inclined his head. ‘But we can’t save her,’ he said. ‘We haven’t the silver for it. Perhaps one day her master will free her and her child.’

				Elena couldn’t stop staring at the woman’s swollen womb. This woman would suffer, as well as her child. Her childbearing would be fraught with hardship.

				Sadness weighed upon her as she turned away, reminded of her purpose. There were many children and she moved towards them to pass out the food she’d brought. One boy hung back from the others. He was tracing his hands along one of the walls and when she called out to him, he never looked back. His clothing hung upon him and he appeared frailer than the others.

				Elena reached out to touch his shoulder. The moment her hand made contact, he jerked away and began to run. She stared at the street for a moment, wondering about him. When she handed another girl a piece of bread, she pointed in the direction the child had fled. ‘Who was that boy?’

				‘Matheus,’ the girl answered. She pulled the centre of the bread out, eating it first.

				‘And does he have a family to take care of him?’ Elena prompted.

				She expected the girl to answer no, but she shrugged. ‘He lives with his parents.’ When she said nothing else, Elena turned back to Ragnar. He beckoned for her to return with him, now that the food was gone.

				‘We should go,’ he told her. ‘I’ll have our kinsmen ask if there are any others who need help.’

				It seemed that his earlier anger had diminished and she was glad of it. ‘Thank you.’

				But instead of leading her back the way they had come, Ragnar took her in a different direction, towards the water’s edge.

				‘There’s something I want to show you.’ He led her past all of the boats to a small outbuilding where several men were bringing long planks. Curious, she followed him, wondering why he had brought her here.

				‘I spoke to a shipbuilder a few days ago,’ he said. ‘After I win a few more fights, I’ll have enough for a boat.’

				She tried to keep the reaction from her face, but all she could think was: He’s leaving.

				Though Ragnar was free to come and go as he pleased, the thought of not seeing him again brought an empty ache to her stomach.

				Two thralls were spreading pine tar upon the new wood of a ship they were building for their master. Another mixed yellow ochre with boiled linseed oil to form paint. Elena feigned interest, but she kept wondering why he had brought her here.

				They hung back to observe and Ragnar motioned for them to continue their work. ‘It’s fascinating to watch them,’ she marvelled, pointing to the wood that had been steamed to reshape it. ‘And the colours are so bright.’ Inwardly, she was uneasy not only about why he wanted a ship, but also the means to gain the silver. The more he fought, the greater the risk.

				She turned to him and asked, ‘Why do you want a ship?’

				Ragnar leaned in. ‘I thought you might want to go back to Hordafylke and your family. I could take you there.’

				‘I’ve no wish to set foot on a ship again,’ she admitted. And returning home was the last place she wanted to go. She had no desire to see the pitying looks on the women’s faces when they learned of her divorce. No doubt they would believe Styr had cast her aside for her barrenness.

				‘Where were you planning to go?’ she asked.

				‘Wherever the wind carries me.’ He guided her away from the thralls and they walked along the water’s edge, continuing until they were past most of the ships.

				The hollowness in the pit of her stomach ached, though she tried to ignore it. What did it matter if Ragnar sailed to the other side of the world? He was free to make his own choices. And though he’d sworn to guard her, she was beginning to think that he no longer wanted her at all. They had shared a stolen night and the memory of it warmed her body from deep inside.

				Yet now he couldn’t get away from her fast enough.

				Just like it was with Styr. She hadn’t known what to do to kindle her husband’s desire and while she’d been obedient, lying beneath him, she’d always felt awkward.

				Perhaps she’d been wrong about seducing Ragnar. He’d wanted her before, when she’d been forbidden to him. But now that she’d shared his bed, he no longer desired her.

				* * *

				All along the walk home, she berated herself for succumbing to her own urges. Ragnar had claimed it would never happen again and it humiliated her to think that she’d destroyed their friendship on the night they’d shared together.

				He led her back home again and she murmured her thanks that he’d escorted her. Before he left, she ventured, ‘Are you going back to fight again?’

				His hardened gaze fixed upon her. ‘I am.’

				‘I wish you wouldn’t,’ she confessed.

				Dark green eyes fastened upon her with the iron resolution of a man who would not be swayed. Of a man who hardly cared about the risk to his own life.

				‘Your life is worth more to me than a pouch of silver,’ she said, reaching out to touch his heart.

				He gripped her fingers for a moment, squeezing her palm before he released her hand. ‘It isn’t to me.’

				* * *

				Ragnar lunged against his opponent, his sword cutting into the man’s shield. He struck over and over, circling the enemy while all around him voices shouted for blood.

				Your life is worth more to me than a pouch of silver.

				He tasted the bitterness of regret as he avoided a blow, Elena’s words ringing in his mind. He wanted to believe them. But he was torn by physical frustration and honour. The joining with Elena haunted him, as he remembered her pliant flesh and the way she’d taken her release from him.

				He’d let her use him. He had savoured the night with her, feeling her body sheathing him.

				But she didn’t love him. The act was a means of easing physical desire, but nothing more. It burned him that he’d sunk to those depths. And though he wanted her still, it felt like a betrayal of his friendship with Styr.

				He continued fighting, meeting his opponent blow for blow. Metal clanged as their weapons struck hard—he used the fight as a means of releasing the sexual frustration.

				Elena didn’t know the man he was. He’d been careful to shield his darker side, never wanting her to know this part of him. Blinding rage tore through him as he continued the fight. He struck out at the memory of the adolescent who hadn’t been good enough for Elena or her father. His forearms strained while he ruthlessly slashed down the memories of his father’s temper. As a boy, he’d been unable to fight back against the man who had sired him.

				But he could fight now.

				He lost himself in a haze of violence, his muscles straining, sweat rolling down his cheeks.

				Not good enough, the blade seemed to chant.

				Not good enough.

				A battle cry tore from his lips, and he was dimly aware that the crowds were roaring their approval.

				Until his blade sliced through flesh and bone.

				Thor’s blood, he’d never meant the fight to go this far. His opponent was on the ground, writhing in pain, trying to stanch the blood with his hand.

				Ragnar took the silver, but the weight of it seemed to burden his soul. He’d cut down another man for this—a man who’d done nothing except challenge him to a fight.

				Elena believed he was worth more, but that wasn’t true. He was a man of violence, one who could never give her the life she deserved. He couldn’t allow himself to believe for a moment that she actually cared about him. He might as well bare his beating heart to her.

				Then he would become the warrior who let down his guard for a single moment, only to have his lifeblood spill out.

				* * *

				Elena didn’t see Ragnar at all that night or most of the next morning. Though she suspected he was still fighting for silver, the last thing she wanted was to watch him risk his life. It angered her that he would not relent—that he believed she valued wealth over his safety.

				The resentment was growing stronger and she decided a distraction was best. She wanted to find out more about the starving boy Matheus, who had run from her. Her friend, Agata Mánisdotter, might know. Agata was acquainted with most of the Norse who lived in Dubh Linn, and it was possible that she knew where the boy lived. Perhaps the child’s parents were unwell. Or he could be suffering from neglect at their hands.

				Ragnar had endured the same as a boy. Despite her attempts to help him leave his father, he’d refused. Nothing Elena said or did had changed his mind and it had bothered her to see a close friend suffer at the hands of a man who should have taken care of his son.

				Now that it was unlikely she could bear children of her own, it infuriated her all the more to see boys like Matheus suffer from a lack of food or shelter. Something had to be done.

				Her footsteps carried her down the pathway leading to Agata’s house and when she saw the tall blond-haired woman holding a bucket of water, her friend sent her a knowing look. ‘It’s been too long since I’ve seen you, Elena,’ Agata remarked. ‘Come inside and tell me everything.’ She opened the door and Elena stepped inside gratefully.

				The interior of the house was a wonderful mess of unwashed dishes, scattered clothing and children. Without asking, Elena scooped up Agata’s youngest son, who was barely six moons of age. The baby gurgled and grasped a handful of her hair, babbling nonsense words.

				The thought of spilling out all of her troubles was a welcome relief and Elena sat down while Agata ordered the rest of the children to go out and play.

				‘I heard about what happened between you and Styr,’ her friend said. ‘I’m sorry for it.’

				Elena ignored the tightness in her stomach at the thought of her failed marriage and nodded. ‘It was the right thing to do. Styr loved someone else in a way he never loved me.’

				She rubbed the baby’s soft back and Agata brought her a cup of mead. ‘And I suppose now you’re wishing you could kill the woman for stealing your man.’

				‘No, I wouldn’t want that, but—’ She stopped short, realising that her friend was right. The muddled feelings inside her were more than just sadness. There was anger and frustration, too. She’d been married for five years, only to have her husband fall in love with someone else.

				Then she’d turned to Ragnar for comfort, only to be pushed away from him. He’d offered to send her back to Norway, as if that would make her feel better.

				Anger such as she’d never known was starting to take hold, like a flame coursing through oil. ‘Or maybe you’re right. I would like to knock Styr in the head for the way he made me feel.’ And Ragnar as well, she thought. He’d claimed to want her, only to distance himself after she’d given herself to him.

				Elena glanced down at the baby, whose blue eyes were staring at her. ‘I suppose that’s awful of me to think such a thing.’

				Agata raised her own cup in a mock toast. ‘You could dig his heart out with a sharp stick. That’s what I’d do if my husband dared to look at another woman. I’d end him before I’d let him end our marriage.’

				Elena only smiled. The baby was starting to fall asleep and she went to put him down. ‘Agata, what’s wrong with me? I keep asking myself what I could have done to make Styr love me.’

				Her hand started to shake and she forced herself to take a deep sip of the mead. ‘I did everything I could to be a good wife to him. I shared his bed, I kept his house clean—’

				‘It’s unnatural, the way you clean,’ Agata interrupted. ‘But even so, I’ll agree with you. You were right to divorce him and let him go off to that skjøge.’

				‘He claims he never touched her.’ Elena sighed. ‘I imagine she’s a good woman. Even if she did take him captive.’

				Agata’s eyes gleamed. ‘She did what?’

				Elena shrugged. ‘I believe Styr was chained up for a few days in her house.’

				Her friend started to laugh. ‘By the goddess, I believe I would have paid gold to see that. Can you imagine how furious he must have been?’

				‘He wants to wed her!’ Elena blurted out. ‘After all that she did to him, he’s in love with her. I gave him everything and he fell in love with a woman who locked him up!’ Her rage flooded through her until she clenched her fists.

				A snort escaped Agata. ‘Perhaps the Irishwoman had a good idea with that one.’

				Elena didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, but when her friend began to smirk she buried her face in her hands. ‘And then I seduced Ragnar.’

				Her friend let out a snort of laughter. ‘That’s the first sensible thing you’ve done, then. Ragnar is a wickedly handsome man and he would do anything you asked.’

				Elena didn’t doubt it, but that was one thing she wished she’d never asked of him. ‘Now he wants nothing to do with me,’ she said, her gaze passing over the sleeping infant. ‘Perhaps I’m behaving like a skjøge.’ She winced at the thought.

				‘I don’t think so.’ Agata patted her shoulder. She tilted her head to one side, studying Elena. ‘After your husband did that to you, it’s only natural that you’d want a man to feel better about yourself.’

				‘It was a stupid impulse and it will never happen again,’ Elena said. She should never have let her body’s needs outweigh common sense. ‘I don’t even know why I seduced him.’

				Agata glanced down at her sleeping baby and sent her a rueful smile. ‘Because it was fun?’

				Elena’s face turned crimson, not wanting to answer that. ‘He’s been avoiding me ever since. I shouldn’t have done it.’

				‘He’s guilty,’ Agata predicted. ‘There’s not a man alive who doesn’t enjoy a woman who seduces him. And if you’ve the desire to take him to your bed, that’s your choice.’

				‘I don’t know what I want,’ she admitted. For so long, all the decisions in her life had been made for her. Her father had arranged the marriage to Styr when she was hardly more than seven and ten. She’d never questioned it. And then her former husband had made the decision to come here.

				‘You have time enough,’ Agata reassured her. ‘And you are fortunate to have no one to answer to but yourself. There are days when I would love to walk through that door and never come back, especially when the children are whining and crying.’

				‘Even if I never wed again, I do want to be surrounded by children,’ Elena said. It reminded her of her purpose in coming here and she told Agata what she had seen that morning. After describing Matheus to the woman, she added, ‘He looks half starved. I want to find his home and see if anyone is taking care of him.’

				Agata eyed her for a moment. ‘He’s not like other boys, Elena. They call him simple-minded.’

				She had guessed as much, when he’d been tracing his hand along the walls. Which meant he needed help even more than the others.

				‘I want to see where he lives,’ she insisted.

				Agata shrugged. ‘I’ll show you, then.’

				When they stepped outside, Agata called her oldest daughter to come and watch the baby. Then she took Elena’s arm in hers, and they began walking towards another part of the city.

				She followed Agata through the quadrants of longhouses, past the Irish dwellings on the other side. They passed the wealthier homes and moved into the shadowed part of the city where Ragnar had taken her the other morning.

				The houses were closer together and the scent of earth and human waste mingled in an unpleasant way. Elena moved her hand to the small knife she carried with her and she glanced back at her friend. ‘I don’t think we should be here without an escort.’

				Agata shrugged. ‘It isn’t far. But you did say you wanted to know where he lived. It’s just over there.’ She pointed to a small dwelling on the far side. The roof thatch appeared to be rotting and Elena didn’t like the look of the place.

				‘He doesn’t speak,’ Agata continued. ‘He never has, from what I’ve heard.’

				Elena’s hands tightened at her sides and she suspected she would not like what she discovered when she reached the boy’s home. ‘Is he Irish?’

				Her friend shook her head. ‘He’s Norse, like us. But they built their home further away from the others.’

				When they reached the door, a sudden rise of nerves took hold in Elena’s stomach. ‘How old is he?’

				‘Six or seven, as far as I can tell.’ Agata led her to a rectangular dwelling that was shadowed. Her friend stopped outside the door, looking upset. ‘When I came this far the last time, they were beating him. I wanted to stop it from happening, but I was alone.’ Her face reddened, as if she were embarrassed that she had done nothing.

				Elena knocked lightly on the door, but no one answered. Inside the house, she overheard the sound of water splashing. At first, she thought it might be someone washing, but a choking noise caught her attention.

				An uneasy feeling settled in her stomach when there was another loud splash. Something was very wrong.

				Instinct made Elena throw the door open, only to see a woman holding Matheus’s head under the water. She was trying to drown him.

				Elena didn’t stop to think—she threw herself at the woman and pulled her off the boy, dragging him out of the water. He was choking and coughing, his face nearly blue from lack of air.

				‘What are you doing?’ she demanded, though she already knew the answer.

				The woman glared at her. ‘He’s cursed by the gods. Nothing but an empty-headed fool who can’t do anything. He should have died when he was born.’

				‘And now you’re trying to kill him?’ Elena was aghast at the thought. ‘He’s just a boy.’ She went over to Matheus, who was on his hands and knees, water dripping down his matted hair. He wouldn’t look at her, nor did he speak.

				‘He won’t obey and I’ve had my fill of it. No one will foster one such as him.’

				Elena touched the boy’s shoulder, but he wouldn’t look at her. He sat upon the dirt floor and had wrapped his arms around his knees. He was trembling hard. In the corner, an older dog whimpered, his tail thumping the ground.

				His mother opened the door wider. ‘If you’re wanting to take him, do it now before my husband returns.’

				The boy appeared in a state of shock and he seemed younger than the age of seven. His arms were thin and bony. Bruises covered his small frame and a few cuts had scabbed over on his legs. She couldn’t even tell the colour of his eyes.

				‘I will take him,’ Elena heard herself saying. ‘But he won’t come back to you when he’s grown. Not after you tried to drown him.’

				‘I don’t care what happens to him.’ The woman spat on the ground. ‘If you want a boy who’s naught but trouble, I won’t be sorry. He’s just a mouth to feed. He’ll never be of any use to anyone.’

				Elena glanced back at Agata, who was still waiting outside. Her friend peered inside and asked, ‘Do you need my help?’

				She wasn’t certain. Though she hoped the boy would come of his own accord, he might cry or scream if she tried to touch him. Gently, as if approaching a wounded animal, Elena said, ‘I’m going to pick you up and you’ll come with us now. We won’t harm you, I promise.’

				He didn’t protest when she lifted him up and he was so light, she could hardly believe he’d been fed at all. Possibly he hadn’t.

				Agata held the door for her, not speaking a word. Elena’s heart was heavy as she turned her back on the boy’s mother, but there was a renewed sense of purpose. She would take the boy home and look after him, teaching him that cruelty did not have to be a part of his life.

				‘My name is Elena Karlsdotter,’ she told him.

				* * *

				Throughout the walk home, she continued to tell him about where they were going and what would happen. In her arms, she felt him shudder. The longer he held his silence, the more she doubted if he was even capable of speech.

				Agata stopped before her own home and said, ‘I have some clothes that my boys outgrew, if you’re wanting some for him.’

				‘I’d be grateful.’ Elena met her friend’s gaze. ‘And I am glad you brought me to him.’ Though she hardly knew the child, if she had come only minutes later, he would have been dead. She cringed at the thought of it.

				Agata nodded. ‘I’ll bring the clothes soon while you take him home and give him a meal. You might also ask for help from Ragnar tonight.’

				Though she faltered at the idea of asking him, she recognised that she might indeed need help. Ignoring the woman’s suggestive look, Elena said, ‘Thank you for the clothes.’

				She continued walking back to her own home, but there was no need for Agata to send for Ragnar. He was already there, waiting for her. When he spied her holding the boy, a questioning look came over his face.

				‘This is Matheus,’ Elena said. ‘He’s going to be my son now.’

				At the incredulous look in his eyes, she sent Ragnar a warning look. ‘We will talk more after he’s had a meal and I’ve tucked him in to sleep.’

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Ragnar opened the door for Elena, wondering why she’d gone back for the boy. But then, it was clear that this child had been hurt before, from the multiple bruises on his skin.

				It was like looking at a younger version of himself. And when she met his gaze, he knew precisely why she’d brought him back.

				‘Where are his parents, Elena?’ he asked quietly.

				She sent him a narrowed gaze that told him she’d reveal more later. The determination on her face was that of a mother lioness, ready to defend her newest charge. Gently, she lowered the boy to stand, but he backed away from both of them.

				Elena let him be and she turned to Ragnar. ‘Will you warm some water for me? Agata is going to bring over some new clothes and I want to see about any other bruises he might have.’

				The boy was shaking hard, his face pressed against one of the walls as if he wanted to fit inside it. He was terrified, unable to express himself.

				Ragnar knew exactly what that felt like. But he had a feeling Elena had underestimated Matheus. She wasn’t prepared for a child who had been violently hurt. But he put aside his doubts for now.

				He lifted the heavy iron pot and brought it to fill with water. Agata came by a moment later and handed Ragnar the clothes. Beneath her breath, she murmured, ‘His mother tried to drown him. Elena saved the boy’s life.’ With a conspiratorial smile, she added, ‘She’ll need your help this night.’

				The boy had nearly been murdered? His blood turned to ice and when he stared at the child, he realised that Matheus’s wet hair and sodden clothing had nothing to do with bathing.

				Elena had saved this child. Just as she’d tried to save him, when his own father had beaten him.

				Ragnar took the clothes from Agata, thanking her, and lifted the heavy pot with his other hand. He moved without thinking, his mind caught up in the horror of what this boy had endured. After he hung the pot over the fire to heat, he gave the clothing over to Elena. Although it was likely the clothes would be too large for the boy, they were clean and better than the wet rags he was wearing now.

				When Elena reached out and touched the boy’s shoulder, he let out a howl and began crying hard. A moment later, his sobs turned into screams.

				There was a steel calm beneath Elena’s expression, as if she’d expected this. ‘Bring me some of the warmed water with soap and a cloth.’

				Ragnar didn’t argue, though he suspected this would only be the first incident of many. The boy was now curled up into a ball, his shudders overtaking him.

				Though he didn’t know how Elena had taken Matheus away from his parents, he didn’t blame her at all. He only wished he’d been there to confront the man and woman who had done this to a child.

				He gave Elena the soap and a cloth, dipping warmed water into a small wooden bucket. ‘Do you want me to stay or go?’ He suspected the boy might lash out at her if she tried to touch him.

				‘I would be grateful if you’d stay,’ she said. She walked over to the boy, ignoring his crying as she sat down a short distance away.

				‘You’ve had a terrible day, Matheus,’ she said to him, dipping the cloth in the water. But as she spoke, she caught Ragnar’s eyes. He saw the compassion in her and the gentleness in her voice drew him to stand closer.

				He’d come back to her, his body aching from the fight earlier. One more competition would bring him enough silver for a boat. When he glanced down at his hands, he realised that they were still stained with his opponent’s blood. He didn’t even know if the man was alive.

				He’d tried to kill a man today, while Elena had saved a child. The contrast between them was so great, Ragnar was tempted to leave them at this moment. But he’d made a promise to stay.

				‘I want to help you,’ she said to Matheus. And though Ragnar knew the words weren’t meant for him, he sensed that she’d wanted to do the same for him, when he was an adolescent. But some wounds couldn’t heal.

				The child behaved as if he hadn’t heard a word that was spoken. When Elena reached out for his hand, she washed his palm and hand with the cloth. His crying quieted, as if he’d never felt warm water before. Though Matheus didn’t look at Elena, he reached out for the bucket and touched the surface of the water. An expression of startled awe came over him.

				‘It won’t hurt you,’ she said again, reaching for his other hand. Gently, she washed his skin while he experimented with touching the water and submerging his hand.

				In Elena’s sea-green eyes, Ragnar saw a woman who had waited all her life for a child. The boy allowed her to wash the dirt from his face and hands, and when she brought over the clean tunic, Matheus touched the soft wool as if he’d never felt such a texture before.

				‘Will you bring him some food?’ Elena asked Ragnar. ‘I think there’s some bread and meat left over from this morning.’

				He washed the blood from his hands first, his mood sombre. While he gathered the food, he kept his gaze upon the pair of them. Elena’s hair was matted, but there was a new softness to her face. She watched over the boy, as he played in the water. And in this moment, Ragnar realised how very deeply she’d wanted a child.

				Her husband should have found someone for her to foster, long ago. It might have bridged the rift between them, if she’d had someone to look after. Everything about Elena had focused inward, shifting her attention to caring for someone else. But although she had given the boy nothing but kindness, not once had the child looked at her. All of his attention was focused on the textures of the wool and the water.

				Ragnar brought over the rest of the bread, along with some cold mutton and boiled eggs. Elena sliced a piece of the meat and offered it to the boy. When he stared at it and only held it, she had to put it to his mouth before he tried a bite. Once he tasted it, his expression transformed again. Ragnar half-expected the child to begin devouring the food, but instead, he tasted each bite as if he’d never eaten anything like it.

				He could see Elena struggling to hold back tears. She, who had wanted a child for so long, would have given this boy everything. And yet the gods had given Matheus to parents who would sooner kill him because he was different.

				When at last the boy had his fill, she guided him up to her own bed and tucked him under a blanket. Matheus began crying again, curling up on his side. He kicked off the blanket, his bare feet hanging off the edge. Elena tried to put the blanket over him again, but he fought it, as if fearing she would smother him with the wool.

				‘It’s here if you want it,’ she told the boy. But though his sobs had quieted, it was clear that he would not sleep for a while.

				Ragnar didn’t know what to say. Elena’s demeanour held such worry, but she didn’t approach the boy, granting him space.

				He knew he should leave now. But something held his feet in place. Without warning, Elena turned and embraced him, burying her face against his neck. ‘Thank you for being here. It helps.’

				‘I haven’t done anything,’ he protested. But he couldn’t stop himself from bringing his arms to her waist, idly stroking her spine. The light scent of her hair smelled of soap and an herb he didn’t recognise.

				She never failed to take his breath away. He rested his mouth against her hair, wanting to kiss her. And yet he forced his hands to remain where they were.

				‘You’ve given me support,’ she admitted in a whisper. Eyeing the boy, she added, ‘I can’t imagine why anyone would want to kill a child.’

				Ragnar thought back to his own father and the beatings that had come from a man half mad with grief. Fermented brews had become his father’s comfort and he’d often forgotten about his son. There were no reasons for the violence; only a sense that Olaf had been lost in the moment.

				‘You were good with the boy,’ he said. ‘Matheus will come to trust you in time.’

				She shrugged, drawing back to look at him. ‘I want to believe that. But he’s never known what it is to be safe from harm. It may take a very long time for him to believe that I want to give him a home.’

				She was likely right in that assessment. But an idea occurred to Ragnar, one that might quiet the boy’s weeping. ‘Wait here,’ he suggested. The boy might not trust either of them yet, but there was another way of granting him comfort.

				* * *

				When he returned, Elena was startled to see a squirming puppy in Ragnar’s hands. The dog was milky white in colour and his ears flopped against his face.

				‘This might help,’ he offered. He went to sit upon her bed, still holding the pup in his hands. Matheus rolled over. When Ragnar placed the animal beside him, the boy’s tears ceased and he curled up with the animal.

				It was exactly what the child had needed, though Elena knew Ragnar wasn’t aware that the boy had lived with a dog. Her heart softened at the sight of the pair of them together and she was grateful that he’d brought the puppy.

				‘Where did you get him?’ she asked Ragnar.

				‘There was a litter born a few weeks ago. I traded for one of the pups.’ He came to sit across from her at the table. In time, the boy fell asleep and only then did Elena begin to relax. Her mind was spinning with confusion, for everything had happened so fast.

				Even so, she didn’t regret saving the boy. He would have died if she hadn’t thrown the door open and stopped the woman. And now he belonged to her.

				The interior of her house was warm from the fire and Ragnar brought over some of the leftover meat and bread. ‘You haven’t eaten.’

				She couldn’t have imagined eating—not after all that had happened thus far. ‘I was distracted,’ she admitted, thanking him for the food. Ragnar broke off a piece of the bread and handed it to her. The slight touch of his hands was another distraction. She found herself aware of his firm mouth, remembering how he’d kissed her.

				Without knowing why, she reached for the bread and broke off another piece, feeding it to him. Her fingers brushed against his mouth and he caught her hand.

				A warning look flashed in his eyes, as if he wanted her to stop. His entire body went rigid and a swirl of hunger caught her.

				Elena thought of her conversation with Agata earlier. If you’ve the desire to take him to your bed, that’s your choice.

				‘I should go,’ Ragnar said.

				She didn’t want him to. But when she stood and approached him, she grew aware of the fresh bruises upon his jaw and the scabs upon his knuckles. A pouch was fastened at his waist and she knew what had happened.

				‘You were fighting today.’ She stood before him and touched the fresh wounds. He didn’t deny it and if she spoke a word against it, she suspected he would go.

				Elena pulled her stool beside him and the weight of silence hung between them. She leaned her head against his shoulder, fully aware that he had no desire to be here.

				‘There was a time when I could tell you anything,’ she said, keeping her voice low. ‘When we were younger, I always went to you. Not to Styr.’ She reached out to his hand and said, ‘I don’t like the way you’re so angry with me now.’

				When he didn’t answer her, she laced her fingers with his. For a long moment, neither spoke. But eventually, he let go of her hand and his arm curled around her waist. ‘I’m not angry with you.’

				‘Let it be the way it was,’ she whispered. ‘I won’t ask anything from you, I promise.’

				But don’t go, she wanted to say. The thought of him leaving her was an invisible blow, a wound that would never heal.

				She didn’t know what her feelings for Ragnar were. After the end of her marriage, she’d reached out to him in desperation and discovered that beneath the need for human comfort was something more.

				Feelings that had been there for years, buried deep.

				In his arms, Elena was too afraid to speak, for fear that he would go. A single misstep might send him away and the thought made her bereft.

				‘What are you going to do with the boy?’ he asked.

				‘Take care of him as best I can.’ So long as Matheus was fed and protected, he would be fine.

				‘Fostering a child isn’t easy alone,’ Ragnar warned.

				‘I know.’ She stood and went to stand over the boy’s bed. Matheus was curled against the puppy and the new clothes Agata had given him were too large against his bony frame. The urge to embrace him came strong, but she only smoothed his dark hair. In spite of his troubles, he’d already taken a piece of her heart.

				Ragnar came to stand behind her and she took comfort in his presence. ‘I’m not fostering him, Ragnar,’ she corrected. ‘I’m adopting him. He has nowhere else to go.’

				She turned to face him and his dark green eyes stared into hers. ‘If that’s what you want.’

				It was. Her mind was in turmoil, for her life had turned upside down in a matter of hours. She didn’t know what would become of her, but she intended to be this boy’s shield, to keep him safe from the world if that was what was needed.

				Elena let out a breath and went to gather furs to make a pallet upon the floor. Ragnar was watching and she stood a short distance away before she unfastened the brooches at her shoulders.

				‘What are you doing?’ he asked in a low voice.

				She didn’t answer, but removed the outer apron, leaving her gown in place. When she turned back to him, she said softly, ‘Take off your armour. There’s no need for it.’

				He removed the chainmail and set aside his sword. But in his eyes, she saw wariness, as if he expected her to demand more from him.

				Elena went over to the furs and curled up on them. ‘Sleep beside me, Ragnar.’

				She waited, wondering if he would join her. When he held back, she rolled over to her back. ‘I won’t ask more of you than that.’

				He sat upon a low stool, watching over her. ‘If I lie beside you, søtnos, I’ll demand more than you want to give.’

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				Ragnar’s days fell into a pattern, but there was a new restlessness. He’d continued to guard Elena and Matheus, but although she cooked meals for him and he slept in her home at night, he didn’t touch her. Instead, her proximity was a slow burn to his senses.

				She asked nothing of him except that he stay with her. At night, she lay upon the pallet and talked to him long into the night until he longed to kiss her into silence.

				He hadn’t touched her, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want to. The hunger and need to possess her grew stronger with each day until he was driven to fight more. Anything to release the physical demands within him.

				This morning, he accompanied Elena and Matheus into the marketplace, but he was well aware of the eyes upon them. He had made many enemies, both the men he’d defeated and those who had lost wagers. Ragnar kept his hand upon his sword hilt, never taking his eyes off the unseen threat.

				When Elena and the boy had finished with their purchases, he stopped on the way back to watch the fighting. Two men circled one another, wearing light armour and wielding battleaxes. The shorter man was faster, while the larger opponent swung his axe as if he intended to behead his challenger. Ragnar had defeated both of them in earlier matches.

				Matheus was stopping to pet a cat who was weaving in between his legs. Elena released the child’s hand and turned back to Ragnar. ‘Let’s go back.’

				He sensed her discomfort and regarded her. ‘I almost have the silver I need. If you’ve changed your mind about returning to Hordafylke...’

				She looked stricken at his words and shook her head. ‘I haven’t.’ Then she guided Matheus away from the cat, leading him back.

				Ragnar stood behind them, guarding the pair as they returned to the dwelling. Elena kept the boy’s hand in hers, while he kept his palm upon her spine to show that he was their protector.

				* * *

				When they reached the bridge, Elena stopped suddenly, glancing behind her. ‘Do you sense that we’re being followed?’

				Ragnar shook his head, but there were so many people in the crowd, it was impossible to tell. ‘Even if we are, I won’t let any harm come to you.’ He took a glance behind them, but nothing struck him as out of the ordinary.

				‘There was a man I saw in the marketplace earlier. He was watching Matheus, and I thought I saw him again just now.’ She moved closer to Ragnar’s left side, still holding the child’s hand. ‘Stay beside me,’ she bade Matheus.

				With her other hand, she reached for Ragnar’s palm, but he put his arm around her shoulders instead. If they were being followed, he wanted it clear to others that she was under his protection.

				He guided them back from the marketplace, past the quadrants of longhouses. The scent of peat smoke lingered in the air and he marked the faces of the people passing by. Still, there was nothing to suggest a threat.

				When they reached Elena’s dwelling, Ragnar held out his hand. ‘Wait here first.’ Before he allowed them to enter, he searched the interior. Again, there was nothing out of place.

				The boy knelt down while the puppy scampered forwards, licking Matheus’s fingers. Ragnar closed the door behind them and Elena appeared relieved to be home.

				He studied her a moment while she put away the food and drink she’d purchased at the marketplace. Though her behaviour was ordinary, he sensed that she was upset.

				He decided to steer their conversation back towards the boy. ‘Matheus seems to be adapting well.’

				She nodded, lowering her voice as she moved closer. ‘But he never looks at me. Sometimes I wonder if he even knows who I am. And he doesn’t like it if I try to hold him.’

				Ragnar supposed that was due to the abuse the boy had suffered with his parents. ‘What else have you learned about him?’

				She motioned for him to sit down. Although she told him about Matheus’s likes and dislikes, he sensed that Elena was holding back more.

				‘He likes to draw patterns in the dirt,’ she finished. ‘Each night he makes a new picture for me.’

				As if to illustrate her words, the boy bent down to the earthen floor and began tracing lines with a stick. Each line was even with the previous one and Ragnar realised that Elena didn’t care that Matheus was unlike the other boys, nor did she feel he had any less value. Instead, she saw beyond his problems and found his strengths.

				The dark yearning for her caught him like a fist. If she belonged to him, he’d reach across the table and kiss her hard, drawing her back to their bed.

				‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ she whispered, tucking a strand of hair behind one ear.

				Because he wanted more from her. Not just a smile or a stolen moment together. He wanted her at his side, though he knew he didn’t deserve her.

				He gave her no answer, but stood up when he saw a shadow cross the window. Although it could have been anyone passing by, his instincts rose up. Ragnar stood and went closer, his hand upon his sword hilt.

				‘What is it?’ Elena asked.

				He didn’t know, but he strongly suspected it had to do with Elena’s earlier fears that someone was following them. ‘Wait here,’ he commanded. ‘And bar the door behind me.’ No one would threaten them—not if he could help it.

				He opened the door and hastened to follow a man who was walking quickly towards a throng of people. The figure had no distinguishing features—from the back, his hair was a dark blond and he wore no colours to set him apart. But the fact that he was hurrying was reason enough to pursue him.

				Ragnar pushed his way through the crowd until he caught up to the man. ‘Wait,’ he ordered, catching him by the arm.

				The man stopped, a questioning look on his face. ‘I don’t know you.’ His words were spoken in a calm tone, but his eyes shifted, as if searching for a means to escape.

				‘No, but you stopped at my house. I want to know why.’ Ragnar didn’t let go of the man’s arm, waiting for an explanation.

				The man glanced around him for a moment and shrugged. ‘I didn’t know it was yours. I only wanted to look in at my son.’

				His son? Ragnar tensed, studying the man’s features and realised that they were similar to Matheus’s. ‘Your wife tried to murder him a few days ago,’ he pointed out.

				The man’s face set in a line. ‘So I heard. He’s not good for much, but my blood runs through his veins. I wanted to see how he was.’

				Although it was a father’s right to ensure his son’s welfare, Ragnar didn’t trust the look in the man’s face. He didn’t appear at all remorseful over his wife’s actions. ‘He’s well enough.’

				With that, Ragnar started to walk away, but the man called out, ‘If we allow you to keep Matheus, we deserve compensation in some form.’

				So this was the man’s reason. Ragnar turned back, keeping his temper shielded. ‘We saved his life. You’ll get no compensation from us.’

				A sly look crossed the man’s face. ‘I could accuse the pair of you of kidnapping him. It would be my right, as his father.’

				‘And I could accuse your wife of attempting to drown him,’ Ragnar countered. ‘Let the boy go and be on your way. If you wanted to be rid of him, you are. And he’s better for it.’

				‘I want gold,’ he said. ‘A body price for the son I’ve given up.’

				Rage boiled inside Ragnar. How did this man dare demand coin in return for a child? He closed his hands over the man’s throat and slammed him against the wall of a house. Slowly, he closed off the man’s air, lifting him off the ground. He waited until the man’s struggles diminished, before he dropped him.

				‘There. You can have your miserable life as compensation. But if you come anywhere near Elena again, you’ll lose it.’

				One week later

				Blood was streaming from Ragnar’s temple and his jaw was swollen. Every muscle in his body ached, but he’d won his prize of silver. It was enough.

				‘What’s happened to you?’ Elena demanded, when he came inside. The boy was in the corner, playing. Before Ragnar could give her an answer, she predicted, ‘You fought again, didn’t you?’

				‘And won.’ He tossed a heavy leather bag on to the table. Over the past few weeks, he’d earned a reputation as a ruthless fighter. He’d defeated every last opponent until now there were few who would challenge him.

				‘I don’t know why you’ve come to me,’ Elena shot back. ‘Were you wanting me to heal your cuts and bruises, after I asked you not to fight?’ She tossed a linen cloth at him. ‘If you won’t listen to me, you can heal your own wounds.’

				Ragnar leaned in close, dropping his voice low. ‘You’re not my wife, søtnos. I don’t have to answer to you.’ He took a step forwards and she retreated. ‘I fought because I wanted to.’

				‘I thought you said you had enough silver for the ship. Or was it not enough for you? Will you keep fighting until they bring your broken body back to me?’ Her cheeks were crimson and she looked as if she wanted to strike him.

				‘I intend to make my fortune, regardless of the means.’ Though it meant pushing his body to the limit, he no longer cared.

				‘Silver doesn’t matter to me,’ she argued. ‘It never has.’

				‘It mattered to your family,’ he pointed out. He remembered all too well the way her father had looked down on him. And although Ragnar’s skill in fighting had improved, his wealth had not. He was hardly more than a mercenary, living by his sword.

				‘And you think that I judged you the way my father did? You think I’ll want you more if you have more silver?’ Her face turned incredulous. ‘What kind of a woman do you think I am?’

				‘One who deserves a good provider.’ Elena’s outburst took him by surprise, for he hadn’t meant to imply that she was greedy.

				‘All you want is to be rid of me,’ she accused. ‘You’ve been fighting for silver these past few weeks, because you’re trying to send me back to Hordafylke.’

				His anger exploded. ‘I’ve been fighting these past few weeks because if I don’t, I’ll hurt you.’

				She stilled, confusion clouding her face. ‘You would never lift a hand against me, Ragnar.’

				‘You’re wrong.’ He moved forwards, pressing her back against the wall. With his voice low, he said, ‘You tormented me every day of the past five years when I watched you go to his bed. And after you shared mine, I’ve thought of nothing else since.’

				She averted her gaze and he murmured in her ear, ‘Every night, I sleep away from you because if I don’t, I won’t be able to keep my hands off you. You’re a hunger I’ll never be able to sate. And fighting takes the edge off.’

				Her breathing had grown unsettled and he moved away from her, knowing he’d frightened her. He shouldn’t have come, especially since the raging desire hadn’t abated at all.

				‘Wait,’ Elena whispered. She reached again for a cloth and dampened it with water, washing the blood from his temple. He held steady, noticing the green of her eyes and the softness of the lips he wanted to claim. Right now, he didn’t want to remain patient. He wanted to seize the moment and take what he wanted.

				She dipped the cloth in cool water again and began sponging at his other cuts and bruises. The touch of her hands was gentle and she stood so near, his arousal was almost painful.

				‘I don’t want you to die,’ she said, rinsing away the blood at his temple.

				‘I wouldn’t have died, Elena.’ He couldn’t believe the dismay in her voice. She’d seen Styr and him sparring all the time.

				‘But you could have been killed,’ she insisted. ‘And you will die, if you continue fighting for no reason at all.’ She tossed the cloth down on the table, and her shoulders rose with the heat of her anger. ‘I asked you not to.’

				‘Do you think I’ll hide behind a woman’s skirts with no means of earning my way?’ It had hardly been a fighting match at all. He’d easily defeated his opponent but had left the man alive.

				‘Do you even care about your life?’ she demanded.

				He sobered and reached out with his knuckles to caress her face. ‘Do you?’

				The stricken look on her face caught him low, in the gut. In her eyes, he saw fear and worry, revealing her feelings. ‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘I care a great deal about you.’

				In silent response, he leaned in and rested his forehead against hers. God help him, he didn’t know what to say or do now.

				When Elena touched her hand to his heart, he stole a kiss, claiming her mouth. She kissed him back and he tasted fear upon her lips. Not only fear for his safety, but a slight tremble of what was happening between them. But now was not the time to act upon it. Not with the boy here.

				Ragnar glanced around at the house. The interior of Elena’s home, normally immaculate, was in complete disarray. The bedding was unmade and there were dishes still on the table. He’d paid no heed to his surroundings until now and her cheeks flushed. ‘I’m sorry about the mess. We were...busy working on the walls today.’

				Young Matheus was smearing mud into the wicker crevices. He gave no indication that he’d heard any of their conversation.

				Ragnar leaned in and asked, ‘Have you seen any sign of the boy’s father since last week?’ When she shook her head, he added, ‘I’ve asked some of our kinsmen to help me keep watch over this house. I don’t think he’ll return.’

				But although he spoke the words to reassure her, he still didn’t trust that the man would leave Elena alone. Matheus’s father was far more interested in personal gain than his son’s welfare.

				‘I hope not,’ she whispered. ‘And besides that, you’re here.’

				Her words sent another fierce ache within him, to take her down upon the pallet and claim her. He was itching to touch her, to palm her breasts and taste them until she arched in ecstasy.

				By the gods, he needed to leave her before he gave in to the dark needs.

				To change the subject, he asked, ‘How is Matheus?’

				Throughout the past hour, the child had continued to spread even amounts of mud into the cracks. He appeared content in the tedious task, his eyes staring at the crevices as if he saw something else there.

				Elena moved behind the boy. ‘He is managing as well as I could expect. Today he started filling the cracks in the walls, after I showed him how. He’s been working on it all day.’

				When Ragnar bent down to see the child’s work, it was clear that the boy was locked upon the task.

				‘I’ve never seen anyone with such a strong focus,’ Elena said. ‘He does such good work. I think we may be able to find a trade for him, if he has a kind master to show him what’s needed.’

				She leaned down and asked, ‘Matheus, are you hungry?’

				The boy gave no answer, gliding his hands over the mud. Ragnar went to stand before him and the child never ceased from his undertaking.

				‘Come and eat with us,’ Ragnar offered gently. But when he extended a hand, Matheus flinched.

				Elena shrugged apologetically. ‘He sometimes doesn’t respond when I ask him to stop.’

				It wasn’t at all a good sign, if the boy was disobeying her. But perhaps there was more to it than she’d said. ‘Does he understand your words?’ Ragnar asked.

				Elena shrugged. ‘Sometimes. I don’t know what has meaning to him and what doesn’t. He’s calm when he has a repetitive task to complete.’ She didn’t seem too concerned by it.

				‘And what if there’s danger?’ he asked. ‘If you call out to him and he disobeys you, he could be hurt.’

				Elena sobered at that. ‘I would hope that he’d obey me in that instance.’

				Hope wasn’t strong enough. He worried that Elena’s hesitation to discipline the boy might cause problems. ‘You can’t let him decide when he wants to obey you,’ Ragnar warned her. ‘If you are to be his foster mother, he has to learn.’

				The boy stood against the wall, peering outside through the crevices. The evening light was fading, but he stared at the sunlight, his hands frozen against the wood.

				When he touched the boy’s shoulders, Matheus jerked at the contact and let out a scream. The child’s fingers curled into the wet mud and he began to fight when Ragnar tried to pull him away.

				He squirmed and kicked his feet, as if trying to return to the wall. It took hardly any effort to restrain the boy, but when he brought the child to Elena, she appeared uneasy.

				‘Let go of his hands,’ she pleaded. ‘You’re upsetting him.’

				Ragnar continued to hold the child’s hands firmly, but kept his voice calm. ‘If you keep allowing him to do as he pleases, whenever he likes, you’ll have a terrible child on your hands.’

				Gently, he let go of the boy, but the moment he did, Matheus ran back to the wall, his eyes fixated on the outside sunlight. He smeared at the mud and then his screams quieted, almost as if he’d seen something.

				‘Wait here,’ Ragnar told Elena, reaching for his sword. He stepped outside and walked around her dwelling, but there was no sign of anyone there. Ragnar shielded his eyes against the setting sun, searching for a glimpse of an intruder. But when he could find nothing, he saw no choice but to return.

				The boy was right where they’d left him, his hands pressed against the wood. Elena was trying to coax him away, but Matheus refused to leave.

				It was possible that the boy simply wanted to go outside into the sunlight. Ragnar lifted the child into his arms and brought him over to Elena, paying no attention to the boy’s whining. ‘Bring a basin of water. He should wash the mud from his hands before he eats.’

				She poured water into a wooden bowl and brought over some sand to scour his hands. Ragnar could tell from her expression that the boy’s dismay was bothering her deeply.

				He ignored Matheus’s protests and dipped the boy’s hands in the water, rubbing them with sand. All the while, the child kept screaming and fighting.

				Elena’s face appeared even more worried. ‘You’re frightening him. Please...just let him go.’

				‘He has to learn that he cannot get whatever he wants, simply by screaming.’

				Elena’s soft heart was going to get her into trouble if she wasn’t careful. From the way she was glaring at him, she believed he was being too hard on the child.

				‘He’s endured so much. I don’t think—’

				‘Dry him off,’ Ragnar commanded. ‘And then we’ll give him something to eat.’

				When she tried to dry the boy’s hands, Matheus shoved her away. Elena stumbled backwards and Ragnar caught her before she could fall. Seconds later, the child ran to the wall and began screaming again. Over and over, he cried out, howling at the top of his lungs.

				The stricken look on Elena’s face revealed that she’d never expected the boy to lash out at her. She’d rescued him, giving him a home and food to eat. Likely she’d believed Matheus would love her for giving him all the things he needed.

				But this had gone too far.

				‘Wait here,’ Ragnar commanded, picking up the child. The boy needed to calm down, to understand his boundaries.

				‘Do not beat him,’ Elena argued. ‘I know he’s been disobedient, but—’

				‘Did I say that was my intent?’ Ragnar cut her off and opened the door. It irritated him that she would believe he would beat a child who hardly understood anything of what was happening. The thought appalled him, that she would accuse him of such a thing.

				You fight for silver, a voice inside reminded him. There is blood on your hands. Why wouldn’t she believe you capable of harming an innocent?

				He kept the screaming boy upon his hip. ‘Come with us, if you don’t trust me.’

				She faltered. ‘I do trust you. But you’ve never been around younger children.’

				From the tone of her voice, he guessed her true fear—that he would be the same as his father, unable to control his temper. Olaf had beaten him regularly, with his fists and sometimes a wooden staff. Elena knew it, just as everyone else did.

				It sobered him, for the last thing he would do was raise a hand to a child.

				Ragnar continued walking away from the houses and towards the shoreline. He walked down the wooden docks until they reached the furthest end, away from the ships. With a glance behind him, he saw that Elena had followed at last.

				He took the boy to an isolated part of the beach and sat upon one of the large boulders. He held the boy tightly in his arms and the boy’s screaming eventually dwindled to sobbing. The cries calmed when the boy began staring at the rhythmic waves surging against the sand.

				Elena trudged through the damp sand and came to sit beside them. She said nothing at all while Ragnar held the boy. It was strange to have a child in his arms and for a moment, he wondered if this was what it meant to be a father. To know that this small person depended on you for everything—food, shelter and protection.

				‘I’m sorry for what I said.’ She reached out to touch Matheus’s hair, but her eyes were on Ragnar. ‘I wasn’t thinking when I spoke.’

				‘I’m not my father,’ he reminded her.

				‘I know that.’

				But in her voice, he sensed a trace of unrest, as if she were uncertain what he was capable of.

				She had brought a loaf of brown bread with her and broke off a piece, handing it to him. Ragnar took it and gave it over to the child, who devoured it. They held their silence, sharing the loaf between the three of them while the waves continued to roll across the shore. Matheus seemed to slip into a trance and eventually Elena spoke.

				‘You were right. I shouldn’t have let him have his own way. I just...felt sorry for him after what his mother tried to do.’

				He understood that. Her compassion was one of the reasons he’d been so taken by her, so long ago. ‘Being a mother to him means giving him what he needs. Not what he wants.’

				She moved to stand behind him, resting one hand upon his shoulder. ‘I’m not very good at this.’

				‘You will be.’ He drew her around to his side, keeping an arm around both of them. For a moment, he held her close and she tensed but didn’t pull away. Eventually, her shoulders lowered and she leaned her head against him.

				‘Thank you for being here. And for helping me.’ She tilted her head back to look at him and he inclined his head to acknowledge her remark. When he didn’t take his eyes from hers, she lowered her gaze.

				‘We should go back. He’ll be tired and I really need to clean the house.’ She started to reach for the boy, but Ragnar stopped her.

				‘I’m not Styr, Elena. I don’t care what the house looks like.’

				‘Neither did he,’ she admitted. ‘It was a habit of mine, because I thought it was a way I could take care of him.’

				‘Just sit a moment with us,’ he urged. He wanted her to enjoy the quiet rise and fall of the sea. Though she was reluctant, he brought her beside him.

				‘You make me nervous in your arms,’ she whispered against his ear.

				‘Why is that?’

				She turned her face against his chest, but gave him nothing more. He sensed that if he pressed her, she would make up an excuse that wasn’t the truth.

				‘You don’t have to take care of me the way you did him,’ Ragnar said.

				She drew back and in the moonlight he saw that her face held confusion. ‘I know you aren’t the same as Styr. What frightens me is all the ways I feel different around you.’

				To distract herself, she smoothed Matheus’s hair, though her eyes were upon him.

				‘Styr should have given you a child to foster.’

				‘He offered to,’ she admitted. ‘I refused, saying that I only wanted a child that I bore.’

				It was obvious that she’d changed her mind. But before he could ask why, she admitted, ‘I thought a child would bring us closer together the way a foster child wouldn’t. I thought Styr would love me if I could conceive a child of his blood.’ Her hand stilled upon Matheus’s hair. ‘But in the end, it didn’t matter. Nothing I did or said would make him love me.

				‘What I did that night when I lay with you... It wasn’t fair. You were right,’ Elena whispered. ‘I was using you, even if I didn’t want to admit it to myself. You deserve more than that.’

				He heard the regret in her words and that wasn’t at all what he’d hoped for. Despite her ended marriage, he didn’t believe she was over Styr. And as much as it frustrated him, he still felt as if he stood in the shadow of his best friend.

				By the gods, he was a fool for being empty-headed enough to let himself dream of her. And for what? A woman who was tangled up in her own battered dreams and marriage to a man who hadn’t loved her.

				‘I’m grateful that you’ve stayed with me during these past few nights,’ she whispered. ‘I didn’t want to be alone.’

				He’d remained there to guard her, and while those nights might have brought her comfort, they’d only brought him frustration. Only last night she’d sat upon a stool, washing her face and hands. He’d watched her tie back her hair, the water droplets sliding over her skin.

				She tempted him the way no woman ever had. But he wanted to give her so much more than a life like this. She’d been brought up in a large home with cups of silver and wealth that Ragnar could only imagine.

				He couldn’t give her that now...but if he fought to earn more, he could. In her eyes, he saw the future he craved, the woman he’d dreamed of.

				Elena stood and tried to take the boy, but Ragnar kept him in his arms. ‘I’ll carry him.’ He stood up from the boulder, shifting Matheus so he could continue staring at the waves.

				With the boy against his shoulder, he led her back home again. And he made a silent vow to himself that one day, he would have Elena Karlsdotter.

				Or die in the attempt.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				Elena opened the door to her home and Ragnar passed Matheus to her. His head lay against her shoulder as she balanced the boy against her hip. When they entered, the darkness of the interior was broken only by the soft glow of coals on the hearth.

				‘Put the boy to bed,’ Ragnar ordered. ‘I want to look around outside to make certain it’s safe.’ His hand cupped her chin and he leaned in to her ear. ‘Bar the door behind me and I’ll return soon.’

				Heat prickled across her skin at the words, but Elena gave him no answer. She closed the door and lowered the bar, her thoughts in a tangle of confusion right now. She’d apologised for seducing Ragnar, when the truth was, she wasn’t at all sorry. She’d revelled in the lovemaking, perhaps because it had been so forbidden. The feelings he’d conjured inside her had been overwhelming and Elena admitted to herself that she’d never felt like that with Styr.

				She couldn’t put a name to her feelings for Ragnar, for while it had only been a few weeks since she’d divorced her husband, her heart knew that it was different with this man.

				She’d always been close to him in a way she hadn’t been with Styr. She could voice any thought, any fear, without feeling foolish. Comparing the two of them, she preferred Ragnar—and that knowledge frightened her. It was happening too fast and she couldn’t tell if her reactions were born of lust...or of feelings that had always been there with a man who understood her in a way Styr didn’t.

				The flare of an oil lamp caught her attention and Elena froze. ‘Who’s there?’ The hair on her scalp stood on end and she shifted her grip to the dagger at her waist.

				‘You’re not going to take my son from me,’ came a voice from the far side of her home.

				Elena turned in horror to see Matheus’s father emerging with a blade in his hands. She’d been too trusting, never suspecting that an intruder might already be inside.

				‘Leave my home,’ she ordered, raising her voice louder in the hopes Ragnar would hear. She didn’t dare let go of Matheus, for fear that the boy’s father would try to take him.

				‘You’re going to pay me for him,’ the man insisted. ‘With gold or—’ his gaze passed over her breasts—‘by another means.’

				She lowered Matheus from her arms, shielding him with her own body. In his ear, she whispered, ‘Go and fetch Ragnar.’

				Instead of fleeing, the child went to sit in a corner, running his fingers over the crevices in the wood. He had retreated inwardly, not looking at her or his father. Likely he didn’t understand what was happening now.

				God help them both.

				‘Ragnar!’ Elena cried out. She started towards the door, but the man gripped her wrist and jerked her back. Clamping his dirty hand over her mouth, he said, ‘Your man won’t be coming for you. My friends have seen to that.’

				Elena tried to scream, but his palm muffled any sounds she made. She fought against him, kicking and twisting her body. He clouted her against the ear and she saw stars, the room blurring all around her.

				She struggled to remain conscious when she dropped to her knees. There was a spear on the far side of the room, if she could only reach it. The man kept his hand over her mouth and she couldn’t shout to Matheus or anyone else. Though she tried to bite down on his fingers, his strength made it impossible. He reached for her skirts and her rage erupted.

				No. She would not allow this man to rape her or make her a victim in her own home. Tangling her feet in his, she used her body weight to knock him backwards. The momentary assault freed her voice and she cried out for Ragnar, screaming as loudly as she could.

				The man scrambled to his feet, but Elena brought a stool down upon his head. She lunged for the spear. When she seized it, the man reached for Matheus instead.

				A white-hot anger controlled her now and she didn’t care whether this man lived or died. Elena gripped the spear, wondering how she could wield it without hitting the boy.

				‘Do you even know how to use that?’ he taunted.

				‘I’ll pierce your heart with it,’ she responded, tightening her hold on the weapon.

				‘Why would you want my son?’ the man demanded. ‘He’s lacking in brains and his mother should have killed him at birth.’

				‘If he means so little to you, then you should be glad that I’ve offered to take care of him.’

				‘Not until I have my price.’ He gripped the boy’s throat and Elena saw the terror in Matheus’s eyes. Though the boy couldn’t speak, he understood the danger. His face was white and his expression pleaded with her for help.

				‘I’ve been watching you over the past few days,’ the man said smoothly. ‘Waiting for the right moment to slip inside. When he wouldn’t be there.’

				His gaze moved over to the wall where Matheus had been smearing mud. The boy’s violent screams suddenly made sense. He must have caught a glimpse of his father tonight, when he was trying to block out the crevices in the wood.

				Where was Ragnar? She couldn’t understand why he hadn’t broken the door down after she’d screamed. And what did the man mean, Your man won’t be coming for you? Was he dead? Had others attacked him?

				Elena glanced over at the door, but it was still barred. Though she didn’t want to take her eyes off the man, she had to get help.

				In one swift motion, she darted towards the door and raised the bar, throwing it open. To her relief, Ragnar was already moving in, his sword drawn. Thank the gods.

				Blood was streaming down his face and though she didn’t know what had happened to him, he was alive. Elena moved to the side but was taken by surprise when her attacker let go of Matheus and seized her instead. She was helpless to move when the point of the spear jammed against her throat.

				‘You’re going to leave her to me, or I’ll kill her before you can take another step,’ the man warned Ragnar.

				Elena couldn’t breathe, but in Ragnar’s eyes she saw a man bent upon murder. He didn’t look at her, his gaze focused upon bringing down their enemy. Matheus was behind them and she couldn’t tell if he was out of harm’s way or not.

				Ragnar kept motionless, but he never surrendered his drawn sword. Instead, he held it, poised to strike. His other hand moved to a pouch at his waist.

				‘Was it silver you wanted?’

				Elena couldn’t see her attacker’s face, but his grip tightened upon her. ‘Throw it to the ground and leave.’

				‘I’ll only leave when she comes with me. And the boy.’ Ragnar’s voice was deadly calm, his eyes hard.

				‘That won’t happen.’

				Elena sensed the madness in his words, that this man would not give up his claim upon the boy. He might insist upon payment, but it wouldn’t end with coins. He would continue to make demands, endangering the boy. There was no reasoning with him.

				She closed her eyes, knowing Ragnar would strike him down. Her life was at stake, but if he didn’t act, this man would kill her after he’d finished with her.

				Do it, she begged silently.

				She kept her eyes squeezed shut, waiting for the inevitable strike.

				‘No!’ she heard Ragnar yell. Her eyes flew open and a gasp resounded from her attacker. The point of the spear thrust and Elena cried out, feeling the harsh pain against her throat.

				Seconds later, the man fell to the ground. Blood poured from his back and she turned to see Matheus holding his father’s own blade. Tears flowed down the boy’s face and his hands were shaking as he dropped the knife.

				By the gods, not this. Matheus had killed his own father to save her.

				‘It’s all right,’ Elena murmured to him. ‘You can put the knife down. I’m all right.’

				The boy obeyed, sobbing as he threw himself into her arms. It was the first show of affection he’d ever given and she wept against him. She’d never known that he would defend her or recognise that she’d wanted to help him. She kept speaking words of comfort, soothing him as she held Matheus close.

				He understood that she wanted to keep him safe, that she wanted to be a mother to him. Though she’d only had him a short time, he’d known that she would not harm him. Her heart broke for the suffering he must have endured at the hands of his parents.

				But it was over now.

				Ragnar stood by the door, his sword still in hand. She raised her wet eyes to his, but there was tension in his expression. He walked towards them and Elena stood straighter, still holding Matheus against her.

				‘Are you all right?’ he asked, tilting her chin back to see the cut.

				Elena nodded. ‘It’s not deep,’ she reassured him. But he found a cloth and used it to wipe the blood away.

				‘He could have killed you.’ His voice was heavy, while his touch remained gentle. Elena went motionless, caught up in the way he was staring at her. She breathed in the scent of him and the urge came over her to bring his mouth down to hers.

				‘No, he couldn’t have. You were there to defend me,’ she said.

				But when she tried to embrace Ragnar, he held back from them, keeping a stoic distance. Something was troubling him, but he wouldn’t say what it was. Did he blame himself for the attack? Neither of them could have known that Matheus’s father had slipped inside while they were gone. She didn’t fault him at all.

				But seeing a dead body on her floor didn’t make the idea of staying here appealing. Not only did this house hold the memories of her failed pregnancy and ended marriage...but now there was death as well. She wanted to start over, some place where she could make a new beginning.

				‘I don’t want to stay in Dubh Linn any more,’ she confessed to Ragnar, opening the door to go outside. With Matheus’s hand in hers, she led them both away from the man’s body. ‘I want to leave this place.’ She hardly cared where it was, so long as there were no memories of the past and Ragnar accompanied her. ‘Can you still get a boat?’ She held Matheus at her side and the boy buried his face against her gown.

				‘In the morning, we’ll find a ship,’ he promised.

				‘Thank you,’ she breathed. ‘And...for tonight, I want to stay somewhere else. Matheus shouldn’t sleep here—not after what happened.’

				‘You can stay with our kinsmen,’ he agreed. ‘I’ll find a place for both of you.’

				* * *

				Ragnar brought her back to his house, opening the door for both of them. Every nerve was on edge, his mind blurred with the fear of losing her. Seeing the spear against her throat had sent him over the edge. He’d been ready to cut down her attacker, the unholy rage filling him up.

				But the boy had struck first.

				Ragnar hadn’t seen the child cowering behind his father and when he’d swung his sword, the sudden movement had come so fast he’d barely managed to stop the blow. Ragnar’s sword had sliced through the man’s ribs and nearly taken the boy’s head off when Matheus had struck with a blade.

				His only consolation was that Elena didn’t know. She’d had her eyes closed and had no idea how close the boy had been to dying. No words could have consoled her if the worst had happened.

				He said nothing to her, but inwardly, he was disquieted by what he’d done. He’d been uncontrollable and he didn’t trust himself at all right now.

				Several of his friends were playing games and drinking, while others nodded to Elena in greeting. Ragnar brought her to a pallet on the floor against one wall and she set Matheus down, tucking him in while she sat beside him. The boy was trembling and she ran her hand over his hair to soothe him.

				Her gentle motion calmed the boy and Ragnar realised that the child was coming to accept her. Though he would never be like other boys, Elena would be a good mother to him. She would love him for who he was, no matter that he was different.

				Ragnar retreated from them and asked a kinsman to help him dispose of the body. He didn’t want her home marred by that.

				* * *

				After it was done, he returned to his own home. He would have to face the jarl and pay a body price, but for now, he would stay with Elena and the boy.

				Inside the house, she sat beside Matheus, watching over him. Ragnar let them have a private moment together while he centred his own thoughts. But even while he sat on the far side of the room, he never took his eyes off her. Long strands of reddish-gold hair spilled over her shoulders, while she leaned back against the wall.

				He saw her hand pass over Matheus’s shoulders and her green eyes caught his in silent thanks. She didn’t know how close she’d come to losing this child at his hands. It haunted him even now.

				Elena lay down beside the boy, but she remained restless and didn’t sleep. After several minutes of tossing and turning, she got up from the pallet and crossed the room towards Ragnar. He remained with his back to the wall, waiting for her to speak.

				In the darkness he could still see the scrape beneath her chin where the spear had penetrated her skin. It bothered him to know that she could have died this night. Life was a fragile thing, severed at any moment. And perhaps that meant taking command of what he wanted, living each day to its fullest.

				‘I couldn’t sleep,’ she whispered. ‘Not alone.’

				Her hair was tangled about her face, her green eyes luminous. He wanted to kiss her, to feel her body pressed near to his. But he was still shaken by what had nearly happened to the boy.

				Elena took his hand and led him away from the others. The men were fully aware of their presence, but no one paid them any heed. She reached out to his cheek and stood on her tiptoes.

				‘I just...want you to hold me for a while.’ Her arms wound around his neck and she stepped forwards until he felt the softness of her breasts pressing against him. Ragnar hardened instantly as her female scent caught him with a flare of desire. ‘I was so afraid.’

				He breathed in the scent of her hair, knowing he had no right to hold her. And yet he couldn’t move away. Not yet. ‘I will always keep you safe, Elena.’

				‘I know,’ she murmured. She pulled back and rested her forehead against his. ‘I hold a lot of regrets inside me,’ she admitted. ‘I never thanked you for saving my life when we were nearly taken captive.’ She stood on her toes and pulled his face down to hers, kissing him.

				It took all of his willpower not to ravage her mouth, claiming her the way he wanted to. He let her take what she wanted, allowing the kiss, but not overpowering her.

				‘I never told you how grateful I was that you protected me on the island.’ She slid her hands to rest upon his heart, kissing him again. The innocent touches were igniting his lust, provoking him to lose control. When she touched her tongue to his mouth, he opened to her offering, deepening the kiss until she broke away.

				‘And I never told you how thankful I am that you never left my side. Even after Styr and I divorced.’ She ran her hand through his hair, adding, ‘I couldn’t have endured those first few days without you.’

				Although she had put her marriage behind her, the mention of Styr was like frost against his desire. He knew that her husband had shared her bed, that Styr had known her intimately. And it provoked a jealousy beyond any he’d ever felt before.

				He wanted Elena to know who he was. And he was not Styr.

				Ragnar took her face between his hands, plundering her mouth. He kissed her hard, running his hands over her body. Teasing the swell of her breasts, down her waist, until he grasped her hips.

				She was breathing harder, but she was giving back to him everything he wanted. Her hands were moving beneath his tunic, touching his bare skin, a moan escaping her when he nipped her ear lobe, tasting the soft skin and arousing her.

				‘Beautiful Elena,’ he growled as he took her mouth again, thrusting his tongue against her own. Her arms came around his neck and he didn’t doubt that she wanted to share his bed tonight. The thought made his shaft harden at the thought of penetrating her wetness.

				He wanted her to respond to his touch in a new way, to be tempted in ways Styr had never shown her.

				You’re not good enough for her, came the voice of doubt inside him.

				He wouldn’t let himself believe it. Instead, he kissed her hard, trying to blot out anything except her touch. He wanted to memorise her features, learning her with his hands. The raw craving—to take her body beneath his and join their flesh as one—was shocking.

				When her hands moved to his leggings, he captured them. ‘No. Not yet.’

				Her face flushed and she started to move away from him. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—’

				‘I’m not finished with you, søtnos.’ He held her captive against the wall, kissing the soft underside of her chin, just above her wound. Her weight sagged against him as his hands moved up her bodice, his thumbs finding the tips of her breasts.

				‘I let you take me that night, but you’ve no idea what it means to share my bed.’ He pinched the tips lightly, watching as she closed her eyes, her hands digging into his shoulders.

				‘If you want to be lovers, I’m going to drive the memory of Styr out of your head. I won’t have him intruding on what’s ours.’ To underscore his words, he reached beneath her skirts, touching her bare thigh. Though he stroked her skin, he kept his palm below her intimate opening.

				She tried to shift against him to bring his hand against her, but he kept it in place. Her green eyes flew open and she pulled his mouth down to hers.

				‘Say my name,’ he demanded. ‘Look at me and know who’s touching you.’

				‘Ragnar,’ she said in a throaty voice. He sensed how deeply aroused she was, for he was aching as badly as her. But he’d learned, long ago, that the greatest fulfilment came from the greatest longing.

				He’d been given a second chance with her. And if it meant casting his own spell over Elena, tempting her until she could no longer think of anything but him, so be it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				‘Take me somewhere,’ Elena asked softly. She wanted Ragnar desperately, but not here. Not surrounded by so many.

				‘Unless you want to go back to your home, this is all we have,’ he admitted. They were shielded from view and Elena didn’t doubt that no one would interrupt them.

				He moved to whisper against her ear. ‘Can you be quiet?’

				The thought of making love to this man a second time, while other people surrounded them, was both terrifying and stimulating. Elena nodded and Ragnar removed his tunic and chainmail corselet.

				She was transfixed by the sight of his muscled body. His brown hair was tied back with a thong and he had leather braces on both arms. When he caught her staring, a slight smile played upon his mouth as if he wanted her to remember the stolen touches from the last time.

				His hardened muscles were ridged and she ached to touch him.

				With this man, she had never felt unworthy. Instead, he stared at her as if she were as necessary to him as the air he breathed.

				‘I shouldn’t have married Styr,’ she confessed, her hands resting against his chest. ‘I was so taken by him when I was a girl, I never saw the man he was.’

				Ragnar’s face tightened, as if he didn’t want to hear any of this. And yet, she needed him to know it. This man had been her best friend and she had sensed something between them long ago. He filled up the spaces within her in a way Styr never had.

				‘Styr cared about you,’ he said at last. ‘He wanted to keep you safe. When we were at Gall Tír, he made me swear to protect you.’

				‘He liked me well enough, for an arranged match.’ Elena traced her hands over the hard flesh of his abdomen. ‘But it was never right.’

				She let her hands fall away, wanting him to know the truth. ‘Do you know how awful it was, trying to mould myself into a woman he could love? I did everything I could to change myself, but it never worked.’ The bitterness in her tone was harsh. ‘And then I couldn’t even give him children.’

				‘Don’t do this to yourself.’ He caught her by the arm. ‘We don’t need to talk about it.’

				He didn’t understand and she took a breath, gathering her courage. ‘I wanted you to understand that...it was never a good marriage. Even in the beginning. I could never talk to him the way I talk to you.’

				‘He was blind to what was in front of him,’ Ragnar said. He pushed her back against the wall and when he trapped her hands, she inhaled sharply. ‘But I’m not.’

				In his eyes, Elena saw the open yearning. It reached into her, past the heartache of a husband who had never been able to love her. She’d tried so long to change herself to be the woman Styr wanted. And here was a man who didn’t want her to change at all.

				‘Perhaps I was the one who was blind to what was in front of me,’ she said.

				And it was true. She’d sensed all along that Ragnar had feelings for her, though he’d been careful not to show them. ‘Or am I wrong?’

				He framed her face with his hands. ‘What do you think, søtnos?’

				His words gave her a boldness she’d never imagined. She pulled him down to kiss him, but instead of the familiar, soul-stealing kisses he’d claimed before, this one was softer.

				It was an awakening, a sense that she’d known this man for so many years...and yet she didn’t know him at all. Her breathing quickened and the rush of arousal that filled her was one she’d never before experienced. There was no guilt or remorse. Only a new beginning.

				He was learning her, tracing his hands over her hair and face. And when he bent to her throat, she leaned back, shuddering as his tongue flicked against her pulse.

				She pulled back to look at him and for the first time, she realised how much Ragnar had come to mean to her. He’d stood by her when she’d been taken captive and they’d managed to survive. He’d been there for her during the worst of times.

				Yet she wanted to know him better.

				His hands were moving over her, gently loosening the laces of her gown. But she didn’t want a hurried night of lovemaking—at least, not now. She wanted to slow down, to open her eyes to the man before her. To know him, the way he’d known her all these years in secret silence.

				‘Slow down,’ she whispered, stepping back. There was a fleeting look of surprise on his face, but she touched his bare chest, caressing him.

				‘I always admired you, even when I was a girl,’ she admitted. ‘Even if I was already betrothed to Styr...I enjoyed watching you.’ She traced the outline of his muscles, where skin and sinew joined to a harsh pulse at his throat. ‘You moved like no man I’d ever seen before.’

				‘I wanted to prove myself,’ he admitted. ‘Fighting was all I knew how to do.’

				‘There’s more to you than a sword and a shield,’ she said. ‘You are a man of honour and courage.’

				‘None of my thoughts were ever honourable towards you,’ he said, his tone turning deeper. ‘I never gave voice to them, but I imagined taking you away from Styr. Capturing you and claiming you.’

				‘I wanted you to claim me,’ she admitted. ‘That night when I dreamed of you. When I forced you to touch me.’

				‘You didn’t force me to do anything I hadn’t already imagined.’ He reached out and drew her face to his, staring down into her eyes. ‘I don’t care what Styr ever said to you or what he thought. You’re perfect in my eyes and always have been.’

				A soft ache caught her heart, for no one had ever said that to her. She felt a yearning to show this man that he had nothing to prove. That she did care for him.

				They were shielded by the wooden partition, but she was fully aware of the others nearby. Ragnar knelt down to the hem of her skirts, lifting them as his hands moved over her bare calves. He slid his palms over her thighs and hips, until he removed the gown and she stood naked before him.

				Her breasts tightened and Ragnar laid her clothing down on the ground. Although she was shy, afraid that someone would interrupt them, she wanted this man.

				Before she would let him lay her down, she stopped him. ‘I want to see you.’ Her eyes rested upon the bulge of his erection.

				Ragnar untied his leggings, until his naked body was revealed to her. She was fascinated by the differences in him. His legs were thicker, his body honed like a sharp blade. And she knew well enough what it was like to have him inside her.

				She lay down upon her clothing, feeling more nervous this time. Her mind spun with fears, even though she knew he would not hurt her. She had lain with him before and it had been thrilling beyond anything she’d known.

				But even with him, she had not become pregnant. Her courses had come and gone, and she was left to realise that lovemaking would not be about creating a child. She had to let go of that dream and find happiness in another way.

				When she reached for Ragnar, he took her wrists and laid them above her head, lifting her breasts towards him. With his voice low, he said, ‘The last time, you took your pleasure from me, for your own desires. Now I’m going to take mine.’

				He covered her erect nipple with his warm mouth, sending a jolt of arousal flooding through her. With his tongue, he swirled and suckled her, making her want so much more.

				Ragnar took one of her hands down and brought it between her legs. ‘Put your fingers there and don’t move your hands.’

				She didn’t understand at first what he meant, but when he kept the pressure there, he bent to her other breast. A startling shimmer of pleasure rocked through her.

				She started to touch herself, but he stopped her. ‘No. Keep your hand there and don’t move it.’

				He lifted one of her legs up, bending her knee and touching her skin. He claimed her mouth, his tongue twining with hers. The raw sensations were coursing so fast, she imagined that the pressure of her fingers was his hard length. She was wet for him, wanting to have him joined with her.

				To encourage him, when he freed her left hand, she reached for him, circling his shaft with her palm. He kissed her harder, hissing when she began moving her hand up and down.

				He pressed his hand atop hers, his fingers dipping into her wetness. And although it brought her pleasure, she fought against the rush of sensation, almost afraid of the way he was making her feel. It was happening too fast and she bit her lip hard.

				‘Don’t scream,’ he whispered against her ear as he thrust inside her body with his fingers. The command made her want to cry out and she couldn’t believe how violent her feelings had become. His thumb edged her hooded flesh while his fingers caressed inside her. The sensations built up within, until she was trembling.

				Ragnar shocked her when he immediately pressed his rigid length between her legs. The pressure of his thick erection drew an unbidden moan from her lips. It felt so good with him there and the shimmering pressure took hold again.

				Then, finally, when he sheathed himself inside her, she let out a sharp gasp.

				‘Don’t cry out,’ he breathed against her mouth. ‘I don’t want you thinking at all. I only want you to feel me inside you and know that no one will come between us again.’

				By the blood of Freya, she had never felt so aroused. But that was what Ragnar wanted. He was trying to force away the memories of her first husband, putting himself in their place.

				He held himself deep inside and with his mouth, he began giving attention to her breast again. He circled the tip, biting gently while his hips moved in a rhythmic circle.

				‘All these years, I saw the two of you together and I imagined him doing this to you.’ He withdrew nearly all the way before plunging deeply, connecting their bodies. ‘I wanted to kill him for touching you.’

				She was wet and desperate for more. ‘Don’t bring Styr into this,’ she demanded. ‘This isn’t about him.’

				He quickened the rhythm, using shallow thrusts to press against her. She couldn’t stop the spasms of arousal that took hold, and though she wanted to force him closer, she knew that he would not cease his assault upon her senses. She locked her legs around his waist, but Ragnar overpowered her, pulling out until she was quivering with a greater need.

				‘I don’t want you ever to think of him again,’ he said quietly, until she grew even more tense, not knowing what he would do. His mouth kissed her stomach, while his hand touched her soft curls.

				Ragnar cupped her bottom and touched her intimately, dipping his fingers into her wetness. Her fingers dug into the ground, gripping the earth as he tormented her with the pressure of his thumb against her hooded flesh.

				She was coming apart from the inside. Though she could hardly bear what he was doing, she understood why. He wanted to torture her, taking vengeance against her body for having had another man before him. He was going to continue touching her, until she was wild with need.

				And the more she fought against the sensations, the stronger they grew. Molten heat clawed inside her as the shimmering excitement mounted harder.

				Without warning, Ragnar grasped her hips and thrust his shaft inside her again. The abrupt sensation sent her flying over the edge and she dug her nails into his shoulders as he spun her off into a release so hard, she couldn’t stop the tremors. He rode her deeply, their bodies slick with sweat, until she was no longer able to grasp a single thought. The instinctive, animal urges commanded her now and she gripped his hips, forcing him to penetrate her hard and deeply.

				Every part of her convulsed against him as yet another release tore through her. She was liquid and primal, and he withdrew and turned her on to her hands and knees, thrusting again inside her as his hands filled with her breasts.

				By the goddess, she was so overcome by lust, she could do nothing except surrender to him. He was commanding her, dominating her in every way as he pounded into her.

				‘Enough,’ she pleaded and at last he released his seed into her, his body jerking until he collapsed atop her.

				Ragnar remained buried inside, his body covering hers. And now that it was over, she questioned whether he’d made love to her because he cared about her...or whether he was trying to prove that he was a better man than Styr.

				* * *

				The familiar hilt of the sword rested in Ragnar’s palm. The clouded air was heavy with the anticipation of battle and the promise of rain. His enemy stood before him, yet another warrior he’d faced with the promise of silver. The man’s face was obscured by the mist and when Ragnar struck out with his sword, the metal bit into a wooden shield. Seconds later, a sharp sting sliced through his upper arm and blood spilled over his skin.

				His muscles strained as he slashed and swung, but his energy began to drain from the wound. And when he reached into his reserve of strength, calling upon all that he had, his weapon struck the killing blow.

				When he removed the man’s helm, he saw the face of Styr.

				Horror filled Ragnar when he saw his friend’s sightless eyes, his body covered in blood. A raw cry tore from his throat but the body blurred, shifting and transforming into the body of Matheus. The child lay lifeless on the ground, blood spilling from his heart.

				* * *

				‘Ragnar!’

				The nightmare vanished, but when he opened his eyes, he saw that he was holding a dagger pointed at Elena’s throat. He dropped it immediately, stunned to realise that he’d raised a weapon to her.

				‘You were dreaming,’ she said softly.

				He’d nearly hurt her in his sleep. Somehow she must have touched him and he’d reacted out of instinct, seizing his weapon.

				‘I could have hurt you.’ The knowledge struck him to the bone. Never in his life had he thought he could harm Elena. But the dream revealed a truth he couldn’t deny. In the midst of fighting, when he was lost in the haze of battle, nothing would stop him from killing.

				Not the face of his friend or a young child. Not the face of Elena. He drew up his knees, covering his face with his hands to let go of the terrible dream.

				Last night, after he’d made love to her, they had both dressed again and slept beside Matheus. He hadn’t slept that soundly in months.

				‘You wouldn’t have hurt me,’ Elena said gently. But when Ragnar dared to look at her, he saw that the boy was inching away. Matheus traced his fingers over the surface of the wall, as if he didn’t trust him. Given how close the boy had come to being beheaded, that wasn’t surprising.

				Ragnar exhaled slowly, rising to his feet. ‘I should go and see about the boat.’

				Elena stepped in front of him. ‘Wait.’ Her arms came around his waist and she embraced him hard. It was likely meant to reassure him, but though he squeezed her in return, he couldn’t help but remember what he’d done.

				You’re not trustworthy. You could have killed her without opening your eyes.

				‘I’m going to take you back to Hordafylke,’ he said. ‘Some of our kinsmen may come, but we’ll likely need a crew to sail with us.’

				‘I already told you, that isn’t where I want to go.’

				‘It’s where you’ll be safe.’ He turned his back to go outside and wasn’t at all surprised when she followed him.

				‘Am I a child now, who needs to return to her parents?’ she demanded. Her green eyes flashed with anger. ‘What makes you believe I’ll go there willingly?’

				‘You don’t have a choice.’

				‘And when did you decide you wanted to be rid of me?’ Her face darkened with embarrassment and she took him by the hand, leading him back inside his house. The interior was dark, but she was right—this wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have with so many around them.

				She gripped her hands into fists at her sides. ‘Was it that bad last night when I shared your bed? Are you so eager to leave me now?’ Her face was crimson and he couldn’t believe she’d think such a thing.

				‘No.’

				Elena picked up a cloth and dipped it in a bucket of water. Without thinking, she began scouring the table.

				‘I don’t think you need to clean just now.’ He took a step back, planning to return to the waterfront. ‘Not when we’ll be travelling soon.’

				She threw the wet cloth at him and it struck him in the chest. ‘I don’t understand you at all. Last night, I thought we could...be together. That you cared about me.’

				His chest tightened, and it took an effort to hold his silence. Though he wanted to be with her, to love her as he had all his life, he didn’t trust himself.

				‘Were you using me last night?’ she whispered. ‘Were you trying to prove yourself better than Styr?’

				The words enraged him. ‘No.’ He unsheathed his weapon and tossed it down on the table. ‘But I was caught up in you.’ He reached to the nape of her neck and guided her to the centre of his house. ‘This morn, I remembered who I am.’ He pointed down to the earthen floor. ‘I’m a warrior who kills, Elena. And the other night when Matheus’s father died, I nearly struck down the boy.’

				She went pale at that, as he’d wanted her to.

				‘Your eyes were closed,’ he went on. ‘You didn’t see when I raised my weapon to kill the man. I swung hard, just as the boy came up behind him. I nearly killed Matheus when I tried to slay his father.’

				‘But you didn’t,’ she said, a moment later. Her voice was barely above a whisper. ‘You held back your weapon.’

				‘I might not have.’ He wanted her to be afraid, to understand that he had not been in control of himself. One misstep, and the boy would have been dead.

				‘Stop it,’ she said. ‘Just stop.’ Elena moved forwards and grabbed his tunic with both hands. ‘You would never hurt me or Matheus. Not in a thousand years.’

				‘My own father died at my hands, when I got angry,’ he pointed out. ‘I couldn’t stop myself then.’ Though he’d never intended to harm Olaf, there was no denying that the man had died only days after their fight.

				‘He didn’t die because of you.’ Elena relaxed her hold upon him and forced him to look at her. ‘He was drinking too much and he was weak of heart.’

				But still Ragnar blamed himself. Though his father had beaten him often, he knew the man had been torn apart by grief. Olaf had numbed the pain by drinking too much mead and he’d lost the man he’d been.

				His father’s blood ran within him and Ragnar couldn’t know if, one day, the battle lust would turn him against those he loved.

				‘You cannot blame yourself,’ Elena said. ‘I trust you with my life.’

				He reached out to touch her face, tangling his hands in her hair. ‘But I don’t trust myself. Even this morning, I could have hurt you without knowing it.’

				She covered his hands with her own, her eyes bright with tears. ‘You’re wrong. I see the man you are. And I intend to follow where my heart leads.’

				She leaned up to kiss him, but Ragnar pressed his mouth against her forehead. ‘Not this time, søtnos.’

				Though it tore him apart, he would endure the heartache of losing her, if it meant keeping her safe. He’d become a man he didn’t recognise, a fighter who had taken too many lives.

				He let go of her and opened the door, only to see Matheus standing outside it. In his arms, the boy held his puppy. For the first time, he met Ragnar’s gaze steadily.

				‘Go inside,’ he bade the boy. ‘Your mother needs you to help her pack your belongings for the journey.’

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				Elena held herself together by strength of will, though she was furious with Ragnar. How could he think she would stand back and let him go? Her heart was bleeding at the loss of this man who had been with her from the very beginning.

				She should have known that the easy friendship she’d found with him was what she’d needed all along. And when she’d pushed past friendship, he’d taught her that she wasn’t as cold as she had once believed. With Ragnar, every touch stirred her senses, making her yield to his pleasure.

				There was more at play here, more he hadn’t said. But she knew that when she’d startled him from sleep, his reaction had shaken him.

				It didn’t bother her, for she’d known he would never hurt her. Neither did his confession about Matheus cause her any concern. He had stopped his sword the moment he’d spied the boy.

				But she was so confused about what to do now. Matheus was chasing his puppy around the room and, for the first time, she heard him laugh. The sudden burst of joy caught at her heart and when she neared him, the boy threw his arms around her waist.

				It was exactly what she needed right now. His small embrace broke down the barrier of tears she’d held back. Elena swung him up on her hip, striding away from everyone else. This boy, her adopted son, had taken a large piece of her broken heart and had begun to mend it. Though she might never bear a child of her own flesh and blood, she still had him. And for now, it was enough. She held him close, weeping silently.

				She needed time to think, to sort through the confusing emotions that plagued her. Her footsteps led her towards Agata once again, needing the woman’s friendship and advice. She set Matheus down, holding his hand while the puppy trailed behind them. He found a gnarled stick upon the ground and handed it to her as if it were a blossom of heather.

				‘Thank you,’ she told him, leaning down to the boy. In answer, he wiped the wetness from her cheeks.

				By the gods, this child was an answer to her prayers. She hugged him again, so grateful for his quiet presence. He was a gift she’d never expected. A son, not from her body, but one who was, none the less, a part of her heart.

				‘We need to convince Ragnar to stay with us,’ she told him solemnly, not knowing whether or not the boy understood. ‘I am going to talk to Agata for a while and you may play with her children.’

				The boy’s expression never changed, but she took his hand in hers and continued walking towards her friend’s house.

				* * *

				‘Ragnar is going to leave,’ Elena told her friend. ‘He’s decided he wants me to return to Hordafylke, to stay with my family.’

				Agata’s gaze turned pensive. ‘Isn’t that just like a man? Believing he knows what’s best for a woman.’ She handed Elena a cup of mead and added, ‘Has he been unkind to you?’

				She shook her head, explaining what had happened with Matheus and herself this morn. ‘It’s as if he believes he has no right to be happy with me. I don’t know how to convince him to try.’

				‘Do you love him?’ Agata asked.

				Elena grew quiet, afraid to think of it. Her head warned that it was far too soon after divorcing Styr. She had no right to love someone else.

				And yet...Ragnar had been there beside her from the beginning. He’d saved her life upon the island and had fought to protect her. The thought of never seeing him again went deeper than the loss of a friend. She couldn’t even imagine the pain and loneliness.

				‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘I do love him.’

				‘Then fight,’ Agata urged. ‘Stop thinking the way a woman would and think in the manner of a warrior. Don’t allow him to command you.’

				An idea took root within Elena, one that was not at all something she would have considered in the past. But she wanted this man and wasn’t about to stand in the shadows and let him dictate her life.

				She told Agata her plan and the woman brightened. ‘It’s perfect, Elena.’

				‘He’ll be so angry with me.’

				‘If he cares at all about you, that won’t matter. In the end, he’ll be glad that you brought him to his senses.’

				She hesitated, so afraid that it wouldn’t work. Before she could voice a protest, Agata intervened. ‘You already know what to do, Elena. Now give me Matheus to watch over and go do what you must.’

				* * *

				He didn’t go to the waterfront, as he’d thought he would. Instead, Ragnar found himself back near the fighting matches, watching the men as they struck hard at each other with their fists. The roar of the crowd and the cries of men wagering on the match filled his ears, but he held back.

				One of the fighters could hardly be more than seven and ten. Lean and untested, the young man reeled when the older man struck him across the jaw. Ragnar held steady, watching. It was as if he were viewing himself, years ago, when his father had hit him.

				He’d been punished for anything and everything. And when men like Elena’s father had claimed Ragnar wasn’t good enough for his daughter, it had been easy enough to believe. If his own father saw him as worthless, why wouldn’t anyone else?

				But Elena had never seen him in that way.

				The young boy was on the ground now, his shoulders hunched over as the blows came. Ragnar’s fists tightened with the desire to interfere, though he knew he could not.

				Elena had tried to save him from this. She’d never once treated him as less than a man. And when they’d been stranded together, he’d discovered what he’d feared all along—that the attraction to her went far deeper than he’d ever imagined.

				He knew he was a poor substitute for Styr, but last night, she had given herself freely, wanting him. She’d granted him a taste of immortality in her arms, a glimpse of the afterworld.

				The honourable path was to let her go, to take her home again. But the warrior within him wanted to damn the consequences and claim Elena for his own. He wanted every night in her arms, seeking only to worship her.

				Dimly, he was aware of others watching him. They knew how many matches he’d won and several glared at him for the wagers they’d lost.

				‘I know you,’ one said. ‘You’re one of the fighters.’

				Ragnar’s hand moved to his sword, eyeing the man with wariness. ‘I didn’t come here today to fight.’

				‘But you will,’ came another voice. ‘You murdered my brother Vakri and stole his son.’

				The crowd of people had fallen quiet and the earlier fighting match had ceased. The young man stumbled away, his face and hands covered in blood.

				‘Vakri tried to kill my woman. I defended her life and took his.’ Ragnar unsheathed his sword. ‘I will pay the required body price, when judgement is passed.’

				The man unsheathed his weapon, his dark eyes holding the promise of vengeance. From behind him, Ragnar saw others surrounding them with their own weapons at the ready. They were men who had lost silver, men who wanted their own retribution.

				‘I don’t want your silver,’ the man said, gripping a battleaxe. ‘I want your head.’

				* * *

				Elena had finished preparing her home, but there was no sign of Ragnar. Although he wouldn’t like what she’d done, she hoped to convince him to stay with her. She would no longer be the quiet, meek woman to stand aside and do what she was told.

				No, she was a Norsewoman with power of her own. The blood of warriors ran through her veins and she would stand up for what she wanted.

				But the longer time went on, the more worried she grew. What if he had already left? Although he’d said he would escort her away from Dubh Linn, something might have happened.

				When there came a knock at her door, she opened it, only to see Agata standing there. ‘It’s Matheus,’ she said, her face mirroring Elena’s fear. ‘He slipped away and we can’t find him.’

				Fear roiled inside her, that someone else had taken the boy. Elena seized a blade to arm herself. ‘And what of Ragnar? Has anyone seen him?’

				Agata shook her head slowly.

				Freya help me, Elena prayed. Terror mingled with determination to find both of them. She didn’t know what had happened, but she wasn’t about to stand by and weep.

				To Agata, she ordered, ‘Find Hring and tell him to bring several of our kinsmen to help me search.’

				She prayed that no one would harm Matheus or Ragnar. It didn’t matter that he was not her sworn husband. He belonged to her in every sense of the word, just as Matheus was her adopted son. And by the gods, she intended to fight for her family.

				* * *

				The haze of bloodlust possessed him as Ragnar swung his blade. He was surrounded by men who wanted him dead, but he would not go down without taking several with him.

				He let the wrath consume him, transforming him into an instrument of Death. His sword bit into flesh, but he heard no screams. He was lost in the moment, unaware of anything save raw instinct.

				A blade sliced his arm, but it was only a scratch to him. There was no pain, no sense of anything, except the need to survive.

				Until he saw the boy.

				Awareness jolted back into him when he saw Matheus walking alone to the centre of the fighting ring. The boy continued moving towards him, heedless of the fighting.

				‘Get back!’ Ragnar ordered, his voice hoarse as he cried out. But the boy did not understand his words, as each step brought him closer.

				Soon Matheus would walk in the midst of the fighters and his life would be forfeit.

				A renewed surge of purpose filled Ragnar, as he cut down one man, then the next. He held up a hand to Matheus, willing the boy to stay in place. He seized a shield from one of the fallen men, swinging his sword wide.

				He kept his gaze fixed upon his enemies as he took slow steps towards the boy. ‘Go home,’ he ordered. But once again, the child did not heed his words. Instead, he ran forwards to Ragnar and stood beside him, facing the men.

				Thor’s bones, the last thing he wanted was a child caught in the middle. But then it occurred to him—he’d ceased fighting the moment he’d seen Matheus. The battle lust had not taken away his awareness the way he’d thought it would.

				He drew the boy behind him, handing him the shield. ‘Hold this and don’t let go.’

				The presence of Matheus did nothing to deter his attackers. Instead, the man who had named himself Matheus’s uncle had a thin smile upon his face, as if he’d been waiting for a distraction like this.

				‘You can’t win,’ he said smoothly. ‘There are too many of us.’

				‘Tell that to the men who are already dead,’ Ragnar countered. He raised his sword and the blade was covered in blood.

				‘Lay down your weapon and we’ll let the boy go,’ his enemy said.

				But there was no trusting a man like this. He would say what he wanted to and the lies held no meaning. If Ragnar dared to set down his weapon, he and Matheus would die.

				One slashed his battleaxe towards the boy and Ragnar spun, deflecting the blow. Though he knew the odds were not in his favour, he would do all that he could.

				And then he heard Elena’s scream.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				Elena rode hard, a spear in her hand. Though she had never used the weapon before, her true advantage was being on horseback. She saw Ragnar cutting down the men surrounding him while Matheus hid behind a shield.

				A white-hot anger filled her up as she rode towards the men. She ignored their weapons, screaming at the top of her lungs while she guided the horse into the fray. The animal trampled one of the men and Ragnar lifted up Matheus, handing the boy to her. ‘Take him and go!’

				He intended to sacrifice himself for both of them. Elena understood that, even as she held the boy in front of her.

				‘Now!’ Ragnar commanded, just as another man struck.

				But Elena gripped the boy with one hand, wielding her spear in the other. She saw another man attacking and she drove the spear forwards, watching it splinter as a sword struck the wood.

				‘Get on!’ she called out. Ragnar started towards her, but his path was blocked by another man.

				He met her gaze steadily, nodding for her to go without him. Instead, Elena held her ground. She had come this far and she wasn’t going to abandon him to die.

				She let out another scream, diverting the man’s attention, but the horse reared up at the sound, causing her to lose her balance. Elena grabbed for Matheus, holding him tightly before she took the brunt of the fall from the horse. She landed on her back and all the breath was driven from her lungs.

				Panic filled her, but she managed to scramble away, still fighting for air.

				She found Matheus and was grateful to see him unharmed. Ragnar stood a short distance away, his last enemy upon the ground.

				To the witnesses, he stared hard. He cleaned his sword and sheathed it once again, daring anyone else to attack. No one did.

				When he reached Elena’s side, she hugged him tightly. Matheus came and took his hand. Ragnar ruffled the boy’s hair and said, ‘I’ll teach you to fight if you wish to learn, son. But this wasn’t the right place for it.’

				‘Come with me,’ Elena said. ‘Please.’

				‘I need to see about the ship. Later,’ he promised.

				But although they were safe now, she didn’t want him to go. She didn’t want him believing that she would be better off without him, hundreds of miles away.

				Elena mounted the horse, and Ragnar lifted Matheus up in front of her. Let him believe that she was going to remain obedient, then. She had another plan in mind and it was time to see it done.

				Three other men arrived at that moment and she rode towards them, reminding them of her orders. Hring sent her a knowing look and smiled. ‘As you command.’

				* * *

				Her kinsmen had taken Ragnar by surprise, after they were away from the fighting area. They’d bound his hands behind his back and he was hooded. From the muffled sounds beneath it, Elena suspected they had gagged him as well.

				He was going to be terribly angry with her. Furious to the point where he would be ready to tear her apart. While she ought to be frightened, instead, she imagined how she would ease his fury, seeking to soothe the angry beast.

				‘Bring him in,’ her kinsman Hring ordered. He raised an eyebrow when he saw the chains Elena had arranged. Though she ought to be embarrassed, she said nothing.

				‘Do you want him unbound?’ Hring asked.

				Elena shook her head. ‘Put the manacles on his wrists. I’ll cut the ropes when I’m ready.’

				Another kinsman snickered and she glared at him. But they obeyed her, chaining each of Ragnar’s wrists. The long chains were attached to the beams of her house, so he could not escape. She had sent Matheus to spend the night with Agata and her friend had promised to look after him.

				Ragnar was on his knees and, from the tension in his muscles, she sensed that he was seething. But she fully intended to change his furious mood.

				This strong, virile man was her captive. And she would do whatever she wanted to him.

				A heady sense of power filled Elena and she moved in closer. ‘I’m going to cut your ropes now. Don’t move, or the knife could slip and cut you.’

				She sawed through the rope, and when the bonds fell to the ground, his hands could now spread open. Ragnar tested the chains, pulling them until they were taut. His arms strained and the bulge of his muscles entranced her.

				She removed the hood and saw that he was indeed gagged. ‘I’m going to take this off.’

				His green eyes glittered with fury and she suddenly questioned if this had been a good idea at all.

				‘Then again...I think I should leave it for a moment,’ she said. ‘So you’ll listen to what I have to say.’

				His glare was so dark, it was smouldering. Elena took a breath and faced him. ‘I know this might seem offensive to you. I know that you’re angry with me for using our men against you.’

				In response, he gripped the chains tighter, trying to break them. Agata’s reassurance that this would help her to win him back was suddenly appearing questionable.

				‘I was afraid if you left me, I’d never see you again,’ Elena continued. ‘And whether you believe it or not, I do care about you.’

				She was nervous, standing in front of him, so she pulled a low stool over and sat. ‘When I was a maiden, I was blind to anyone but Styr. I always thought you were handsome and kind. You were someone I could talk to about anything. Never once did you make me feel awkward or bad about myself.’

				Ragnar was listening now, though it was clear that he still didn’t like the chains or the gag.

				‘I thought I should love a man like Styr, because my father chose him for me. We all thought he would be the leader and he was handsome and kind to me. But I know now that Styr didn’t...’ She paused, searching for the right words. ‘He wasn’t interested in me. I could have been his little sister, for all he cared. But you were different.’

				Suddenly feeling shy, she gathered her hair over one shoulder. ‘I think I always knew you loved me. But I didn’t know my own feelings until last night.’

				She moved in so close, his face was a breath away. With her hands, she reached behind his head, resting her fingers against the tie of the gag. ‘I know this was a desperate move. But I didn’t want you to go without knowing that I love you. All these years, you were the man who stood by me. The man who loved me for the woman I was—not the woman I thought I should be.’

				She untied the gag, tossing it aside. He didn’t speak, but his eyes held a fire that she feared.

				‘I would have done anything to be a mother and I let it consume me.’ She reached out to touch his shoulders. ‘I judged my worth on whether or not I could bear a child.’

				She moved her hand down to his heart. ‘I want a man who loves me,’ she insisted. ‘A man who won’t grow frustrated with me or ask me to change who I am.’

				‘I never asked you to change. Not once.’

				Elena felt her breath growing tremulous and she drew her arms around his neck. ‘I know.’

				Ragnar pressed his hips close and she drew a sharp breath at the junction of his hard length against her softness. ‘Why did you take me as your captive, Elena?’

				She steeled herself and took a deep breath. ‘You wouldn’t listen to me earlier today, when I told you I wanted to stay with you. Caragh Ó Brannon took my husband captive in this way and she won his heart. I hoped...that I might do the same.’

				‘Unchain me,’ he demanded. From the dark tone of his voice, she didn’t think that was a good idea at all. He would only leave.

				Instead, she removed her shoes, standing barefoot before him. Then she unclasped the twin brooches holding her apron in place, setting it aside. Last, she removed her gown, until she was naked before him.

				His expression grew shuttered, as if he didn’t want to look at her. But neither did he look away.

				She came closer and loosened his tunic, moving her hands over his hardened chest. ‘I don’t think I am meant to have children. At least, not children of my blood.’

				She lifted up his tunic and wrapped her arms around him, her breasts against his chest. His skin warmed her and she loved the feeling of hard against soft.

				‘With Styr, I always felt that if I didn’t become pregnant, I wouldn’t please him. With you, I don’t worry about it. It seemed like you only wanted to be with me. The way I want to be with you now.’

				His anger had not diminished and she strongly suspected it was due to his imprisonment. She moved her hands down his tight backside, then around the front to where he was heavily aroused.

				‘A child was never as important to me as you are,’ he admitted.

				A dizzying rush of relief filled her and she stepped back, letting him see her smile. ‘I love you, Ragnar. And I want to be with you, sharing whatever lies ahead.’

				He studied her for a long moment. ‘I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember. But I was afraid that I would be the same man as my father. That one day, my love of fighting would change me into a person who might hurt you or Matheus.’

				‘You would never harm me,’ she insisted. ‘I trust you with my life.’ And she saw in his eyes that, for the first time, he believed it.

				‘Take off my chains,’ he commanded. ‘I want to touch you.’

				Instead, Elena knelt below one of his hands, placing her breast within his palm. An intrigued expression came over him and when he teased the erect nipple, she reached over to help him remove his leggings. His tunic still hung loose against the chains, but she took his shaft in her palm as he touched her. The shudder in his breath excited her as she stroked him, revelling in the power.

				‘I can’t take off the chains,’ she confessed. ‘I don’t know how.’ An unexpected laugh broke free and she asked, ‘Should I call the men back?’

				‘No,’ he growled. ‘Not while both of us are naked. But since you didn’t consider this, I think you should obey my commands.’

				She stepped back, biting back her smile. ‘It seems to me that you’re the one in chains. Perhaps you should obey my commands instead.’

				A wicked look crossed his face and he added, ‘Since I can’t use my hands, I’ll have to use my mouth, kjære.’

				She blushed, fascinated by the idea of this chained man using his mouth upon her body. When she drew close again, he bent down to take her breast in his mouth. He licked the nipple, sucking hard until she felt the wet spiral of need spinning within her. She touched his hair, closing her eyes as the sensations gripped her.

				He punished one breast, then the other. An idea occurred to her and she broke away for a moment, bringing a stool for him to sit upon. Then she straddled him, holding on as he continued to nip at her breasts. The new position brought her intimate flesh directly against his hard shaft and she caught her breath as the proximity brought a new pleasure.

				With her hips, she edged against him, using the pressure of his erection against her wet folds. It was a delicious torment and she started to stand up, intending to sheathe him inside her. But to her shock, Ragnar dropped down to his knees. With her legs spread apart, he used his mouth against her intimate opening.

				‘Don’t move,’ he commanded and the vibration of his voice against her flesh evoked a new sensitivity.

				‘I don’t think I can remain standing,’ she admitted, as he delved into her secret places, tasting and sucking at her tight nodule. Her body was reacting violently and her knees shook as he used his tongue to arouse her.

				‘If you do, it will be worth it,’ he promised. ‘Use your hands to touch your breasts while I taste you again.’

				She felt shy but obeyed, stunned when the shimmer of pleasure tore through her. She jerked with shock, her breath coming in short gasps as he drew out her need. She was so very close to the edge, her entire body was trembling. And when he sucked hard, using his tongue upon her hooded flesh, she bucked and came apart. Elena grabbed him to keep from falling, but she couldn’t stop the tide of release that took her under.

				She helped him to sit back on the stool and mounted him, so grateful to be joined with his flesh. He was unable to touch her with his chained hands, but she moved up and down, loving the sensations of him sheathed inside her.

				‘Turn around,’ he ordered. ‘Reverse it.’

				She’d never tried such a thing, but if it would please him, she didn’t mind changing the position. When she raised herself off him and turned around, he drew his knees together and she straddled him, sinking down so that she took him in deep. The friction was different as she rose up and she found her rhythm, plunging and riding him.

				His shaft kept bumping against her in a new way and she convulsed as the pressure continued to build. Higher and higher it intensified and she cried out as she peaked again, her body shuddering upon his.

				‘I love you,’ she admitted, riding out the crest of the wave as she continued to let him pump against her. ‘I always have.’

				Ragnar thrust inside her as she sat against him and, when she heard the shift in his own breathing, she quickened her pace. She was achingly wet for him, her body accepting his in the wild lovemaking frenzy. And finally he jolted against her, straining with the chains as he let out a shout.

				‘I love you, Elena,’ he said, pressing a kiss to her shoulder.

				She lifted slightly and turned around, wrapping her legs around his waist. The intimacy of being with him was wonderful and her body felt satiated in a new way. ‘Don’t leave me,’ she pleaded. ‘Stay.’

				‘Only if you wed me.’ He kissed her chin, nibbling a path down her throat.

				‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘And especially if our nights together are like this.’

				His hips moved against hers, and at the intimate touch, she felt another surge of desire rising.

				A smile holding the promise of temptation was his answer.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				‘He’s looking at me,’ whined the eight-year-old girl. ‘Make him stop.’

				Elena exchanged a silent look with Ragnar, who was hiding his amusement. Beata was one of five children they’d fostered, besides Matheus. Though none of them was of her own blood, she loved them. Some days she felt more like a shepherd than a mother, herding the children, feeding them and dressing them.

				She sent the five-year-old boy off to play with his older foster-brother and took Beata by the hand. ‘He meant no harm. I imagine he was looking at the embroidery on your apron.’

				Beata rolled her eyes. ‘He’s a boy. They don’t care about embroidery.’

				‘Brothers and sisters were born to fight with each another,’ Ragnar intervened. ‘You’ll learn to ignore his faults, one day.’

				‘That will be a long time from now,’ she pronounced, before adding, ‘Matheus is my favourite brother. At least he doesn’t talk.’

				Elena resisted the urge to answer, but she was grateful that her other foster children had accepted Matheus so readily. He was growing taller and, though he’d never spoken, he’d been apprenticed to a shipbuilder. His attention to detail and his willingness to complete the repetitive tasks no one else wanted had earned him respect.

				When she was alone with her husband, she yawned and he came over to take her into his arms. ‘They will fight more tonight,’ she predicted. ‘But I love them in spite of it.’

				‘You were right,’ he admitted. ‘You were born to be a mother.’

				Her hand passed over her swollen middle and his hand covered hers. This pregnancy had taken her by shock, after so many years of being childless. She’d fully believed she would never bear a child, particularly after she’d learned from their kinsmen that Styr and Caragh now had children of their own. Never had she imagined that the blessing would come to pass.

				Now, only a few months remained until she would hold their own child in her arms.

				‘I pray that the gods will keep you safe when this one is born,’ Ragnar added.

				She leaned back to look into his green eyes. ‘They will, though I never expected I would bear our own child.’

				‘The gods rewarded you, because you took care of the children no one else wanted,’ he said.

				Elena tightened her arms around him. Over the years, she’d taken sickly children, some who could hardly walk or run, and one child who had been born without sight.

				‘They are a blessing to me,’ she admitted. ‘Each and every one.’

				But the greatest happiness was not the love surrounding her each day. Nor was it the settlement they’d built, a dozen miles north of Gall Tír. It was the man who had given her a love beyond any she’d ever dreamed of. It was his steady presence at her side and knowing that he loved her even through the worst of times. She’d given up on having children, only to be surprised by this pregnancy at the least expected moment.

				Ragnar kissed her and the familiar affection brought a warmth to her heart. Her first marriage had been born of duty and the dreams of a young girl’s heart.

				But the man she was meant to love was standing here now. And she intended to do so for the rest of their lives.

				* * * * *
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				UNEXPECTED TREASURE… 

				Humiliated and betrayed by men, Lady Annemarie Golding has isolated herself from society. After a chance discovery of some intimate letters that could tarnish the Prince Regent’s name she sees an opportunity to get revenge on erring husbands everywhere. 

				Only Lord Jacques Verne stands in her way. An aide to the Prince, he has his orders to obtain the letters—at any cost. His pursuit of Annemarie is deliciously persuasive…but if she agrees to become his mistress can she be sure it’s truly her he wishes to possess? 

				“Charming, romantic…a feast for the history lover.”—RT Book Reviews on Scandalous Innocent

			

		

	
		
			
				“What kind of man do you take me for?
A rogue, like Mytchett?”

				“Leave him out of it, if you please.”

				“Gladly. But answer my question.”

				“I cannot!” she retorted, squirming against him. “All I know is that you have your orders and that’s why you’re here. How should I know what kind of a man you are, my lord? You must have heard how skillfully I form opinions in that direction.”

				“Yes, I have. Stop struggling and listen to me. This is not what you believe.”

				“You will never convince me of that, my lord. If I did not own something you’d been told to get hold of at any cost you would show no more interest in Lord Benistone’s scandalous daughter than in any other widow.”

				* * *
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				Author Note

				The Regency, a period between the years 1811 and 1820, was dominated by George, Prince of Wales, eldest son of King George III and Queen Charlotte. He was a man of many facets, both attractive and ugly.

				In 1811 George was required to take over his father’s duties because of a severe illness showing similar symptoms to insanity, projecting the young man into a situation he was unable to manage to anyone’s satisfaction—not even his own. This was not all his fault, but he was not a strong leader in any sense, preferring lavish displays of wealth and waste that drained the coffers dry at a time when funds were needed for the wars against Napoleon.

				My depiction of him as an art-lover is fact, for he did indeed employ knowledgeable friends like Lord Hertford to act as buyer for his “newest toys,” Carlton House and Brighton Pavilion, on which he poured vast sums of money, while at the other end of society thousands lived in terrible poverty after a series of bad harvests and severe winters.

				In an otherwise intelligent and cultivated man, his insensitivity on a personal level was breathtaking, and it seemed to me, as a writer, that to include him in a story of this kind I must choose whether to concentrate on the sadness of his position or on his utterly reprehensible behavior toward those he had once called his dearest friends. To allow Annemarie to rediscover her natural compassion I chose the former.

				Emma Hamilton was one of those Regency characters whose colorful life needs no embellishment. Her story of “rags to riches” both fascinates and repels us at the same time. It is an astonishing saga of how she exploited every attribute and talent she possessed to survive in a man’s world, becoming the mistress of several men in the process, including Lord Nelson. There is no evidence that she and the Prince Regent were actually lovers, but they were close friends—until Emma’s difficulties and demands became too much for him, when he failed to respond to her pleas for help. 

				Selfish to the last, George felt no responsibility to those he had once loved, though he kept thousands of love tokens, letters and mementos. Again, one cannot help but find some sympathy for a woman like Emma Hamilton, so ill-used by her family and all those she had helped, who had taken full advantage of her generosity. Her ambition, apparent greed and amoral behavior sometimes appear at odds with her naivety, innocence and longing for approval while expecting the same kindness from those she loved. I truly believe she could not tell her friends from her enemies most of the time. And that, sadly, was one of the greatest tragedies in her life, for she lived in the heart of a political and greed-ridden society whose loyalties dissolved faster than hers. Combine those expectations with a man like the Prince Regent and there is a recipe bound to collapse—like his protestations of eternal love.

				Two such complex characters, so much to like and admire, so much to despise; their true stories are indeed stranger than fiction.

				My main sources of information were The Prince of Pleasure by J. B. Priestley, which is now out of print, but there is plenty about George to be found in Ian Kelly’s brilliant book Beau Brummell, published by Hodder and Stoughton in 2006.

				Kate Williams’s book, England’s Mistress, is all about Emma Hamilton and is excellent reading (published by Arrow in 2007).
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				Chapter One

				London. June 1814

				Lowering his morning newspaper with a loud crackle, Lord Benistone put down his magnifying lens and stared vacantly at the pot of marmalade, then across at his three daughters. ‘Poor unfortunate woman,’ he muttered. Two of them knew by the way he spoke that he was more likely to be thinking of their mother at that moment than the woman who featured, yet again, in The Times.

				‘Obituaries?’ said Annemarie, his second eldest.

				His eyes warmed at her assumption. ‘No, love. Not obituaries. Lady Emma Hamilton again. Another sale. She can have little more to sell now. You should go, Annemarie.’

				‘To an auction? I think not, Papa. All the world will be there.’

				‘I could request a private view for you. I can send a note to Parke at Christie’s. He’d allow it. I know you’d like something of hers, wouldn’t you? A memento? As an admirer?’

				He’d got it wrong. Words of feeling were not his strong point. ‘Not so much admiration as sympathy,’ she said, ‘for the way she’s been treated since Lord Nelson’s death. All those wealthy friends and greedy relatives, and not one of them willing to help her out of her debts. She must be desperate by now.’

				Her younger sister Marguerite’s opinion was only to be expected, particularly on a subject about which she knew little. At sixteen-and-a-half, she had still not learned the art of discretion. ‘I shall not be wasting my sympathy on a woman like that,’ she said, pushing her half-eaten breakfast away. ‘She’s brought it all on herself.’

				It took much to make their father angry, but this hit a raw nerve and his hard stare at his youngest daughter would have made a bold man quake. ‘Marguerite,’ he said, softly, ‘I wish you would try to acquire the habit of thinking before you speak before it’s too late to make a lady of you. For one thing, no woman brings it all on herself. And for another thing....tch! Never mind. You wouldn’t understand.’

				Even Marguerite knew then that he was thinking of their mother.

				Oriel, the eldest sister, glanced at her sideways and pushed the plate back into place with one finger. ‘Unladylike,’ she said. ‘And I think an apology is called for.’

				‘I’m sorry, Papa,’ Marguerite whispered. ‘I spoke rashly.’

				‘No harm, child,’ he said, nodding. ‘No harm.’ The morning sun caught the top of his silvery hair as he looked again at Christie’s announcement. ‘You go and take a look, Annemarie. I don’t know whether she’ll have saved the best or the rubbish till last, but you may find something to take down to Brighton with you.’ At sixty-eight he was still a handsome man, in spite of the lack of exercise.

				‘What are you looking for?’ said Oriel. ‘I wouldn’t have thought anything of Lady Hamilton’s would be to your taste. A little too flashy, perhaps?’

				‘I’ve no idea. Something small, I suppose.’

				Annemarie saw the flicker of amusement pass across her father’s face at that. There was barely a square inch of space at their Montague Street home that was not occupied by his well-known collection of antiquities, and he knew as well as she that by sending her to Christie’s auction rooms in his stead, his own curiosity would be assuaged without the temptation to buy. Even Lady Hamilton’s last pieces would reveal something of quality, if not rarity, for she and Lord Nelson had been presented with gifts from every corner of the world. Annemarie was due to return to her own house at Brighton the next day, so it seemed like a last chance to find something that would fit. Something small.

				* * *

				Only one hour later, a note was delivered to Montague Street assuring Lord Benistone that Mr Parke, Christie’s senior valuer, would be delighted to show Lady Annemarie Golding over the most recent acquisitions.

				* * *

				So it was that, by mid-afternoon, she had chosen not the small thing she’d intended, but one of a pair of matching bureau dressing-tables made by the elder Chippendale, no longer in the height of Regency fashion but exactly what she needed for her bedroom. She would have bought its twin also, but did not need two of them as Lady Hamilton and Lord Nelson apparently had. Widows such as herself only needed one of anything. The generous price of it, however, was certain to relieve the poor lady’s acute embarrassment more than all the other clutter she was selling, except for its twin which Mr Parke assured Lady Golding he would sell for at least as much. Even so, he pointed out that he knew of no one who would want to purchase the pair and was relieved to have got one of them out of the way so quickly.

				* * *

				It was delivered to Montague Street that very same day and, smoothing a gnarled hand over the rosewood surface, Lord Benistone bent to examine the delicate inlay, the pretty brass handles, the honeyed tones of the veneer, his fingertips reading the patterned woods as if they were words. ‘I’ll have it packed straight away for you,’ he said, ‘and ready for the wagon first thing in the morning. Will that do?’

				‘Thank you, Papa,’ Annemarie said, glancing round the great hall where the brown bureau looked so ill at ease amongst the white carved reliefs and contorted stone figures, the smooth busts of Roman matrons, the urns and plaques. There was no point in repeating the countless invitations to go with her to Brighton. He would never leave his beloved collection, not even for a few days of bracing sea air, especially now when the whole of Europe was flocking to London for the end-of-war celebrations. The possibility of meeting other antiquarians was too good to miss. She could hardly blame him when she was using the same reason to escape to deserted Brighton where she was unlikely to meet anyone who knew her.

				The other reason, she had to admit, was that the beautiful house on Montague Street had become more like a museum than a home and she longed for the white-and-pastel space of her own elegant rooms where she was not swamped by sculpted pieces of enormous proportions or paintings covering every vertical surface. They were even stacked against the furniture now, finding their way into the bedrooms, preventing the housemaids from cleaning and the housekeeper from keeping order. Entertaining had been out of the question for years unless the guests were fellow-collectors, making for some very one-sided conversations. It was not difficult for any of them to understand why their mother had left last year, although the manner of her leaving was another thing entirely. That would be even harder to understand and not a day passed when Annemarie did not feel the wound it had left.

				They never spoke of it, papa and his daughters, but now it seemed as if something had tweaked at that raw nerve again as the day of Annemarie’s departure drew nearer and his usually clear voice faltered as his hands ceased their caress of the rosewood. ‘This thing will be all right,’ he whispered, ‘but it’s you I’m concerned about, lass. You’ve been more affected by what happened than your sisters and, at twenty-four years old, it’s time you found somebody else to take care of you properly. Holing yourself up by the sea is hardly the right way to go about it, is it? And when I’m no longer...’ His voice trembled on a sob as the thought took over. ‘I ought to have seen it coming, oughtn’t I?’

				Annemarie had not seen him like this before. Taking him into her arms, she hushed him with mothering sounds and felt him tremble as if a cool breeze had ruffled him. Then he was still again, composed and dignified, determined not to be seen caring too deeply for his loss. It was affairs of the heart that had been his undoing. That, and a disastrous misdirection of his attention. Perhaps there was more of him in young Marguerite than he cared to admit.

				Withdrawing from her comfort, he sniffed and pushed a tear away with a knuckle, smiling thinly at the unusual lapse. ‘You’re so like her,’ he said, touching her cheek. ‘Oh, I don’t mean like that. I mean in looks. The way she was when I first saw her: same glossy black hair, velvet skin, amethyst eyes. A beautiful creature.’

				She smiled. What loving father did not think his daughters beautiful?

				* * *

				Later, she tried her persuasions on Oriel. ‘I wish you were coming with me,’ she said as they watched Marguerite disappear with a swirl up the wide staircase still in a state of agitation from breakfast.

				‘And I wish you were staying here with us,’ Oriel said, tucking her hand through her sister’s arm. Upstairs, a door slammed and her soft grey-blue eyes rolled heavenwards before turning to Annemarie’s.

				‘She means no harm, love.’

				‘She doesn’t have the sense to mean anything,’ said Oriel ‘That’s the problem. We never know what she’s going to say...or do...next. That’s why it’s best if I stay here to keep an eye on her. Besides....’

				‘Yes, I know. You have Colonel Harrow. I would never drag you away from him, just to keep me company.’

				Oriel blushed, her smile lighting up her serenely lovely face like sunshine on water. Annemarie picked up the hand that was through her arm to check on the sapphire-and-diamond engagement ring. Colonel Harrow was fortunate to have won her and not for the world would Annemarie have claimed priority when the couple had so recently been reunited after his return from the Peninsula Wars. Oriel’s relief to find him unharmed after so much hard fighting against Napoleon’s forces had moved them all to tears of joy, especially after Annemarie’s own late husband had fared less well. As a couple, Oriel and William were now able to take part in the celebrations that would last for months, if the Prince Regent could find the funds to pay for them.

				Oriel shared in the study of her ring. ‘It’s not only that,’ she said. ‘It’s Father too, isn’t it? He prefers it if one of us is here to show his visitors round the collection and Marguerite is no help because she doesn’t know the first thing about it. At least we can tell Egyptian from Assyrian.’

				Giggling at the mental picture of Marguerite’s carefully cultivated ignorance, Annemarie could not suppress the uncharitable retort, ‘Yes, and the longer she refuses to learn, the less likely she’ll be asked to help. She knows that, the little minx. And Papa knows it, too. He should take a stronger line with her.’

				‘He did at breakfast though, didn’t he?’

				‘He should do it more often.’

				‘She takes notice of Cecily,’ said Oriel, wiping a finger over the stone curls of a Roman’s beard. ‘This one hasn’t been dusted lately.’

				‘Thank heaven for Cecily. She’s a saint.’

				Father’s widowed cousin Cecily was in a perfect position to visit their London home as one of the family while keeping her own luxurious house on Park Lane as an escape from the comings and goings of visitors to their papa’s “museum”. Quite often, Marguerite would stay overnight with her when a chaperon was required for an evening event, an arrangement that suited them all for a variety of reasons. Cecily had been the one to sponsor Marguerite’s coming-out ball last summer, and now she was just as likely to appear at the Montague Street breakfast table as Marguerite was at hers.

				‘You ought not to be travelling down to Brighton on your own, though,’ Oriel said. ‘You know Father doesn’t like it above half. Won’t Cecily go with you?’

				‘I would not want her to,’ Annemarie replied. ‘I’d rather she stayed where Marguerite is, while she’s flitting about from party to picnic every day. She’s quite determined to go to Lady Sindlesham’s ball tonight, you know, and Papa doesn’t seem at all concerned. Cecily is needed here. Anyway, love, I shall hardly be on my own with a maid and two coachmen, shall I? I’m not likely to come to any harm between here and the coast.’

				‘You’re getting to be a recluse, Annemarie. It cannot be good for you.’

				‘It’s best,’ she said, not wanting to explain.

				‘Think of all the evening dresses. You know how you love dressing up.’

				‘Don’t, Oriel. It doesn’t help.’

				But it was true. To wear the newest fashions had always been one of her weaknesses, but without that frisson of excitement at the admiration they caused, the exercise seemed pointless when the stares she received would be laced with pity and curiosity to see how she was surviving last year’s scandal. She was not prepared to face that. Not yet.

				Oriel’s arm squeezed hers, understanding. When Mama was with them once again and Annemarie began to show signs of taking her place in society, she and her handsome colonel would name a date for their marriage. It was typical of her that she would not put a seal on her own happiness before everyone else’s was assured. But never once had the two older sisters doubted that, one day, Mama would reappear and that their lives would then begin a return to normality.

				It gave her sister no pleasure to keep them waiting, but for the life of her, she could find no way forwards.

				* * *

				The well-dressed delivery man touched the brim of his top hat. ‘Thank-ee, m’lord. Very generous, m’lord. Any time.’ A real swish beau, that one, he said to himself, watching the long stride disappear round the corner. It was one thing to be in such a cove’s good books, but that man could do some serious damage if the opposite applied, if those shoulders and that deep barrel of a chest were any indication, yet the blue superfine sported not one crease. Pocketing the gold coin, he patted the embroidered lettering on his black-velvet lapel that said, ‘Christie’s of London’ before climbing up on to the wagon to sit beside his mate. ‘It don’t get much easier than that, Rookie,’ he grinned.

				‘Blabbermouth!’ replied Rookie, good-naturedly flipping the reins. ‘Giddup!’

				Returning to the front of Christie’s Auction House, the admired beau climbed into his own conveyance, a cream-and-black curricle of exquisite delicacy, took the reins and whip into his gloved hands, nodded to his groom and moved away along King Street heading northwards, quite unaware of the admiration he had aroused.

				Montague Street, he said to himself. That would be Benistone’s place, of course, a collector better known for his Greek and Roman artefacts and old masters than furniture. One of the best collections in London, so the Prince Regent believed. Sadly, Lord Benistone had suffered some notoriety over the loss of his beautiful ex-courtesan wife who had run off with the suitor of one of his daughters last year. He himself had been away in the Peninsula with Wellington at the time, so knew little of the details. The elderly father had never been a socialite, and what the daughters were like he did not know, though he’d heard that one of them had her mother’s looks, which might explain why that short-sighted worm Mytchett had taken what was on offer. His curiosity sharpened.

				* * *

				At Number Fourteen Montague Street, Lord Benistone’s butler was apologetic. The master was not at home. He was across the road in the British Museum. He liked to take a look at least once every two weeks. Would Lord Verne like to return tomorrow? Leave his card?

				No, Lord Verne thought he could do better than that, though it would not do to betray his impatience. In the marbled hall lined with art objects, he had detected a white pedestal that had moved, very slightly, in a shadowy corner by the staircase. He took a chance. ‘I wonder...is Lord Benistone’s daughter at home? I have not yet had the pleasure of the lady’s acquaintance, but His Royal Highness the Prince Regent...ah!’

				The pedestal moved forwards very slowly into the light and became a tall shaft of creamy-white flowing muslin topped by a scoop of peachy skin, a long neck unadorned except by wisps of escaping hair that curved on to her shoulders, the remainder of which was piled up into a gloriously untidy mass of glossy blackness that had obviously been set up there without mirror or abigail.

				There were very few times when Lord Verne was bereft of speech, being an erudite man known for his ability to handle any situation with astonishing efficiency, but this was one of those times. Aware that his incredulous stare would be taken for incivility if he didn’t utter some kind of sound in the next three seconds, he let out his breath on a narrowly avoided whistle. ‘Miss...er...Benistone?’ he said. ‘I hope you’ll forgive my intrusion.’

				Her black-rimmed gemstone eyes glared at him from beneath finely curved brows, one of which was cleft by a loosened ringlet that on any other woman would have signified untidiness, but on her was sensational. So, this could be the jilted daughter. If the mother looked anything like this, Verne thought, who could have refused her? But the amazing eyes remained stony and one could not have said that her welcome was even lukewarm as she stayed well out of reach. ‘No, we have not met, sir. I am Lady Golding, Lord Benistone’s second daughter. And you are?’

				‘Lord Verne. At your service, ma’am.’ The use of his title, he thought, was justified on this occasion.

				‘Then, in the absence of someone to introduce us, I suppose that must suffice. How do you do?’ Gracefully, she inclined her head in what he knew to be the precise degree demanded by etiquette and not one jot more. His own slight bow matched hers. He had no intention of offering more in civilities than she did. She adjusted a frill over her other wrist before clasping her hands beneath the high bodice of her gown.

				The butler bowed and took Lord Verne’s hat and gloves and placed them on a vacant corner of the book-piled hall table before leading the way to a morning room that had now become a repository of treasures. There was very little room for manoeuvre, yet he was both surprised and amused when the butler, without being prompted, propped the door wide open with a gigantic plaster cast of a foot before leaving them alone. If one could be alone in such exalted company.

				‘Casts of Michelangelo’s David,’ said Annemarie, noting his interest. ‘Here’s his nose and one of his hands.’ She blew a cloud of dust off it. ‘May I ask your business, my lord?’ Still no smile.

				He decided to press for one. Foolishly, in retrospect. ‘Yes,’ he said, looking about him, ‘it would be difficult to get the rest of him in here without chopping him into further little bits, wouldn’t it?’

				‘You mentioned the Prince Regent just now. Was there a reason for that?’ she said, ignoring his attempt at levity. She obviously did not appreciate having to deal with visitors, even noble ones, who turned up on the doorstep without a ticket expecting to be shown round individually. She would expect them to apply for the usual days: Mondays, Wednesdays and Saturdays. ‘Does his Highness wish to see the collection, perhaps?’

				Verne accepted defeat. She was not going to thaw. ‘I mentioned the Prince Regent, my lady, because he has commissioned me to find something for him.’

				Annemarie glanced sideways at the dusty piles of books, vases and body parts waiting to be catalogued. ‘Really. And would you know it if you saw it, my lord?’

				So, she needed to be told that she was not talking to an ignoramus. Idly following her glance, he was needled into a retort. ‘Well now, I’d know that the hand you’ve just dusted off is by Bernini, not Michelangelo, like the nose. And I’d know that this bowl here is sixth century bc Attic and that you should put it somewhere safe. It’s a very rare piece. And behind you is an El Greco, if I’m not mistaken.’

				‘It is!’ Annemarie retorted sharply. ‘What is it you’re looking for?’

				Right. Now we’re level, Lady High and Mighty Golding, née Benistone.

				‘For a Chippendale bureau. Oak, mahogany and pine, mostly.’

				‘As you see, my father is not a collector of furniture. That is why I cannot ask you to sit. Most of our chairs are used for...other things...’

				‘Yes, quite. But I was led to believe, my lady, that a Chippendale bureau was delivered to this address only today. The day before the Hamilton auction.’

				A quick frown shadowed her face. ‘Mr Parke promised me—’

				‘It was not Parke who gave me the information,’ he said. ‘I did not even ask him for it. One does not need to go to the horse’s mouth to find things out, if you’ll excuse the expression.’

				‘I’m familiar with the Christie organisation, I thank you. I can guess how you made your discovery But you are wasting your time, my lord. There is no bureau here. Where on earth would we put such a thing?’

				‘His Highnesss will be very disappointed. He’s offering a good price for it.’

				‘Well, that’s not my concern. Why does he want it so much?’

				‘The Prince’s buyer visited Christie’s auction rooms at mid-day and found that the pair had been split up. His Highness was very put out. He wants the pair, you see, and at the moment he has only one. He sent me to search for it’s twin.’

				Angrily, she looked away, making it clear that knowledge of who had purchased the bureau was the very thing she had wished to avoid. Verne noted the angry flush and felt a moment of sympathy for this ravishing creature hiding herself away in this museum-like cavern with an ageing father and a heart growing cold with bitterness.

				As if summoned by the butler, a well-dressed middle-aged lady appeared, entering from the hall with plenty of warning and looking from Annemarie to her visitor with a smile. One glance at the fair ringlets, the plump figure and the brightly rouged cheeks warned him that she was probably not one of the sisters.

				‘Cecily, my dear,’ said Annemarie, ‘allow me to introduce Lord Verne. Mrs Cardew, my lord. My father’s cousin.’

				‘Ma’am.’ This time, his bow received a smile in return.

				‘My lord. You were hoping to meet Lord Benistone? Oh dear. He’s late.’

				‘I was hoping to find Lord Benistone and a certain bureau, ma’am.’

				Annemarie’s quick frown would have cracked a Greek urn, but it went unheeded. Mrs Cardew preferred him not to leave without some discussion. She was never usually so blind to Annemarie’s signals. ‘Oh, that,’ she said. ‘What a pity you’ve just missed it. It’s just been loaded on to the—’

				‘That’s what I told his lordship,’ said Annemarie, stepping in quickly to stem the verbal flow, ‘that it’s not here.’

				‘It’s going down to Brighton, you see,’ continued Mrs Cardew, brightly. ‘It’s for Lady Golding’s personal use.’

				‘And it’s not for sale. Now, if you’ll excuse me, my lord, I have things to do.’

				‘Ah, so it was here,’ Verne said, determined to persevere rather than be sent off with the flea in his ear that Lady Golding had in mind for him.

				‘That is quite irrelevant, my lord,’ said Annemarie, sending him a withering look. ‘I’ve said it’s not for sale. Naturally I am mortified that his Royal Highness will be disappointed. Indeed, I shall probably lose a week’s sleep over it. I hope he soon recovers and finds something else he cannot live without. A diamond-studded horseshoe, for instance? A gold-plated handkerchief? A hair from the Great Chan’s beard? Poor man. So much wealth to get rid of.’

				‘Annemarie, you must not say such things. Lord Verne and the Prince are sure to be close friends.’

				‘Yes, I imagine they must be if all they have to do is to chase round London after things they can’t have.’

				Taken aback by Annemarie’s sharpness, Mrs Cardew responded to a sudden clatter in the hall that heralded the arrival of the one who could save a difficult situation: Lord Benistone himself. She went off to investigate.

				Lord Verne, however, placed himself between the door of the morning room and Lady Golding. He’d be damned if he’d let her have the last word. His voice was little more than a growl meant for her ears alone, spoken while their eyes locked together like cold steel. ‘I rarely chase after things I can’t have, Lady Golding. When I see what I want, I pursue it. And I usually make it mine.’

				She could be in no possible doubt about his meaning, which had nothing to do with the bureau. Her eyes read his, down to the last letter. ‘Oh? With or without permission?’ she said.

				‘Both,’ he replied, watching her eyes flinch. If his answer held a hint of ambiguity, he was certain she understood him well enough.

				Her tongue was sharp, but not sharp enough to find a clever reply before the cousins returned, introductions were made, connections and interests defined. It was always a joy for Lord Benistone to find another man who shared his passion, and this man, working closely with the Prince Regent himself, had the best of credentials. Each had heard of the other.

				* * *

				Annemarie kept herself apart, fighting the temptation to run upstairs and shut herself away until he’d gone, her head echoing to his words, a statement of intent more than a challenge. After almost a twelvemonth, it was not what she needed to hear from any man hoping to find favour with her. Perhaps he believed that, after such a public disappointment, she would be desperate to regain her former standing in the fickle world of the ton, or that she was waiting for some bold knight to rescue a woman left desolate and pining. Nothing could be further from the truth. She wanted nothing any man had to offer, not even the nonsense about pursuing and owning. And for another thing, he was one of the Prince Regent’s set, and that condemned him in her eyes as irrevocably as all the rest put together.

				All the rest? That tall athletic presence, too? The smooth doeskin breeches covering long muscular thighs, the matching waistcoat, under a creation that must have come from Weston of Old Bond Street, covering a deep chest. No padding or lacing there, she was certain of it. The impeccably arranged neckcloth and white cuffs, a single diamond pin and gold fob-watch on a fine chain were the kind of elegance that Mr Brummell advocated. Nothing to attract attention. That trend-setting gentleman, however, had no say over a man’s physique or natural comeliness, and heaven knew she had seen enough men to know when one was several cuts above the rest. His long unmannerly stare had given her time to do the same and, although her scrutiny was not meant to approve, her reluctant conclusion was that his was the handsomest countenance she had ever seen.

				She had also taken note of the ruthlessness there, too, the square chin and steel-grey eyes, the quick lift of his head when he’d sparred with her, determined not to be bested. His dark hair was a tangle of deep waves that had obviously resisted any attempt to tame it and there was a streak of white from his brow that disappeared into the rest, like foam on the sea. She had seen the manicured nails, the dusting of dark hairs on the backs of his strong hands, an unsettling detail that reminded her of how dangerous such a man could be.

				Still, there was one comforting thought: he would not be getting her bureau for any price, so he might as well go quietly and leave her alone. As for Cecily’s contribution, that was one of those annoying but forgivable mistakes, a result of her natural friendliness and her longing to re-establish Annemarie’s connection with the beau monde that had been allowed to lapse.

				This time, Cecily’s enthusiasm was somewhat misplaced when she added her voice to Lord Benistone’s invitation. ‘Yes, indeed, my lord, of course you must dine with us. Miss Marguerite and I will be leaving for Lady Sindlesham’s ball later on, but Lord Benistone loves nothing more than to hear who has acquired what. Annemarie, my dear, will you allow me to go and speak to cook?’ A response seemed to be superfluous when Cecily was already halfway to the door, leaving Verne wondering exactly who was mistress here, Mrs Cardew or Lady Golding.

				Cecily’s unique position within the family caused such anomalies to happen occasionally. She meant well, but what annoyed Annemarie more was the almost indecently brisk acceptance by which the tenacious Lord Verne took advantage of her father’s craving for men like himself to converse with. In no time at all, the two of them were away into Lord Benistone’s inner sanctum, talking nineteen to the dozen as if they had known each other for years instead of minutes, all protests about not being properly dressed for dinner dismissed with a wave of the master’s hand. ‘No matter, dear boy. Neither shall I be. No time for that. Never have. Nobody minds here. Come and tell me if his Highness has a bronze like this.’ And away they went without a backward glance, leaving Annemarie fuming at her own impotence.

				Somebody did mind. She did. She preferred it if people dressed for dinner. What else would they dress for if not for the evening? She could hardly blame her father for latching on to a man so closely involved with the Prince Regent’s treasures, but she knew that this man had come here for something he was sure he could get, one way or another. And Lord Benistone was such a generous and obliging man, far too willing to say yes because it took less effort than to say no. With the latter, explanations were usually needed.

				* * *

				After their acrimonious introduction, it would have been quite unrealistic for Lord Verne to expect anything from Lady Golding except a polite frostiness, which is exactly what she delivered, even though etiquette demanded that they sat next to each other. Obviously, she was not inclined to exert herself for his sake, but no one seemed to notice when the youngest sister was intent on making enough effort for both of them with her girlish chatter.

				Dressed in her white ballgown, the young lady looked astonishingly pretty with dark brown curls framing features that, in another year or two, would become more classically beautiful, though never as stunning as her sister. She did not possess anything like Lady Golding’s intelligence or depth either, her eagerness to please reminding Verne of a puppy that went into raptures at the sight of an audience. Especially a male audience. The eldest sister, Miss Oriel Benistone, was dining out that evening so he was not able to compare the siblings further, but the father and his cousin kept up a stream of conversation between them that made Lady Golding’s studied silence seem piquant to Verne. Even enjoyable. It was some time since he’d met such tangible hostility and never from a lovely woman. The situation was intriguing, all the more so when his brief was to get results at all costs.

				Inevitably, the conversation turned to the elusive bureau wanted by the Prince Regent for Carlton House, the ongoing renovations of which were so much over budget that he was having to petition Parliament for extra funds for their completion. Miss Marguerite Benistone aired the question her father was too polite to ask. ‘Doesn’t the Prince have enough funds of his own, Lord Verne?’

				Verne smiled indulgently at her. ‘His Highness never has enough funds. The Pavilion at Brighton is another half-finished project costing huge sums in improvement and decoration.’

				‘Not to mention,’ said Annemarie, unexpectedly, ‘the cost of entertaining the crowned heads of Europe this summer after a war that has drained the country of every spare penny. No wonder Lady Hamilton is having to sell her effects to make ends meet. We shall all be doing the same if his Highness insists on covering the rooftops of his Pavilion with fancy Indian domes.’

				‘You don’t approve of the Prince, I take it?’ said Verne, goading her.

				Before she could answer, Mrs Cardew stepped smartly into the breach. ‘Ah, but think of all those celebrations in the parks since Bonaparte was taken into custody, all the dances and routs, all the returning militia to entertain. Did you serve in the King’s army, my lord?’

				‘Until a few months ago, ma’am. I was in the Peninsula Wars with the Prince of Wales’s Own Regiment.’ He knew that would only confirm Lady Golding’s assumption that, as one of the Prince Regent’s cronies, he was sure to be as unprincipled as the rest of them. The 10th Hussars were best known for glamour, wealth, women, drinking and riotous behaviour, amongst other things. The knowledge would do nothing to endear him to her, he was sure. Idly, he wondered where Mrs Cardew stood in the scheme of things. Did she live here with Lord Benistone as dedicated chaperon, or was she simply an obliging cousin? Would it be worth cultivating her help to get what he wanted? He touched his forehead just below the white streak. ‘I have found that making a study of antiquity is safer than pursuing angry Frenchmen.’

				‘Oh,’ said Marguerite, ‘but you must know how all English ladies simply hero-worship Napoleon Bonaparte, Lord Verne. Such a stern, scowling face must send goose-pimples...what? Oh!’ A look from her father, and Mrs Cardew’s gentle hand on her arm, stopped the gushing tribute in mid-flow as she directed her limpid brown eyes towards Annemarie’s stony expression. ‘Oh...yes, of course. Sorry, Annemarie.’

				With the slightest shake of her head, Annemarie dismissed the gaffe without explaining its significance to Lord Verne. But Verne had already made the connection, during his two hours with Lord Benistone, that Annemarie was the widow of Sir Richard Golding, one of Wellington’s best officers, killed by French sniper fire early in 1812. Married less than a year and known to everyone as a brilliant man, his death had been a great loss. Her grief must have been terrible, but obviously not enough to penetrate the consciousness of her younger sister.

				Grasping at any subject of mutual interest, Lord Benistone reverted to buying and selling. ‘So this bureau you’re after, Verne. How much did you say his Highness is prepared to pay for it?’

				‘No, Father!’ said Annemarie before Verne could reply. ‘It belongs to me, remember? It’s not for sale. Not at any price. If his Highness wants a pair, he can easily have one made to match and, in any case, if he’s as short of money as all that, he ought not to be offering to buy an expensive piece of furniture, ought he?’

				Her father, blinking in guilt at his daughter’s pertinent reminder, gestured vaguely with his dessert spoon ‘Well then, there you are, Verne. If you want to get to the bureau, you’ll have to get to Annemarie first, eh?’ The shocked uncomfortable silence lasted for what seemed like an eternity until, to ease the embarrassment, he continued. ‘I was speaking in jest, of course. The bureau will be on its way to Brighton first thing in the morning and so will Annemarie. His Highness will have to find something else, won’t he?’

				Mrs Cardew’s contribution, meant to ease the tension, did not have quite the desired effect. ‘Lady Golding’s other home is in Brighton, you see,’ she told Verne, who had seen that some time ago and had been thinking ever since how strange it was that he’d never met her there. ‘She does not care for the London crowds.’

				‘I think you need not explain for me, Cecily dear,’ said Annemarie. ‘Lord Verne has more important matters to occupy his mind than where I choose to spend my time. May we drop the subject now and talk of something else?’

				But her father’s idea of dropping a subject was not hers. ‘Look here, Annemarie. What was I saying to you only today about travelling all that way on your own? Eh? Now why don’t we ask Verne to accompany you, just to keep an eye on things?’

				‘No, Father! Absolutely not! I prefer my own company, thank you.’

				Lord Benistone heaved a sigh, waved his spoon again like a white flag of surrender and plunged it into his baked apple and clotted cream. ‘No, of course not,’ he said. ‘What am I thinking of? Verne will be tied up with the Prince’s business from morn till night. A busy time for you, young man.’ The spoonful disappeared into his mouth and the conversation swung away smoothly to less contentious matters concerning the mammoth task of accommodating the European royals, some of whom had other ideas about staying with the Prince Regent whose interminable meals bored them to tears.

				It was no hardship to Verne to feed delectable snippets of harmless royal gossip to fascinated ladies and, although the one who interested him most refused to respond, the pleasure he derived from sitting beside her lifted the exercise to a different level, knowing that she listened, weaving him into her own thoughts. She would be thinking, naturally, that he was ingratiating himself with her father in order to obtain the bureau through him. In her present defensive mode, seething with resentment and distrust of men, she would be planning how to shake him off, how to keep him at a distance, how to strengthen the shield that guarded her damaged heart which, after a death and a desertion in the space of two years, would still be aching, to say the least.

				He could try the leisured approach, but that would take more time than he had. Then there was the other kind, more of a risk, intended to unsettle her, to provoke her into doing something rash and to remind her that she was desirable. The choice was easy.

				* * *

				Once the meal was over, Mrs Cardew and Marguerite took their leave of the company, giving Verne the chance to make his excuses also. In the deserted hall, he lingered to speak alone with Annemarie, who had watched her father’s retreat with barely concealed alarm. His blunt question was intended to catch her off-guard, though it was less than successful. ‘You are still annoyed with me, my lady? For coming to your table in my topboots, or for pursuing my duty to the Prince Regent?’

				‘Your duty, my lord, appears to have been pursued with some tenacity. What his Highness will say when you return empty-handed I refuse to speculate. That’s your problem, not mine. As for the boots...’ she looked down at the twinkle of candles on the immaculate leather ‘...I suppose one must be thankful they’re not covered in mud.’

				‘Your father assured me I would be excused, my lady.’

				‘My father would find an excuse for a fox eating his best hen, my lord. He obligingly believes his code is good enough for the rest of us. He’s never needed to justify anything he does, which can be endearing, but at other times not so.’

				‘Then I can only apologise. I could easily have gone to change. My home is in Bedford Square, only a five-minute walk away.’

				‘So close? I did not realise.’

				‘Or you might have insisted? Well, if I’d realised who lived only a five-minute walk away from me, my lady, I would have called here months ago.’

				‘On what pretext? To find something else his Highness cannot live without?’

				‘No. This.’

				His move towards her was too fast for her to see or avoid and before she could step backwards, his hand was gripping through the short frill that sufficed for a sleeve, his other hand slipping round to the back of her neck, bringing her mouth to his for a searching kiss that went far beyond a polite farewell. She was too astonished to protest or retaliate before the softness of her beautiful mouth gave way under his. Her hand came up to push at his shoulder, but by then it was too late. He had timed it to perfection. He prepared himself to catch the blow she would be sure to aim at his head , but it did not come. Her eyelids flickered before opening wide like windows to send out a fierce glare of concentrated fury then, with one hand to her mouth, she turned and whirled away towards the staircase, almost colliding with the butler who had come to pass him his hat and gloves before letting him out.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Lord Verne had not been exaggerating when
					he’d told Annemarie that his home on Bedford Square was only a five-minute walk
					away but, striding out with some urgency, he managed it in three-and-a-half.
					Taking the curving staircase two steps at a time, his coat, breeches and vest
					were in a heap on the bed before Samson, his valet, arrived to assist, showing
					not the slightest surprise at his master’s decision to go out again immediately,
					wearing evening dress. After eleven years in Lord Verne’s service, Samson had
					become used to the mercurial changes of direction, plans made and unmade,
					instructions implied rather than specified. His master was to attend a ball,
					that much was clear, though hardly a word was exchanged between them.

				* * *

				Lady Sindlesham’s house in Mayfair was not unfamiliar to Verne.
					On that night, it was transformed for the benefit of her royal guests, and
					others, who had cause to be thankful that General Bonaparte was at last in safe
					custody. With one ear tuned over the general hum to the rise and fall of various
					European languages, Verne chatted to his hostess, nodded and bowed to the
					foreign dignitaries and their wives who sparkled and shimmered beneath twinkling
					chandeliers while his sharp eyes sought out his employer, the Prince of Wales,
					who had been appointed Regent three years ago during his father’s serious
					illness. Verne sauntered across to meet him, awaiting the royal attention. Then,
					a few quiet words, a smile and a nod, a gentle pat on the shoulder from the
					pudgy royal fingers, and Verne moved away again, this time to ascertain the
					whereabouts of a certain Mrs Cecily Cardew with whom he had dined only that
					evening. Biding his time until young Marguerite Benistone had been drawn into
					the set by a uniformed Prussian officer, he approached as if quite by chance
					and, with an impeccable bow, took the lady’s jewel-laden hand in his. ‘Mrs
					Cardew, what a delight. Such a crush.’

				Her surprise was only to be expected, but she concealed it well
					behind a quick survey of the immaculate long-tailed coat, white vest and
					knee-breeches that Lady Golding would have preferred to have seen earlier. ‘Lord
					Verne, you’ve just missed her. Look, there she is. Over there.’ She waved an
					outsized feathered fan towards Marguerite and Verne caught the ice-blue flash of
					diamonds on Mrs Cardew’s ear-drops that almost reached her shoulders.

				‘Enchanting,’ he replied. ‘May I procure a glass of punch for
					you?’

				She knew at once that this was not a chance meeting. ‘Might be
					a little dangerous with so many jostling elbows. I expect you know most of these
					people, my lord?’

				Her silver-grey gown rippled softly as he led the way to a
					covered long seat between two massive curtains where tassels hung as big as
					chimney pots from cords like ships’ hawsers. As they sat, she inclined her head
					towards him as if she knew the reason why he’d sought her out immediately after
					his briefing from the Prince Regent. Here was a man she could trust, at last, an
					ally in her quest to bring some light into Annemarie’s shadowy life. Mrs Cardew
					missed little that went on around her. Even now, Marguerite’s every move was
					being monitored.

				‘Many, not most,’ Verne said. ‘Sindy’s good at this kind of
					thing, isn’t she?’

				‘She’s had plenty of practice.’ Realising how that might sound,
					she shot him a mischievous blue-eyed smile. ‘Oh, I don’t mean it that way. Sindy
					and I are old friends. Her granddaughters are Miss Marguerite’s age. They go
					about together, you know. That’s why she was so determined to be here.’

				‘Or she would have gone down to Brighton with her sister?’

				‘Oh, I doubt that very much, my lord. There’s too much going on
					in London this year. Marguerite would never miss all that just to keep Annemarie
					company. It’s perfectly understandable. She came out only last year and the
					purpose of that is to make contacts, not to hide oneself away...’

				‘In Brighton?’ Verne said, stepping into the pause.

				Cecily’s sigh could hardly be detected over the music. ‘You
					were away when all that happened,’ she said, ‘or you’d have known about it. Most
					people have put it quite out of mind now, after a whole year, but Annemarie
					believes it has ruined her, you see. To her, it’s still happening, in a
					way.’

				Verne decided to take the bull by the horns, time being in
					short supply. ‘Apart from yourself, ma’am,’ he said, ‘there is no one else I
					would ask and, even now, I am aware that an event such as this is hardly the
					time or place to be discussing such matters. But...’

				‘But perhaps it’s better to hear uncomfortable things at first
					hand rather than the embellished accounts of others. Don’t you agree? At least
					then you’ll be in possession of the facts before you...well, I was going to say
					before you begin manoeuvres, but that sounds rather too military. Annemarie may
					have fallen short of her duties as hostess this evening, but that’s not to say
					she was unaffected by your presence. I’ve never known her use the wrong knife to
					butter her bread roll before.’

				‘Slender evidence of regard, Mrs Cardew.’

				‘I know, but it’s in the eyes too, isn’t it? Hers and yours.’

				‘Mmm,’ he said. ‘So may I ask what did happen, ma’am?’

				‘Indeed. You may already have heard that Lady Benistone was
					once a very lovely and successful courtesan. Well before your time, young
					man.’

				At thirty-two, Verne could recognise an older woman’s kindly
					flattery when he heard it. ‘I had heard something to that effect,’ he said.

				‘She was twenty-two years her husband’s junior. I say was, but of course she still is. We don’t know where
					she is. Even your employer, before he became Regent, pursued her without
					success. Lord Benistone kept her in some style and eventually she agreed to
					marry him. The trouble was...’ she said, lowering her voice.

				‘Please don’t continue if you’d rather not. I shall
					understand.’

				‘The trouble was...well, you’ve seen how things are there,
					haven’t you? It’s no kind of mess to keep a lovely woman and their three
					daughters in. She was a top-drawer courtesan, so you can imagine how she felt.
					Collecting was, and still is, my cousin’s passion. He’s not going to change now.
					No shortage of money. He’s always been able to buy anything he wanted.’

				‘Including his wife.’

				‘Even Esme Gerard. And she loved him, too. But only for so
					long. He gives his entire attention to his collection and then wonders why he’s
					lost the only woman he ever loved. Everyone can see it but him, although I think
					he’s coming to realise his failings more now. Lovely man. Wrong priorities.’

				‘It’s not uncommon, ma’am.’

				‘Unfortunately, it’s not. Lady Golding...Annemarie...was
					widowed only a year when it happened. Not long out of mourning and being courted
					by a smooth-tongued young rake who promised her the world.’

				‘Sir Lionel Mytchett.’

				‘Yes, him. And if her father had taken the trouble to
					investigate him, he’d have seen what was happening. The young blackguard!
					Playing on her emotions.’ Cecily’s voice lowered again, this time in anger.
					‘Wooed her for close on three months and led her to believe he was about to make
					an offer for her.’

				‘So she was in love with him?’

				The pretty fair curls shook in denial, but the reply was less
					certain. ‘Who knows? I believe it was too soon after Richard. I believe she was
					probably more in love with the idea of being a married woman than with Mytchett
					himself. I had offered to hold Miss Marguerite’s coming-out ball at Park Lane.
					Well, they couldn’t possibly have held it at Montague Street and I’d done the
					same for Annemarie’s wedding. What none of us had quite appreciated was the
					growing attraction Mytchett had developed for Lady Benistone and what I think,’ she said, emphasising her own interpretation
					of events, ‘is that he’d seen in the mother something he could get without
					bothering to marry the daughter, if you see what I mean.’

				Verne nodded. Mytchett was just the kind to take advantage of
					that situation. What a pity Lord Benistone had not looked after his family
					better.

				‘Annemarie,’ Cecily continued, ‘was a twenty-three-year-old
					widow and Esme was as eager as she was to get away from Montague Street and live
					a normal kind of life. That’s what they both wanted, but it was less troublesome
					for him to take Esme than Annemarie. They disappeared at Miss Marguerite’s ball.
					He knew exactly what he was doing, but I doubt very much whether Esme had
					thought it through. She’s a creature of impulse, is Esme, like Annemarie was
					before this happened.’

				‘A double loss,’ said Verne, watching Marguerite smile into her
					partner’s eyes.

				‘A triple loss, my lord. Husband, beau and mother. She’s become
					embittered. She won’t allow her friends near and won’t socialise at all.
					Rejection is a terrible thing. It changes perfectly delightful people into
					avengers.’

				‘It’s clear she wants nothing to do with men, after that.’

				‘I’m afraid so. Any man hoping to make an impression on
					Annemarie will have to be very patient, with no guarantee of success. But if you
					would like some advice on the matter, my lord...?’

				‘Anything you can offer, Mrs Cardew.’

				‘Then you might begin by finding the mother,’ she said so
					quietly that Verne had to lip-read. ‘I doubt very much whether Lady Benistone
					would stay long with that scoundrel and I would not be surprised to learn that
					she’d already left him, though I cannot imagine how she’ll live without support.
					Women like Esme are not good at that, you know. And the family are miserable
					without her. All of them.’

				Again, Verne’s attention was drawn to the swirling figure of
					Marguerite, her happy smile and arms outstretched to her partner. ‘So you don’t
					think Lady Benistone would return uninvited?’ he said.

				Cecily’s sideways glance was full of forbearance, as if only a
					man could ask such a question. ‘Pride, my lord. That’s a terrible thing, too. It
					stops people doing what they ought to do and it makes them do things they
					shouldn’t.’ For the last closing bars of the music, Cecily’s sad conclusion was
					left unanswered. ‘Ah,’ she said, ‘the dance has ended. ‘Shall you stand up with
					her before you leave, my lord? We’d take it as a great favour.’

				Obediently, and without a trace of reluctance, Verne rose to
					his feet, understanding that he would be expected to pay for the help he’d just
					been given. ‘Indeed I will, ma’am. It will be my pleasure.’

				‘And I shall be happy to receive you at Park Lane, my
					lord.’

				‘You are more than kind, Mrs Cardew. I shall take up your
					invitation.’

				* * *

				Two hours later, he was back in Bedford Square with a head too
					full of information to say much to Samson except that they’d be going down to
					Brighton tomorrow.

				‘Very good, m’lord. Marine Pavilion, is it?’

				Grunt.

				‘Will it be the curricle or the phaeton, m’lord?’

				‘Oh, don’t ask so many damned stupid questions at this time of
					night, man. I’ll decide in the morning.’

				‘Certainly, m’lord. Only...you see...one trunk fits best on the
					curricle and the other fits on—’

				‘Prepare me a bath. I need to think.’

				‘Pleasant ball, was it?’

				The deeply expressive groan warned Samson that he had ventured
					too far and, being usually so responsive to his master’s every whim, saw that he
					had better produce the required bath without delay and in silence.

				* * *

				Soaking in the hot water by candlelight, Verne watched the
					clusters of swirling soap bubbles while trying to connect the day’s events right
					up until the dance with Miss Marguerite Benistone, which he would normally have
					deemed too expensive a payment by half had he not discovered so much from her
					chaperon to make it worth his while. Miss Marguerite’s cup had truly runneth
					over when his friend George Brummell came to the rescue. He had taken some
					persuading to keep the girl occupied and Verne had had to promise him another
					hefty ‘loan’. The Lady Benistone saga fitted in with what he’d heard, but to
					have the approval and assistance of Mrs Cecily Cardew, a member of the family
					and self-appointed fairy godmother, had given him an advantage he needed in his
					pursuit of the avenging angel from whom he’d stolen a kiss that evening.

				* * *

				Cecily would not have been too surprised to learn that her
					cousin’s wife, Lady Benistone, had already left the scoundrel with whom she
					disappeared last year during Marguerite’s coming-out ball, having discussed what
					they had discovered about his character and motives beforehand, though not the
					plans that Lady Benistone had devised to avert a disaster. Or so she thought.
					But never in her darkest dreams could Cecily have imagined the circumstances in
					which the flight would take place for, if she had, she would have stopped Esme
					from taking matters into her own hands. In Cecily’s mind, Esme Benistone, with
					her experience of men, knew how to look after herself and, if she was less than
					competent in her understanding of financial affairs, she more than made up for
					it in her understanding of men. Even a confirmed bachelor like Lord Benistone,
					all those years ago, had lost his heart to her and she to him, to everyone’s
					astonishment.

				Last summer, Esme Benistone had devised a scheme, which she had
					kept to herself, for luring Sir Lionel Mytchett away from her daughter. The
					greedy young fool was not hard to persuade that he was beloved by an older woman
					with a great deal of ready money. He had found her promises easy to believe.
					Relying on past experience, Esme had been convinced she could keep him in a
					state of anticipation for at least a week while she arranged with her bank for
					the release of the money she had once earned, which her generous husband had
					never drawn upon. It had accrued a quite considerable interest over the years.
					However, after the third attempt to negotiate a release, she was told that
					although the money was legally hers, she could not access it without her
					husband’s permission, a serious hitch in her plans that upset Sir Lionel. Esme
					could hardly be surprised by his anger, but she had not expected anything like
					the terrible repercussions of his rage.

				‘You what?’ he had snarled at her
					as she returned to their lodgings. ‘What d’ye mean, couldn’t get at it? Why not?
					It’s yours, isn’t it? Isn’t that what you told me?’

				Lady Benistone sighed. This was going to be difficult. They had
					been together less than a week, uncomfortable days during which she had used all
					her sexual allure to keep him sweet without actually letting him have what he
					thought would be his with very little effort. Now, she would have to bring her
					plan forwards. She was many years his senior and was not used to being snarled
					at. ‘Lower your voice, if you please,’ she said, coldly, removing her hat and
					pelisse. ‘I told you we could use my funds, yes, but I was mistaken. We can’t.
					Mr Treen at the bank was quite adamant that, without Lord Benistone’s written
					permission, he cannot release the money. Somehow, we shall have to manage
					without it.’ Even as she spoke the empty words, she knew the impossibility of
					managing, her intention from the very beginning having been to pay him off, then
					return to her family with what to her was a convincing reason for her
					uncharacteristic behaviour. And if Elmer had made time to listen to her
					concerns, none of this would have been necessary. He would have sent the
					deceitful creature packing as any father would and Annemarie could have begun
					again to rebuild her life with someone more worthy of her.

				‘Manage?’ he yelled. ‘How are we supposed to manage, your
					ladyship? I’ve been relying on you for this and now you tell me... God’s truth,
					woman! If I’d known...’

				‘Don’t use such oaths to me, Sir Lionel. I’ll not hear it. You
					have no idea how foolish you look when you’re in a childish temper. I’ve put up
					with you in this dreadful little place for almost a week now and I think that’s
					probably as much as I can take. And, yes, if you’d known my funds were tied up,
					you’d not have been interested, would you? You’d have kept to safer ground with
					my daughter. You have sold my jewellery and chosen to gamble with the proceeds
					when we might have been safely in France by now. Well, your luck runs out rather
					too fast for my comfort.’

				Anyone could have understood the ease with which Annemarie had
					fallen for Mytchett’s suave good looks, his perfect manners and easy charm, his
					stylish dress, his talk of possessions and connections. Lord Benistone had been
					too preoccupied to make thorough investigations that would have verified, or
					not, his claims. In a rage, however, Sir Lionel was frighteningly unattractive,
					noisy and threatening, and Esme Benistone realised too late that she had just
					revealed her intentions as she had not meant to do. She could have slipped away
					while he was out. But not now.

				She saw the understanding dawn behind his eyes, at first a
					blankness like an abacus before the beads start to count, before the payment
					takes shape, before the final reckoning. Even then, she did not guess what form
					this would take. Not once had she anticipated the danger in which she had placed
					herself. As Lady Benistone, an aristocrat, she was due every respect. This time,
					she had miscalculated.

				She had tried many times since then to forget what happened
					during the next half-hour, but without success. Physical violence was quite
					outside her experience and, although fear lent her an extra strength, it was not
					enough to prevent his determined and brutal assault from reaching its appalling
					conclusion. With a hand clamped over her mouth she could make no one hear her
					and she was forced into a helplessness so painful that, when he released her,
					her stomach revolted too. Before he left, his words were intended to be as
					wounding and as insulting as his attack, hurled at her as revenge for misfired
					plans, unlined pockets and the exposure of his baseness. He would make sure, he
					told her, that she paid the full price for finding him out, if not with money,
					then with shame.

				Left alone at last, it took her some time to gather herself
					together sufficiently to stand, in a daze of pain, and to look for some way of
					washing herself. To go upstairs was impossible and she must get away quickly
					before his return so, still trembling and sobbing, she covered her torn clothing
					with her pelisse, tucked her hair inside her hat and pulled down the veil. With
					painful slowness, she left the house unnoticed and staggered to the end of the
					street from where, eventually, she was able to summon a hansom cab. ‘Manchester
					Square,’ she called up to the cabbie.

				‘You alright, ma’am?’ he said, kindly. ‘Nasty headache?’

				‘No,’ she whispered, ‘but drive carefully.’

				‘Right-ho, ma’am. Just leave it to me. Climb inside.’

				Managing the steps into the cab was almost beyond her, but the
					kind man waited before clucking to his horse and, on arrival at Manchester
					Square, was concerned enough to climb down from his perch and help her out. It
					was then that Esme fainted in his arms, attracting the attention of a primly
					dressed lady’s maid who was about to turn into the basement gate of the nearest
					mansion. ‘Why, that’s Lady Benistone, isn’t it?’ she said.

				‘Dunno, miss. She said to bring her here. But this looks like
					the Marquess of Hertford’s place, if I’m not mistaken.’

				‘It is,’ said the young lady. ‘Be so good as to carry her
					ladyship in, will you?’

				* * *

				Annemarie told herself that Verne’s kiss had meant nothing,
					really, except the annoyance of a thwarted man. Yes, that was what it was about.
					Annoyance and to pay her back for her rudeness as a hostess when she ought to
					have shown more courtesy to her father’s guest. As for that nonsense of pursuing
					what he wanted...well...that was soldier’s talk. Too many years in the army and
					too little opposition from women. That was the problem with his sort. Hardly
					worth getting upset about.

				She threw her slippers into one of the leather trunks, but Evie
					gave a sigh and patiently took them out again. ‘You’ll be wearing these, m’lady,
					not packing them,’ she said. ‘Why not just leave the packing to me? Shall I
					bring you a nice warm drink?’

				Regarding the piles of linens and silks, the shoes and
					chemisettes, the velvet pelisses and muslin day-dresses, Annemarie was unable to
					assemble any of the outfits while her mind still seethed with indignation.
					‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It’s getting late and I’m not helping, am I?’ Throwing herself
					on to the chaise-longue, she made use of Evie’s
					absence to hear again his crisp, ‘No. This’, and to feel his hard demanding
					fingers pressing into her arm and neck, taking her too much by surprise to
					escape as fast as she could have done. As she ought
					to have done. Words like ‘churl’ and ‘lout’ faded against the sensation of the
					kiss and once again she was making comparisons like a silly untutored schoolgirl
					while pressing a cushion against her breast.

				* * *

				During the six hours it took to reach Brighton, it would be
					less than the truth to say that she had banished the incident from her mind,
					having little else to occupy her. But her father need not have feared her being
					alone when she had her maid, two coachmen, grooms and footmen with her, some of
					whom would take the coaches back to London. A few stops to change horses, to
					take a light luncheon, and by evening they were amongst the wheeling, yelping
					seagulls, by which time she had examined the incident from every angle and at
					every tollgate and inn. Knowing how her father was quite capable of arranging an
					escort whether she wanted one or not, her eyes had surreptitiously searched for
					a physique that might resemble Lord Verne’s, but thankfully, she need not have
					bothered.

				The sight of her own pretty house lifted her spirits even more
					than the blustering wind and the grey-blue expanse of sea. This was the place
					bought for her and Richard by Lord Benistone to use as a retreat, which she had
					decided to keep as a useful second home. Too close to the Steyne for her taste,
					it had been perfect for Richard who liked to be in the centre of things and,
					situated on the corner of South Parade, there were good views from the large
					windows.

				Annemarie was right about Brighton being deserted during the
					London celebrations—the area of open lawn between the house and the Marine
					Pavilion was only thinly scattered with the summer colours of muslin gowns and
					bright uniforms. A few doors away, Raggett’s Men’s Club seemed strangely quiet,
					and Donaldson’s Library across the road was almost forsaken. It suited her well
					enough. She decided to pay a visit there tomorrow.

				The cook, housekeeper and maids had been at the house for three
					days already to remove dust covers, make beds and prepare food, so the rooms
					were welcoming and well aired, flowers in bowls, hot water, the lingering scent
					of polish and scrubbed floors. After the heavy clutter of Montague Street, the
					pale prettiness of her patterned walls, the delicacy of the furniture and the
					fabrics reflecting sunshine and sea were like a breath of fresh air filling her
					lungs with a new freedom. She went from room to room to greet all the familiar
					feminine things that her father would certainly not have looked at twice. Nor
					would Richard, had he ever seen them.

				She realised at once that the new bureau would be too large to
					fit comfortably in her cosy bedroom, but after some rearrangement, a space was
					made for it in an alcove by the chimney-breast as she experienced an
					unaccountable wave of possessiveness that recalled Lord Benistone’s blunder
					about Lord Verne having to get to her first. Until the bureau arrived, there
					would be plenty to keep her occupied, things she had stopped doing in London in
					case she met someone who knew her. It was their sympathy she could not bear.
					Revenge was what she wanted, not pity. Any kind of revenge would do as long as
					it hurt.

				* * *

				On the next day, sooner than expected, the bureau arrived and,
					after hours of tipping and tilting, trapped fingers, muffled oaths and doubts,
					the heavy piece was fitted into the space she had made for it. Lady Hamilton’s
					rooms at Merton Place, she thought, must have been vast to accommodate two of
					these easily. But that evening, all alone, she took the brass key from her toilette case and inserted it into the beautifully
					decorated keyhole on the long drawer above the knee-space, imagining how Lady
					Hamilton and her lover, Lord Nelson, would have stood to look at themselves in
					the mirror under the lid that now stood upright. At each side of the mirror were
					the sections that had intrigued her most in Christie’s saleroom, a maze of
					polished compartments holding ceramic pots and cut-glass bottles with silver
					tops, ivory-and-tortoiseshell brushes and combs, hand mirrors and silver
					scissors, ornately inlaid trinket boxes, slender perfume bottles with the
					fragrances still clinging to the glass. The Prince Regent had its twin and, in
					most respects, the two were identical except that this was the one made for a
					lady, which is why she had chosen it.

				The mania for Lord Nelson memorabilia had gripped the country
					in the years since his death at Trafalgar in 1805, and even after nine years
					there were collectors who would pay well for any of his personal possessions,
					even a shaving brush. Perhaps, she wondered, that was why the Prince Regent was
					so keen to acquire his furniture. Or was it more to do with Lady Hamilton, with
					whom he’d once been infatuated, even while her husband and her lover both lived?
					Neither of the men had approved of the royal obsession, although since their
					deaths, Lady Hamilton had found it necessary to keep well in with the royal
					family in the hope of financial help that never came. The Prince’s disloyalty to
					his friends was as notorious as his appalling fashion sense.

				In the fading light, Annemarie sat before her newest
					acquisition to unscrew tops and guess at the contents and marvel at the
					craftsmanship, the details, the coloured inlays, swags and festoons, gilded
					handles and key-plates. At one side of the centre was a neat hole where a long
					brass pin could be inserted to hold the lower drawer in place when the lid was
					locked. Having taken a cursory look into the drawer only to find an odd glove
					and a few empty silk reels for mending, she tried to close it before replacing
					the pin in its hole. Obviously she had disturbed some other fragment, for it
					refused to close.

				Bending to look inside, she slid her fingers deep into the
					recess at the back of the drawer, easing it out further and discovering that the
					back panel was hinged to lie flat, concealing an extra compartment. Then,
					lowering her head to the same level, she caught sight of shadowy bundles tied
					with ribbon like miniature piles of laundered sheets in the linen cupboard, so
					flat and uniform that she knew they must be letters. She pressed one pile,
					releasing the one that had snagged on the woodwork above.

				Her first instinct was to leave them where they were, for she
					had no right to read what Lord Nelson had written to the woman he loved. No one
					had. But curiosity lured her hand reluctantly inside to draw out first one
					bundle, then the next, until there were eight of them balancing on top of the
					silver stoppers, releasing an aroma of old paper and the acrid smell of attar of
					roses. Instantly, she was reminded of a visit to Carlton House with Richard to
					meet the Prince of Wales at his inauguration as Regent, where the cloying
					perfume had made her head reel. Richard had told her later that it was the
					prince’s snuff. ‘No taste,’ he had remarked. ‘Not even in snuff.’

				Even then, she failed to connect him with these letters, being
					so certain of Lord Nelson’s involvement, especially after the furor of a few
					weeks ago, in April to be exact, when his personal letters to Lady Hamilton had
					been published in book form by the Herald, causing
					the most embarrassing scandal. Few people would have missed the storm that
					followed, the mass gorging upon every salacious detail of their passion and the
					inevitable condemnation of the woman who, it was assumed, had sold them to pay
					off her enormous debts. Few believed her insistence that they had been stolen
					from her by a so-called friend who was writing a life of Nelson, at her request.
					Those who knew her better were sure of her innocence, although few had rushed to
					her defence, and certainly not the influential Prince Regent who professed to
					adore her and regularly took advantage of her generous hospitality. If these
					letters were more of the same, Lady Hamilton had kept them well away from
					ill-intentioned servants and had then forgotten about them in one of her
					removals to temporary addresses and the sale rooms. Poor unfortunate woman
					indeed, she thought, turning over one of the bundles to look at the back. It was
					sealed with a coronet, as aristocrats did. Delivered by hand. No postmark or
					address. Only the name, Lady Emma Hamilton.

				Flipping a thumb across the crisp folded edges, Annemarie
					reminded herself that, for all she knew, they could be perfectly innocent and
					not worth returning, though the stale perfume warned her of a different
					explanation. So she slid off the faded ribbon and unfolded the first letter with
					a crackle, turning it round to find the greeting, once so personal, then the
					foot of the page, whispering words never meant to be heard out loud. Your ever devoted and loving....Prinny.

				Her hand flew to cover the words on her lips, hardly daring to
					believe what she was reading. Prinny was what the
					Prince Regent’s closest friends called him.

				These were his letters to Emma Hamilton.

				Private. Scandalous. Priceless.

				The significance of the discovery was both frightening and
					exciting as, one by one, Annemarie slipped off the ribbons to release the dozens
					of intimate love letters, all the same size, paper, ink and handwriting with the
					flourishing signature of effusive endearments: beloved, eternal friend, adoring
					servant, always your own, Prinny. The greetings were equally extravagant.
					Dearest Muse. My Own Persephone. Most Heavenly Spirit, and so on. Repetitive,
					unoriginal and maudlin, sentiments that roused her fury that here again was a
					lover whose flowery words failed to match his actions, whose promises were empty
					and worthless. Lady Hamilton must by now have realised that her letters were
					lost, that someone somewhere would find and read them, and could use them to
					blacken her name further, and that if they were indeed made public like the
					Nelson letters, she could expect to be cut out of the royals’ lives for ever
					without any hope of help.

				She began to refold them, tying them back into bundles. And
					yet, she thought, surely it would be the Prince Regent himself who would look
					like the villain if ever these were made public. Despite his protestations of
					enduring love and friendship, it was common knowledge that he’d refused to offer
					any help since the death of Lord Nelson, even refusing to petition Parliament to
					grant her a pension, using the excuse that she had not lawfully been Nelson’s
					wife. Having abused her friendship and ignored her vulnerability without a
					protector, he had offered nothing in return. More than likely he would become a
					laughing-stock to the whole nation just as he was acting host to all the
					European heads of state, all through the summer. With letters like these in the
					public domain, what would be his chances of getting Parliament to vote him more
					funds for his building projects, his banquets and lavish entertainments?
					Virtually none. No small wonder he’d sent a trusted friend to retrieve the
					bureau where his letters were kept which, for all he knew, might still be
					undiscovered by the purchaser. Herself.

				It was not difficult to understand how the Prince could know
					where Lady Hamilton kept her correspondence. The Herald had often reported with some malice how, at her wild parties
					lasting for days, her guests had access to all her rooms at any time. She and
					the Prince had not been lovers, by all accounts, but he would have known her
					bedroom as intimately as all her other friends, to talk, watch her at her toilette, flirt and drink. He would know of her famed
					carelessness, her disorganisation, her hoarding of gifts and her generosity. Why
					else would he have dispatched Lord Verne so quickly to find the other bureau and
					to buy it at any price once he’d discovered that its twin was not the one he
					wanted? And why else would Lord Verne have attached himself to Lord Benistone
					like a leech until he could find a way to worm himself into his daughter’s
					favour? That was the plan. She was sure of it. The only way of saving dear
					Prinny from utter disgrace. He had already made a start and Annemarie had
					unobligingly removed herself by some sixty miles. Yet another reason for his
					annoyance.

				The feeling of power that washed over her in those moments of
					discovery was difficult to convey. The almost sensual realisation that revenge
					was, literally, in her hands. At any time, she could do enormous damage to that
					irresponsible, immature fifty-two-year-old heir to the throne without morals or
					principles, who could turn his back on a woman he professed to adore and refuse
					to help. Epitomising everything she had learned to despise about men, he would
					be the perfect target for her retribution. At the same time, she could give what
					she got for the letters to Lady Hamilton to lend some dignity to her retirement,
					to help her and her young daughter find a new life away from her predatory
					family. How ironic would that be, she thought, to refund her in money what the
					prince had withdrawn in support? She fell back upon her bed, breathless with
					euphoric laughter and the heady feeling of control, wishing she had made the
					discovery in London instead of here, for then she could have taken them straight
					to a publisher to broker a deal without delay.

				* * *

				Later, in the peace of the night when she had listened to the
					distant swish of the incoming tide, she rose and, wrapping a shawl around her
					shoulders, sat before the bureau where the stacks of letters made a shockingly
					silent threat until she could choose a moment to let the cat among the pigeons.
					The full moon washed across the silk damask-covered walls, its white stillness
					somehow commending a safer and less contentious option that would place the
					responsibility where by rights it ought to be, with Lady Hamilton herself.
					Annemarie ought to take them to her, as the owner, and explain. Let her do with
					them whatever she pleased, for if the blame from the previous scandal could be
					heaped on Lady Hamilton, as it had been, then surely this could be, too, if the
					letters were published. Some of the blame would certainly damage his Royal
					Highness, but there would be others only too ready to ruin Lady Hamilton even
					further, and to what purpose? The likelihood of her ever being freed from
					scandal would be small. Annemarie’s own selfish motives must be put aside. The
					choice could not be hers.

				Pulling out her old leather portmanteau, only recently emptied,
					she stashed the bundles inside and fastened the catch, deciding to take them
					back to London as soon she could. Mr Parke at Christie’s would know of Lady
					Hamilton’s whereabouts. She climbed back into bed, shaking her head in amusement
					at her father’s absurdly unthinking gaffe about having to get at Annemarie
					first, and wondering how long it would be before she could expect to see Lord
					Verne here in Brighton about his master’s sordid business. For some reason, the
					challenge disturbed her rest and the first crying of the seagulls had begun
					before her imaginings were laid to rest.

				* * *

				Annemarie’s last visit to Brighton had been in the preceding
					autumn, since when spring had struggled out of a protracted winter worse than
					most people could remember. Even in June, the gardens surrounding the Steyne
					were only just recovering and the continuing alterations to the Prince’s Marine
					Pavilion were nowhere near complete, mainly through lack of funds and because he
					changed his mind every time he saw it. Sprouting the same scaffolding and heaps
					of building materials, it was attended by the same unhurried workmen with time
					to stare at every passable female who came close enough. Behind the Pavilion,
					the Indian-style dome that had received her sharp criticism sat like a
					glittering half-onion on top of the Prince’s stables, the palatial building
					designed to house his riding, carriage and race horses at a cost that would have
					fed London’s starving and homeless for the rest of their lives. Not to mention
					his disgruntled unpaid workforce.

				Strolling past toiling gardeners and arguing foremen, Annemarie
					explored new pathways across the grass towards the great dome set behind
					pinnacles and fancy fretwork, torn between admiration for its perfect
					proportions and the fantastic mixture of Gothic with Oriental. Such was the
					extravagance of the man, she thought, who would one day be king, the same man
					whose extravagant sentiments had poured into letters to a woman he now ignored.
					Like a wound still aching, the need to inflict a similar hurt welled up again
					before she could hold it back and force herself to be rational. She had never
					knowingly hurt anyone. Could she begin now and truly enjoy the experience?

				Yes, I can. All I need is half a chance.
						Just show me how.

				A speckled thrush hauled at a worm only a few feet away from
					her red kid shoes, flapping away in alarm at a deep shout from behind her. ‘Hey!
					No right of way here, my lady. Private property, this.’ A burly man waving a
					plan from one hand approached her so fast that it looked as if he might pick her
					up and carry her off over his shoulder.

				‘It was not private property last September,’ Annemarie
					replied, standing her ground. ‘So how is anyone to know? Who’s bought it?’

				‘Prince o’ Wales,’ the man said. ‘That’s who. Fer ’is gardens.
					An’ you’ll ’ave ter go back the way you came.’ He pointed, belligerently.

				‘I shall do no such thing. I’ll go out that way.’ Annemarie turned back towards the stable block. But she
					was no longer making a lone stand against authority, for hastening towards her
					with long strides was a tall figure she instantly recognised. He was emerging
					from the central arch of the building, as though her impulsive plea was about to
					show her the half-chance she had requested. By his tan breeches and looped-up
					whip, she saw that he had been riding and, even though his eyes were shaded by
					the rim of his beaver, they glared like cold pewter at the officious
					foreman.

				‘M’lord...’ the man began, ‘this woman...’

				Verne came to a halt beside Annemarie. ‘Lady Golding is my
					guest,’ he said. ‘Return to your work, Mr Beamish.’

				‘Yes, m’lord. Beg pardon, m’lady.’ Mr Beamish nodded and walked
					back the way he had come, shaking the plan into submission, leaving Annemarie to
					face the man who, since last night, she had known must appear.

				Now he had, she was unsure whether to be satisfied by her
					prediction or annoyed that, yet again, she would have to try to get rid of him,
					somehow. Which, when she was the trespasser, might have its problems. In the
					circumstances, it seemed rather superfluous to snap at Lord Verne with the first
					thing that tripped off her tongue. ‘What are you
					doing here?’ She knew before it was out that thanks would have been more
					polite.

				He showed not the slightest surprise, as if she’d been a
					terrier whose snappishness came with the breed. ‘If you care to walk with me, my
					lady, I will tell you what I’m doing here,’ he said, unable to conceal the
					admiration in his eyes at her elegant beauty, the silk three-quarter-length
					pelisse of forest-green piped with red in a military style worn over a frothy
					spotted muslin day-dress, the hem of which made it look as if she walked in sea
					foam. Her bonnet was of ruched red silk piped with green, with a large
					artificial white peony perched at the back where green and red ribbons fluttered
					down like streamers. Red gloves, red shoes and a green-kid reticule showed him
					that, even when by herself in all other respects, fashionable dress was still
					important to her. Compared to other women, he put her in a class of her own.

				Annemarie did not comply at once, though it would have been the
					obvious thing to do. ‘I do not think I want to walk with you, my lord, I thank
					you. I only came to...’ She paused. Why should she tell him?

				But as if she had, he turned to look at the exotic stable
					building. ‘Yes, it’s a fine-looking place, isn’t it? That dome is all glass. A
					miracle of engineering. The inside is even better. Come, I’ll show you.’

				‘The public are not allowed.’

				‘I’m not public. And neither are you.’ The way he said it
					brought a breathlessness to her lungs and an extra meaning to the words.

				‘Lord Verne,’ she said, pulling herself together, ‘the last
					time we met, you were...’

				‘I was less than gentlemanly. Yes, I know. Shall we start
					again? And this time, sartorially correct, I shall not put a foot wrong. You
					have my word.’

				‘I was not referring to your dress,
					my lord.’ She wanted to say, Go away and leave me alone, I
						don’t know how to deal with this kind of danger because I know why you’re
						here and this meeting is not as accidental as it looks. You want what I’ve
						got and we’re both pretending to know nothing of it.

				‘Then I can only beg for a chance to redeem myself, Lady
					Golding. Allow me one chance, at least. I keep my curricle in there. We’re both
					at your service, if you would do me the honour.’

				‘What are you doing here? I don’t
					remember you saying anything about a visit to Brighton. If it has something to
					do with me, then I think you should understand that I came to be alone with my
					memories. Having to make myself agreeable to comparative strangers with whom I
					have nothing in common is likely to have the opposite effect from what you have in mind. Please don’t let our meeting prevent
					you from doing whatever you came here to do. I’m sure the Prince Regent will
					need you by his side at this busy time.’

				‘What do I have in mind, Lady
					Golding?’ he said, softly.

				He would know, of course, how she had glanced more than once at
					his beautifully formed mouth as she talked, watching for reminders of how it
					felt upon her own lips, wondering what she was missing by such a determined
					rejection of his offer of friendship. He would not
					know whether she had found what he was looking for, nor was he likely to take no
					for an answer before he knew, one way or the other. He would have to convince
					her of his interest in her and she would be obliged
					to pretend that it was for her own sake, not for the sake of his mission. She
					was anything but flattered. Why make it easy for him?

				Her reply had an acid sting. ‘Why, my lord, what the rest of
					the Prince’s 10th Hussars have in mind, I suppose. Everybody knows what’s on
						their list and I’ve seen nothing yet to suggest
					that you are any different.’

				His wide, white smile did little to allay her fears in that
					direction, for it showed her that their thoughts had reached dangerous ground
					that ladies were usually careful to avoid. ‘Well, for one thing,’ he said,
					struggling with his smile, ‘the 10th and I parted company some months ago and,
					for another thing, there are always some exceptions to the rule, you know.’

				‘I suppose you are one of the exceptions.’

				‘Most certainly, or I’d not be in the Prince’s employment
					now.’

				‘And the Prince is employing you to purchase a piece of
					furniture the owner has no intention of selling. Are you not rather wasting your
					time, Lord Verne?’

				Mrs Cardew had warned him that he would need to be patient.

				‘Lady Golding,’ he said, gently, ‘I am standing in a garden in
					the sunshine in front of a fabulous building, with the call of seagulls and the
					distant sound of the sea in my ears, while talking to the loveliest woman I’ve
					ever seen in my life, and you ask me if I’m wasting my time. Well, if this is
					wasting my time, all I can say is that I wish I’d wasted it years ago. Now,
					shall we just forget his Highness’s pressing need for expensive furniture and
					take a look at more interesting things? Then, if you wish, we can go across to
					Donaldson’s Library and take a cup of coffee, followed by a drive round town in
					a curricle. Do you drive?’

				‘I used to.’

				‘Good. Then we’ll find something in here for you to practice
					on, shall we?’ He offered her his arm and, because he had just said something to
					her that scalded her heart with suppressed tears, she placed her fingertips on
					the blue sleeve, feeling both the softness of the fabric and the rock-hard
					support beneath. It was as if, she thought, he knew what he had done and that
					his subdued flow of talk about the decoration, the materials, and the fittings
					inside the building was his way of buying time until she could find her voice
					again.

				It would have been a pity to miss seeing such a place, just to
					make a point about not wanting to be in his company. And in spite of her
					reservations, and not knowing how best to handle the awkward situation,
					Annemarie could find nothing in his manner that made matters worse. Not once did
					they mention the bureau or the real reason for his being in Brighton, for it
					began to look as if Lord Verne had several good reasons for being there, one of
					which was to check on the paintings and ornaments being added to the Prince’s
					collection at the Marine Pavilion. He had been allowed to use a suite of rooms
					there, he told her, usually occupied by the Prince’s Private Secretary, so his
					acquaintance with the palace and stables staff meant that he had access to all
					the amenities, including the Prince’s cooks.

				No one could have helped being impressed by the accommodation
					for the Prince’s horses. It resembled a Moorish palace, Annemarie remarked, more
					than a stable. Above them, the glass rotunda filled the circular space with pure
					daylight that sparkled on to a central fountain where grooms filled their pails.
					Carriage and riding horses, some still rugged-up in the pale royal colours, were
					led in and out through the fan-shaped arches while, on the balcony above, were
					the grooms’ cubicles behind a gilded façade. ‘And through here,’ said Verne,
					smiling at her awed expression, ‘is the riding-house. The horses are trained and
					exercised in here, and we have competitions too. The Prince is an excellent
					horseman. Always has been.’

				‘You admire him, then?’

				‘There’s much in him to admire, but he’s as human as the rest
					of us.’

				Annemarie thought that the future monarch had no business
					trying to be as human as the rest of ‘us’, but she held her peace on the
					subject, at least for the time being. In a different way, the riding-house was
					as impressive as the stables, even more spacious, but lined and vaulted with
					timber to muffle the sounds. A thick layer of sawdust thudded beneath pounding
					hooves and the occasional bark of an order brought an instant response from the
					riders, many of whom were wearing Hussar uniform. There was no doubt that Lord
					Verne knew them, and the instructors, for hands touched foreheads as they
					passed, and nods reached him across the vast space. Obviously, Annemarie
					thought, Lord Verne had the Prince’s favour.

				‘This is where you trained?’ she
					said.

				‘No, this place went up while I was in Portugal with
					Wellington.’

				‘So you’d have known my late husband.’ It was an unnecessary
					question dropped into the conversation, she knew, to remind him again of her
					background.

				‘I knew of him,’ he replied.
					‘Everybody did. He was well regarded.’

				‘Yes.’

				Another little barrier put in place, he thought. Well, I can
					deal with that, Lady Golding. I’ve managed difficult horses and I can manage
					you, too.

				One of the uniformed instructors trotted across to greet them
					on a sleek and obedient grey gelding, patently pleased to see Verne there, but
					equally interested in his lovely stylish companion. Verne introduced him to her.
					‘Lady Golding, allow me to introduce an old friend of mine, Lord
					Bockington.’

				The pleasant-faced fair-haired officer made a bow from the
					saddle with a smile of approval and a grin at his friend, and she suspected that
					he was receiving a coded message to suppress what he might have said, had she
					not been the widow of Sir Richard Golding. ‘I am honoured, my lady. We always
					try to perform better when we have a special audience.’

				‘Then I shall watch even more carefully,’ she replied, smiling
					back at him.

				‘Watch this, then,’ he said. ‘See if you can see the difference
					since last week, Verne. This young lad learns fast. Brilliant potential.’ He
					trotted away to the side of the arena, reining back slowly before setting off to
					dance diagonally across the space. Annemarie had not seen this being practised
					before.

				‘You were here last week?’ she said, without taking her eyes
					off the grey.

				‘And the week before. And the week
					before that too,’ Verne answered, also watching. ‘A big improvement. Nearly fell
					over himself last week.’

				‘Oh. I see.’

				‘Good,’ he said, quietly, without indicating exactly what he
					meant. ‘Now, would you care to see the driving carriages while we’re here? He
					has some dashing phaetons and my own curricle is—’

				‘Lord Verne,’ Annemarie said, stopping just inside the
					coach-house, a cool, spotlessly clean place lined with black-panelled coaches,
					shining brass and silver, and padded upholstery. The idea of driving again was
					more than appealing, in Brighton where she would not be remarked. But not with
					this man, not while she was being used so flagrantly to help him achieve his
					purpose. She had had enough of being used and now she was not so innocent that
					she couldn’t tell when it was happening again. Even if he did come to Brighton on weekly visits, that was no reason why she
					should be obliged to play this cat-and-mouse game with him. He had kissed her
					and today paid her an outlandish compliment and sought her company. She had
					better beware, for these were the first signs of something she must avoid at all
					costs. And she was one step ahead of him, which he must be aware of by now.

				‘My lady?’ he said, stopping with her.

				‘Lord Verne, I believe our scores are equal now.’

				‘Enlighten me, if you will?’ He removed his beaver hat and,
					pulling off his gloves, stuffed them into the crown and placed it on the seat of
					the nearest vehicle. ‘What scores are we talking about?’

				‘I showed you my bad manners when I was angry and you
					retaliated by showing me yours when you were angry.
					Now we have both redeemed ourselves, as you said you wished to do. You can go
					and get on with whatever you have to do here and I can do the same. Alone. Thank you so much for the tour of the stables.
					Do these doors lead to North Street?’ She had already seen the questions forming
					in his eyes. Angry? Me? When?

				‘When was I angry with you, my lady? Do remind me.’

				She ought to have kept quiet. She had set out the premise of a
					debate and now would have to refuse to elaborate. ‘Never mind,’ she whispered.
					‘If you don’t recall it, then why should I? Please, which way is the exit?’

				Shaking his head, he tried to hide his smile behind a knuckle
					as he came to stand four-square in front of her, lifting her chin to see beneath
					the bonnet into her deep violet eyes rimmed with black lashes long enough to
					sweep up moonbeams. ‘You thought I was angry when I kissed you?’ he said.
					‘Really?’

				She tried to move away, mortified that she had shown him so
					clearly what was in her mind. Secret thoughts, not to be shared. But now her
					back was against the cool wall, held there by his hands braced on either side of
					her, and she feared he meant to repeat it, after all her denials and
					disapprovals.

				‘Since you ask, yes! Why else but to...?’

				She saw his eyes widen. ‘To what? Humiliate you?’

				‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘It was unforgivable, my lord. I am not
					to be used so.’

				‘If that’s what you believed, then it was indeed unforgivable
					of me and not at all what I meant. I would never use such means to humiliate a
					woman.’

				‘Then if that is the case, please don’t say any more. We shall
					forget about it.’

				‘I hope not,’ he murmured.

				‘I would like to return home, if you please.’

				‘Steady, my lady. I shall take you home, but there’s no need to
					go galloping off like a spooked filly.’ His head lowered to hers and she was
					compelled to watch his mouth, to hear the softly spoken words, few of which she
					could remember later, that sounded like those he might have used to a nervous
					horse about to bolt. Gentling. Calming. Words of admiration about breeding and
					class and exclusiveness, elegance and loftiness that needed a man’s hand, not an
					old man’s, nor a boy’s. She might have shown irritation at that too-personal
					opinion, but she did not, for something deep within her kept her still and
					listening, as though at last she was hearing the truth for the first time.

				‘Come on, my beauty,’ he whispered, holding out his arm for her
					to take.

				Placing her fingers again on the blue sleeve, she walked with
					him to the door, blinking at the sunlight.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Giving oneself a good talking-to, Annemarie decided, was all very well if there was one talker and one listener. But now, besieged by voices of both reason and unreason, the pearls of wisdom fell on deaf ears. Added to these were other deep beguiling words that echoed round her memory, all the more potent for their lack of finesse: earthy, provocative words that men used about thoroughbred horses and, privately, about women. She ought to have been insulted, disgusted, but she was not. He had not kissed her again, but she felt as if he had. And more.

				Impertinently, she thought, trying her best to malign him, he had referred to her late husband. Verne had said she needed a man’s hand, not an old man’s or a boy’s, a risky opinion only a man like him would dare to venture to the widow of Lieutenant General Sir Richard Golding. As he apparently anticipated, she had not reacted at all except that, in her mind, something was released like a moth from a chest of old clothes, silent words thought of but never used. Now, with a cup of tea and a warm scone, her feet up on the chaise-longue and the sound of rain lashing at the windows, she glanced across to the side of the white fireplace where hung the painting of her late husband.

				To a stranger, he might have been taken for her father. As Lady Benistone had married a man many years older than herself, by coincidence so had Annemarie done the same, believing what she’d been told that wealth, security and a position in society was all a woman had any right to expect. She had been more easily influenced then. As a wedding present, Richard had given her a portrait of himself, a gilt-framed oval showing a silver-haired, black-browed soldier whose imperious gaze was levelled at something over to the left, his mouth unsmiling. Silver side-whiskers encroached like sabres on to his cheeks and covering his red coat were black cords and bright gold buttons, braids and badges, ribbons and stars. He’d told Annemarie exactly what they were, often enough: the army had been his life as well as his death and, innocently, she had seen herself as yet another decoration, another conquest to be prized and shown off like his medals. In the ten months of their marriage, she had accepted that that’s what army wives were for, apart from bearing the next heir.

				After less than a year as Lady Golding, a whole year of deep mourning had seemed excessive when they had had so little time to get to know each other, several months of which had been spent apart. Ever one for priorities, Richard had told her all about himself and his astounding achievements, his position in Viscount Wellington’s trust and the high esteem of his own men, but as for getting to know his young wife, he had assumed that there was nothing much to know, even in bed. Since she knew so little about herself either, in that department, her indefinable feelings of disappointment became a guilty relief when that part of her wifely duties was discontinued, the nightly grunting and groping, squeezing and heaving, the rough irritable directions that made her feel foolishly inadequate. Craving appreciation and tenderness, she had sometimes thought that, if he could have worn his spurs in bed, he would have used them.

				So, as a young widow, when she was made much of by a handsome young rake, flattered and soothed with fine words as soft as a perfumed breeze, Annemarie had soaked up the comforts of his attentions like a dry sponge waiting for the tide, not caring which direction it came from or what it brought with it. Warnings from her mother and Cecily went unheeded. All she cared for was to hear words of esteem and praise and, ultimately, of seduction, words never spoken by Richard, but which tripped off Sir Lionel’s tongue like honey. With uncomfortable memories still haunting her, Annemarie had never allowed much in the way of intimacies and, to be fair, Sir Lionel never persisted, saying that there’d be time enough for that. They had kissed, just a little, and she believed she might get used to it, given more practice and the right conditions, and several other provisos that, since she’d been kissed by a man rather than a boy, she now saw as being completely irrelevant.

				Looking back, she realised it was not so much Sir Lionel and his clever wiles that seduced her, but the contrast. Youth versus age. Fun versus pomposity. Irreverence versus rules and an interest in her for her own sake rather than the obsessive requirements of a soldier-husband that infiltrated every waking hour. Since having the Brighton house to herself, she had changed almost everything: wallpaper and carpets, curtains and furniture. The portrait was kept as a reminder never again to allow any man to control her life, that nothing was half as satisfying as being able to direct one’s own affairs.

				Thoughtfully, Annemarie sipped her tea and finished off the crumbly scone and strawberry jam while hearing those words again that were neither harsh nor conventionally seductive. A man’s hand, not an old man’s or a boy’s. What could be more exciting from one who must have known Sir Richard Golding better than he pretended to? And how much did he know about Sir Lionel Mytchett? Ringing the bell, she thought it was time to set things moving before the situation got out of hand. The letters must be taken up to London immediately and, in one stroke, get them out of her life for ever. The letters and the man.

				* * *

				Perhaps because more people than usual were leaving Brighton for the London celebrations, Mr Ash, the housekeeper’s handyman husband, had a hard time of it obtaining a post-chaise with postilions who were willing to drive all that way in torrential rain.

				‘But it may not be raining tomorrow, Ash,’ Annemarie said, hopefully.

				Dripping pools on to the hall floor, he was adamant. ‘It will, m’lady. They know it will, too. I tried all four posting-stables and only one had anything to offer and that’s an old clapped-out thing with only a pair of ’orses.’

				This was not going to be the quick there-and-back trip she had hoped for. No wonder the Ashes were puzzled by her determination to spend six or seven hours on roads pitted with rain-filled potholes, but there was little choice and she could not afford to wait, not knowing how long it would take to find Lady Hamilton either. Nor did she particularly want her father to know of her mission. Lord Verne had taken her straight home without the slightest direction and she knew that their first meeting in Brighton would not be the last. Next time they met, she would be able to put a stop to his presumed interest by telling him she no longer had what the Prince Regent wanted.

				* * *

				With the first lurch of the post-chaise through inches of muddy water, her optimism was tested to its limits as the rain thundered down on the flimsy canvas roof that had already sprouted a leak down one corner. Through the front window they had a clear view of the two horses and the postilion riding one of them, huddled in a drenched greatcoat, his black shiny hat throwing off water with each bounce. The horses looked decidedly unhappy, but it was the state of the coach that concerned Annemarie most, groaning unsteadily over roads now awash with hours of heavy rain, one of the doors flying open as they dipped into a rut, then a window that would not stay up until it was jammed with a glove. The two portmanteaux were pressed against their feet, otherwise they might have fallen off before the coach came to grief on the long slow haul up to Reigate.

				Some coachmen preferred a different route to this long punishing climb, so it was no particular surprise to the passengers when the coach slowed to a standstill, tilted dangerously, then swerved backwards into the hedge with a ripping crash, dragging the exhausted horses with it. The tilt immediately worsened, throwing them back into a corner of the seat with the floor angled like a wall and the inside waterspout spraying their heads with perfect precision.

				The unflappable maid went to the heart of the matter. ‘Back axle gone,’ she said, readjusting her bonnet and brushing water out of her eyes. ‘Lost a wheel, too. We shan’t reach Reigate, never mind London.’

				The postilion’s first duty was to his horses, which had suddenly found the energy to plunge about dangerously and to kick over the traces which he could not unhook from the chaise. But as the two passengers watched, helping hands came to hold the horses’ heads until they were released. Now they found that the door that would not stay closed would not open, despite all outside efforts to budge it. For such an immediate response, it was obvious that help must have been very close behind.

				It may have seemed uncharitable to allow suspicion to take the place of thanks at that critical point, but how else could Annemarie have viewed the appearance of the very person she was hoping to cheat out of the prize they had both set their hearts on, the one in her portmanteau, the one they pretended did not exist? This was something she had not expected and which, in hindsight, she ought to have done. So much for taking control. Angrily, she kicked at the door just as a hand pulled from outside.

				‘Lord Verne,’ she said, ‘are you making a habit of helping me out of difficult situations? Or is this truly a coincidence?’ Even with water running down his face, he was breathtakingly good looking. His buff-coloured fifteen-caped greatcoat was dark with rain and it was obvious he had been in the saddle, not inside.

				‘We’ll discuss that later, if you please,’ he shouted against the roar of the rain and the thumping and neighing of horses. ‘This thing’s going to tip over any minute. Be quick and get out, then make a run for the carriage behind. Come on, woman! Don’t let’s get into an argument about it. Give me your hand.’ Grabbing the precious baggage with one hand, she gave him the other while preparing for his objection. ‘Leave that!’ he commanded. ‘I’ll bring the bags. Let your lass get out.’

				If she had thought in her wildest dreams that this might happen, she might have done as smugglers’ wives do and stuffed the valuables into pockets around her bodice. As it was, she was determined not to let go, thereby making it clear to him as if it had been spoken out loud that here were the infamous letters and that she was taking them to London, even in a ramshackle coach with the heavens opening above them. His stare at the portmanteau in her hand, then at her grim expression, left her in no doubt that he understood what she was about. Even he could not hide the realisation in his eyes.

				‘Valuables,’ she said, clambering up the sloping floor with the bulky thing under one arm. ‘Taking them to Christie’s. I can manage it, thank you.’ As an excuse not to allow the Prince Regent’s most trusted aide to hold a battered old bag, it was bound to sound ludicrous, but it was the best she could do, though it hampered her exit from the shattered vehicle and must have tested Verne’s patience sorely. He said nothing, handing her out through the narrow door, lifting her and the extra bulk on to the saturated grass verge where the soft mud almost pulled off one half-boot. Thrown off balance, she pitched forwards and would have fallen flat on her face but for his arms across her body, keeping her upright, but as helpless as a child.

				‘Here, give it to me while you get your boot back on,’ he said with noticeable tolerance. ‘Come on. I’m not going to run off with it.’

				‘I’m sorry,’ she muttered, passing it to him. ‘I didn’t mean...’

				Unable to tell whether he squinted at the rain running into his eyes or from laughter, her heart flipped at that moment and the sneaking thought that she might even be glad to see him was pushed firmly back where it belonged, in cold storage. He was the very last person she wanted to see, of course. Wasn’t he?

				The beautifully appointed travelling coach to which Annemarie and her maid were consigned like two shipwreck survivors could hardly have been more different from the rickety post-chaise and its unroadworthy livestock. At once it was obvious that it was one of those from the Prince Regent’s carriage-house that Annemarie had seen the day before, every detail indicating quality and comfort, from the soft green-velvet upholstery inside to the team of four matched bays outside, steaming in the downpour. Twice as roomy, the carpeted interior was like a sumptuous cocoon in which they could hear themselves speak without having to shout. When the carriage moved off, bouncing gently over the verge which set the tassels swinging, Annemarie peered out of the window to catch a glimpse of Lord Verne mounting his horse. ‘So who did he bring this carriage for?’ she said. ‘And, for that matter, what is he doing here?’

				Their baggage was now stored safely in a rack above their heads, leaving the last mile to Reigate to provide Annemarie with a revised plan of action, for now she had lost not only her private conveyance but also the secrecy that was paramount to the success of her mission. Whatever plan she could come up with would have to include Lord Verne, whether she liked it or not.

				* * *

				The Swan at Reigate had accommodated the Prince Regent’s guests many times before and the businesslike host who might have assigned the occupants of a clapped-out post-chaise to a back room had no hesitation whatever in showing Lord Verne’s lady, however bedraggled, to the best bedroom where a boy was even then lighting a fire in the cast-iron grate. Annemarie’s whispered objection to Lord Verne as they entered the Swan’s portals had received a terse reply. ‘This is not what I had planned, my lord,’ she told him, holding the portmanteau away from her damp pelisse. ‘I intended to go straight on after changing horses. I cannot delay, you see.’

				Travellers off the stagecoach were stomping in, damp, stiff, crumpled and hungry, and wishing their plans were more flexible. The passageway smelled of wet wool and leather, and Lord Verne’s only response was to place an arm across her back to move her on and to say, ‘Yes, we’ll discuss it when we’ve dried off, shall we? Have you eaten since you left home?’

				‘No, I intended—’

				‘Then come down to my private parlour when you’re ready. I’ve ordered a meal. You can lock your room. Your valuables will be quite safe while we eat.’

				Following the landlord up the polished staircase, there was no chance for her to argue before she and Evie were ushered into the best chamber, low-beamed and pine-scented, cosily furnished and creaky-floored. Assured of the Swan’s very best service, however slight, the two were left alone to recover from their ordeal.

				* * *

				In his chamber next door, Lord Verne’s air of quiet satisfaction was picked up by his valet who had now seen the latest object of his master’s interest, after much speculation. ‘So far so good, m’lord,’ he ventured, holding a clean shirt in front of the fire. ‘Like clockwork, I’d say.’

				Verne made no reply. Luck had played a part. The weather, for one thing. One of the coachmen from the royal stables had been present at the posting-house when Ash, who had had several jobs in Brighton before being employed by Lady Golding’s late husband, had tried to hire a post-chaise. The coachman had commiserated with him about the lack of choice, had heard him hire it on his mistress’s behalf for the next morning and then, because he had seen her with Lord Verne that same day, had gone to tell him, thus receiving a nice little warmer for his pocket along with his lordship’s thanks. From that, it needed little more than common sense to see that the lady’s impetuosity, of which he had been warned, was at work either to distance herself from him or to pay a flying visit to the capital on some important matter. And since the post-chaise had been hired for two to three days, it had looked as if the latter was the case, verified only an hour ago by the portmanteau full of ‘valuables’ and her determination not to be parted from it. To Verne, no other explanation was likely but that the Prince Regent’s private correspondence of a highly controversial nature had been discovered, bundled into a battered old leather bag and was now intended for any publisher with the courage to make it public. He remembered well Lady Golding’s passionate criticism of the Prince’s excessive spending habits and how unfair it was that Lady Hamilton was having to sell her effects to make ends meet. It would be just like her, Verne thought, to turn the letters over for some exorbitant sum to give to Lady Hamilton, for she herself would not wish to benefit from their sale. Not at all.

				Not at all? ‘Except...’ he said, breathing the word out loud.

				‘M’lord?’ Samson said, eyebrows raised.

				Lady Golding’s thinly veiled dislike of the Prince Regent was surely another good reason why she would not think twice about discrediting him, making him a laughing-stock and the butt of coarse jests about his latest passions and short-lived amours. According to Mrs Cardew, the prince had even thrown out lures to Lady Benistone. That would be good enough reason for Lady Golding to sell the letters, make some money for the destitute recipient and bring his Highness down in the eyes of all Europe who, this summer, thronged the capital at his expense. She would see it as a justification, a kind of retribution for the hurts she had suffered at men’s hands.

				Verne had refrained from telling her what he’d heard about her late husband, how the high regard of his superiors did not accord with the opinions of those lower down the pecking order concerning his appalling harshness and bullying ways. If his manner as the older husband of a beautiful and sensitive young woman was anything like his reputation as a lieutenant-general, then she must have had a hard time of it, he thought, and no wonder she was wary and standoffish. Especially after the brief but devastating episode with Mytchett, of all the pernicious little toads. Why had somebody not warned her? What had Lord Benistone been thinking of?

				He waited until Samson had arranged his cravat to both their satisfactions and then requested his valet’s unwavering attention. He was to make the acquaintance of Evie, Lady Golding’s maid. An attractive young lady, yes?

				‘Indeed she is, m’lord. You want me to get...er...friendly?’

				‘I don’t want you to ravish her, lad. No. I know your kind of friendly.’

				‘M’lord!’ Samson sounded hurt.

				‘Never mind “m’lord!” Just listen. This is what you do.’

				Then followed detailed instructions, with allowances for some variations, that made good use of Samson’s youthful experiences at the more disreputable end of London from which Verne had once rescued him.

				* * *

				Ash’s warning about the timing of the journey was, as it turned out, not far off the mark, for now it was late afternoon, the sky darkening with ominous intent, and Annemarie ought to have been glad of comfort and shelter when so many other travellers had no choice but to carry on. Not expecting to influence Lord Verne’s plans in the slightest, she was nevertheless determined to try, for the longer she remained here with the letters, which she was convinced he knew of, the more difficult it would be to ensure their safety. After all, she would have to leave the room occasionally and could hardly carry the portmanteau with her wherever she went. Not being of a particularly wily nature, she had not considered removing the letters from the bag and putting them somewhere else, which anyone more used to that kind of thing would have done. As long as they were there, locked up, not even Evie would stumble upon them, she thought.

				‘You must go down and bring some food back on a tray as soon as I’ve gone,’ she told Evie, ‘but lock the door after you and again when you return.’

				‘Yes, m’lady,’ Evie said, frowning at the muddied half-boot on the end of her arm. ‘Is there bad company, then?’

				‘You never know,’ said Annemarie, glancing in the mirror and preferring not to elaborate on the bad company that awaited her downstairs, thinking that he would be as unimpressed by her inappropriate dress for dinner as she’d been by his.

				Downstairs, she sought out the obliging landlord to ask about the availability of a post-chaise to take her on to London that evening. The news was catastrophic. There had been a landslide on Reigate Hill that had washed the road clean away, which was why the stagecoach passengers were still there instead of moving on. No one and nothing would be able to use the road until it was cleared, he said. Much better to stay put, for the time being. ‘Ah, m’lord...I was just telling—’

				‘Indeed, Hitchcock,’ said Lord Verne, appearing through the milling guests. ‘I’ve just heard the news. Bad for travellers, good for landlords, eh? Lady Golding and I will have our supper as soon as it’s convenient, if you please.’

				‘It’ll be with you in a matter of moments, m’lord. M’lady.’ He bowed himself away, wondering why Lady Golding was so anxious to leave by herself in the middle of a thunderstorm.

				Far from being unimpressed by Annemarie’s appearance, Verne could hardly take his eyes off her, for the mulberry-coloured pelisse had given no hint of the pale mauve creation beneath: long, lace-frilled sleeves, low neckline and tiny bodice which she had tried to conceal with a lilac-patterned shawl of finest cashmere. Faint mudstains still clung to the hem, but these hardly showed in the shadowy candle-lit parlour, and now her hair was piled high in thick tumbling waves only just held up by a gauzy scarf shot with silver threads. As when he’d first seen her, the effect was sensationally negligent due in part, he thought, to her extraordinary beauty and the way she moved, like a gazelle. He also assumed that she must have brought little with her in the way of clothes.

				This was the first time Annemarie had seen him in evening dress and the sharp opening salvo she had prepared evaporated in the genteel atmosphere of the cosy parlour, the blazing fire, the well-laid table and his amazing elegance. ‘Lord Verne,’ she began, ‘I really must thank you for—’

				‘Will you be seated, my lady? A glass of sherry, or madeira?’

				‘Yes, thank you. As I was saying—’

				‘Your room? Will you be comfortable there? Have you stayed here before?’

				She took the glass from him with a sigh. ‘You’re not going to allow me to thank you, are you? So let me try another angle, my lord. Why did you follow me from Brighton with an empty carriage belonging to his Royal Highness?’

				His white knee-breeches glowed pink in the firelight as he settled himself opposite her in a high winged chair, like her own. Placing his glass on the small side-table, he smiled at her indulgently. ‘You are convinced that I followed you, are you not? Well, in a sense, I did, but only because I happened to set off when you did. I’m returning the Prince’s carriage, you see, and this is the day I would normally leave Brighton. I do this most weeks. I thought I’d told you.’ In the circumstances, he thought, there was no harm in stretching the truth just a little further than usual.

				‘So you prefer to get soaked rather than ride in the carriage?’

				‘I need my horse for the return journey and I’ve no intention of taking my curricle out on roads like river-beds. It was just fortunate that we caught up with you when we did, otherwise...’

				‘Yes. Otherwise. And now I’m stuck here until the road is cleared, which is not at all what I’d planned. I need to reach London as a matter of some urgency.’ His explanation about returning the carriage was not convincing. The horse could easily have been led behind while he stayed dry.

				‘As we all do,’ he said, ‘but at least you now have a place to stay until tomorrow. Then I’ll convey you through the side roads and we can be there before mid-day if we set off early enough. Will that suit you? The coachman knows all the alternative routes like the back of his hand.’

				‘Thank you. Yes.’

				‘But...?’ he whispered, catching the note of doubt in her thanks.

				Tipping the amber-coloured liquid in her glass to catch the reflections, she shook her head, accepting the inevitable with obvious reluctance. ‘But...it seems to me, my lord, that each of our chance meetings has so far resulted in me being obliged to do something I don’t particularly want to do. It’s all getting rather predictable, isn’t it? Perhaps, once we reach London, we might try harder to avoid each other. I shall certainly do so.’

				‘Not a chance,’ he said. ‘I cannot agree to that. What an absurd suggestion.’

				Until you get what you want, my lord. Then you’ll disappear fast enough.

				‘Ah, yes, the bureau. Of course. I’d almost forgotten the bureau. Do give his Highness my apologies, won’t you, and tell him how well it looks in my room?’

				His smile at her sarcasm was lazily understanding, sending shivers through her in spite of the warm fire. She need not have tried to rile him or sail so close to the wind with her reference to the bureau, but some devil in her told her to tease him, tempt him and pull back safely, playing the arrogant creature at his own game. The devil had not reminded her, however, that the arrogant creature was a past master at this kind of thing, whereas she had no expertise at all.

				‘You may be sure that I will convey your message to him, word for word,’ he said. ‘And is your business with Christie’s so urgent, my lady?’

				‘Private,’ she said. ‘Nothing anyone need know about.’

				‘I only ask because I could take you either straight there or to Montague Street. Whichever you prefer.’

				‘Neither. I shall stay on Park Lane with Mrs Cardew. I have my own good reasons for not wanting my father to know I’m in town. He’d want to know what I’m selling, who to, how much for, that kind of thing. It’s best if he doesn’t know.’

				‘Exactly. Parents can be over-curious and well meaning, can’t they?’

				Annemarie stared at him. ‘You have parents, too?’ she said.

				The sherry in his glass slopped dangerously before he managed to anchor it to the table. Then, with a cough and a thump upon his shirt-front, he was able to answer, ‘Oh...indeed...I think so...somewhere.’

				‘Oh, dear. I beg your pardon. Of course you do. I only meant...’ Placing a hand to her forehead, Annemarie could only blame the day, the warmth, the sherry and the anxiety of the moment for her lapse of good manners. She was saved from having to explain her train of thought by the arrival of dinner borne by white-aproned waiters who soon covered the table with dish after dish, releasing succulent aromas of steaming meats, pies and sauces as the silver domes were lifted off. She suddenly realised that her last meal had been a hurried breakfast, that she was desperately hungry and that, as Lord Verne’s guest, she had an obligation to be civil. There was no need, she told herself, to fear the change of plan for she still had the letters and was on the way to returning them to their owner. This was merely a hitch. Nothing more. There was nothing Lord Verne could do about that.

				He was a more amiable host than she had been those few evenings ago, helping her courteously to the best portions of roast pigeon, pork with apple sauce, baked trout and fresh vegetables cooked to perfection, like the fried celery with melted butter. Between morsels, she tried to redeem her blunder by asking him about his family on the basis that men love nothing more than to talk about themselves. She soon discovered that, unlike Sir Richard, this man was much less forthcoming on the subject of his personal life, and all she was at first able to glean, without seeming to be over-curious, was that he was the eldest son of the Marquis of Simonstoke, near Salisbury, and that he had three siblings, one of whom was the mother of three small children. She was surprised at how much more she wanted to know. She wanted to keep him talking, to watch his face without seeming to stare. His hair sweeps over the tops of his ears. How many women has he made love to? Does he have mistresses? She was silent, wondering how to find out about his work for the Prince, which she could easily have done a few nights ago, had she not been so annoyed. He had placed his knife and fork down and leaned back in his chair, one tanned hand on the white tablecloth, his index finger just touching the stem of his glass, stroking...slowly. As if it was skin...mine... ‘And your work with his Highness? I fear Sir Richard never had a very high opinion of his taste.’ She regretted it, instantly. To hide behind a dead man’s disapproval was cowardly, to say the least. She should learn to form her own opinions about such things.

				Unsmiling, he countered her clumsy remark. ‘And but for one remarkable exception, his Highness never rated your late husband’s taste very highly either, my lady.’ Before Annemarie could pick up on the remarkable exception, he went on in defence of his royal patron. ‘Have you met him?’

				‘Once, at his inauguration as Regent at Carlton House three years ago. It was not a comfortable experience.’

				‘Well then, you saw a different man from the way he was in his youth. I met him first when I was a lad, and he could not have been kinder or more courteous to me, when he had far more important things to do. When he heard I was interested, he showed me his paintings and porcelain and told me how to recognise the makers, and I can tell you there’s little wrong with his taste in fine things. If he dresses rather flamboyantly, that’s his nature. He won’t pretend to be what he isn’t. You either like him, or you don’t.’

				‘You said he was a fine horseman, too.’

				‘He is. One of the best and most knowledgeable. And before you tell me horses cost a fortune, I agree, they do. He wants only the best, but I can’t dislike a man for that. So do I.’

				‘Which is why, I suppose, you profess to pursue what you want and make it yours. A fine sentiment, my lord, but quite unrealistic, apart from causing unnecessary heartache.’

				‘I’m glad you remembered my words. Keep them in mind.’

				‘I will. Your loyalty to his Highness is commendable, but I have never thought that a penchant for the finer things of life gives one the licence to ignore one’s duty as a husband and father. Or as a future king, either.’

				It was obvious to them both that, as the words slipped out, warmed on good food and wine, she had her own father in mind as well as the Prince Regent. Verne’s silence allowed her judgement to go unchallenged while her eyes flickered away from his and she made a play of pulling her shawl more closely around her shoulders to hide the peachy skin from his sight. The conversation had swung round to herself, the very thing she had wished to avoid. Perhaps she ought not to have mentioned his royal employer when she had so recently discovered material that could damage him beyond repair.

				‘I take it, then, my lady, that you would derive some satisfaction from seeing erring husbands dealt with harshly. Do you have anything particular in mind?’

				Deep waters. Too deep to wade into at this time of night. Any further and she would have verified what he already suspected. ‘It was your work I meant to ask about, my lord, not the Prince Regent’s qualities, or lack of them.’

				Accepting her retreat with a nod of his head and what Annemarie thought was a barely disguised grin of satisfaction, he passed her a plate of fruit tartlets. ‘Will you try one?’ he said. ‘I can recommend them.’

				‘Thank you. Your approval of fruit tarts must be reliable, at least.’

				Concentrating on the first sweet mouthful, she did not see his reaction, though she heard the deep laughter at her riposte, and the rest of the meal was conducted in an atmosphere of amicable stalemate.

				* * *

				Some time before the table was cleared and glasses of wine taken back to their fireside chairs, Annemarie felt herself succumbing to the appeal of Verne’s company. If only their motives had not diverged so acutely. He had the kind of intelligence she admired, but what would he be making of her limited knowledge and experience? His manners, apart from one aberration, were faultless, but how could one overlook the immoral behaviour that epitomised his old regiment, The Prince of Wales’s Own? Was he the exception he claimed to be? He was loyal, but was his loyalty misplaced? Or did it show that he preferred to see strengths rather than weaknesses, even when these were serious? His personal magnetism went without saying, but what was his record with women? To her bewilderment, he had tried his charm on her, with some success. Obviously, he was well practised and sure of himself, sure of getting what he wanted and of walking away afterwards without a backward glance, but how she would love to call his bluff, for what had been that question on dealing harshly with erring husbands if not about what she intended to do with the letters? He was probing, of course, and she could keep him guessing even after the return of the letters to Lady Hamilton.

				Seated once again in the comfortable fireside chair, waves of exhaustion threatened to extinguish the hostility hovering over their conversation, none of which was lost upon her host when words with more than two syllables began to suffer noticeably and stifled yawns kept her black-lashed eyelids weighed down with tiredness.

				In different circumstances, he would never have taken advantage of a woman’s weakness. But Verne had concluded some time ago that this situation called for something altogether more dramatic, something that would make an impression on her other than the rescue, the accommodation, the food, wine and company, something that would shake the foundations of the contempt for men upon which she was building her opinions. She might well be fighting fatigue, but he was a reasonably good judge of women and, although her particular problems were new to him, he knew that it would not be her memory that would suffer in the morning, but her conscience, and therefore her attitude towards himself. That had to change, for he had not been deceived by her attempts at politeness in between the embittered remarks, nor did he believe she was as unaffected by him as she pretended to be. There was an interest there that she would like to have kept hidden, which Mrs Cardew herself had noticed, as he had. It was time for her to be stirred out of her complications.

				‘How long do you intend to stay in London?’ he asked.

				Blinking, she summoned back the wariness with an effort. Was it something she should be telling him? ‘Not long,’ she said, blearily. ‘I have to find someone first.’ She did not notice his sudden alertness, nor her own indiscretion.

				‘Lady Benistone?’ he ventured.

				A sad frown clouded her eyes as she tried to focus on him, nodding her head as if he’d uncovered a secret thought. ‘What do you know about Lady Benistone?’ she asked. ‘You were out of the country.’

				Smoothly, he replied. ‘Yes, and now I’m back.’

				‘It’s time I was going.’ With astonishing speed, she was out of the chair and swivelling towards the door with one foot treading upon the long shawl that her other foot was holding down. Her legs, usually so agile, refused to compensate.

				He caught her as she fell, knocking over the small table and sending the empty glass bouncing across the floor, holding her hard against him until she could untangle her feet. But although she clung to him for support, she was tired and needled by his mention of a painful subject, by her feet being stuck in folds of cashmere and by trying to hold back the guilty stirrings of a physical attraction she had sworn never again to release. Her usual composure deserted her along with the last remains of her energy as she tried to twist herself out of his restraint, pushing instead of clinging. Too tired even to plead for release, she felt the predictable tightening of his arms and the pressure of his hard thighs and, without knowing quite how it happened, the warm searching invasion of his mouth over hers, silencing even the thoughts that waited there.

				Warnings evaporated. Resistance became compliance and, with her rock-solid objections wavering in the deepest corners of her mind she was carried helplessly on a wave of bliss that her body craved, but had never experienced. No kiss she had known or imagined compared to those few moments when nothing was required of her except to bathe in his exciting closeness and to let him show her what he had meant by ‘a man’s hand’. A man’s kiss, not an old man’s or a boy’s. Exhausted as she was, untutored and still nagged by latent hostility, she could tell the difference.

				He had known that, for the first few moments at least, she would lack the energy and motivation to protest, but he could not have predicted her unexpected eagerness that went way beyond his hopes. Nor had he quite foreseen how his first taste of her lips threatened to drive from his usually cool head any thought of restraint or regard for her inexperience. A widow she might be, but of lovemaking she probably knew little beyond what two short disastrous encounters had taught her. Yet in his arms she was softened by tiredness and pent-up desire that neither of them had managed to hide. What hot-blooded male would resist the temptation to prolong the experience for the sake of tomorrow’s recriminations?

				He felt the sinuous bending of her body and the reach of one hand towards his ear, effectively permitting him to drink deeply at the lips he had watched all evening, even while remaining aware of how, at any moment, she might take flight as she had almost done moments before. Carefully, expertly, his mouth moved over the silken skin of her throat, his hand deep in her hair to hold her entranced and yielding to the butterfly touch that travelled erratically so that she could not anticipate its course towards the skimpy bodice, shoulder and neck, then to the beautiful rising mounds of her breasts.

				She gasped and held his jaw to stop the journey, telling him by her signal that here lurked a spectre dark enough to break the spell. He closed her startled eyes with his whispers and soft kisses. ‘Hush, my beauty. Stand still.’ Lapping at her lips one last time, he drew away just far enough to keep her there, half-expecting an explosion of outrage, once her awareness had returned to berate her conscience.

				But there was no explosion, only breathless words of reproach, clearly linking his desires to more material matters. ‘This is not the way, my lord,’ she said. ‘There is really...no need...’

				‘No need to what?’

				‘To go to these lengths to get what you want. Following me to London. Dining with me. Now...this. I am not to be bought...this way.’

				‘You think that I arranged for the rain and a landslide? You credit me with more influence than I deserve, my lady. This was not planned any more than your stumble against me was, but if I take advantage of the situation, who would blame me?’

				‘I would. Most people would. It is not the conduct of a gentleman towards a lady, nor is it the way to get at the bureau.’

				‘To hell with the bureau,’ he said, brusquely. ‘That’s the last thing on my mind while I’m standing here with you in my arms, believe me.’

				His plain speaking made her blush and she looked away angrily. ‘I wish I could believe that,’ she whispered.

				‘Do you? You still think this is all about persuasion? You think I have no more regard for your intelligence than to think you’d fall for that kind of low trick? That I would use coercion of this kind to change your mind about a piece of furniture? Saints alive, woman! What kind of man do you take me for, a rogue, like Mytchett?’

				‘Leave him out of it, if you please.’

				‘Gladly. But answer my question.’

				‘I cannot!’ she cried, squirming against him. ‘All I know is that you have your orders and that’s why you’re here, isn’t it? How should I know what kind of a man you are, my lord? You must have heard how skilfully I form opinions in that direction.’

				‘Yes, I have. Stop struggling and listen to me.’

				‘Let me go!’

				‘No. Listen. This is not what you believe.’

				‘You will never convince me of that, my lord. If I did not own something you’d been told to get hold of at any cost, you would show no more interest in Lord Benistone’s scandalous daughter than in any other widow. I suggest you return to one of your mistresses in London...or wherever...and let her take your mind off things. I’m not such a hen-brain that I can’t see when I am being used. I’ve learned a thing or two in one year.’

				‘Wrong on two counts,’ he said, keeping her pressed against the wall, though now he held her face in one warm hand while his thumb stroked softly across her chin and lips, his other hand clasping her wrist against his shoulder. ‘Shall I tell you?’

				‘No.’

				‘One is that, having discovered the existence last weekend of Lord Benistone’s scandalous daughter, owning her has become more important to me than anything she owns. When I said that I pursue what I want and make it mine, you knew then that I meant you. Didn’t you?’

				‘No.’

				He smiled, moving the soft pad of his thumb again. ‘Little liar. That kiss, by the way, was not meant to make you angry, but to show you that I was serious. I want you, Lady Annemarie Golding.’

				‘That’s ridiculous!’ she said.. ‘Utterly—’

				The thumb pressed softly, stopping the protest. ‘On the second count, I don’t have a mistress in London or anywhere else and, even if I did, she would not manage to take my mind off things, as you call them. My mind has been on you since we met, my scandalous, damaged, reclusive beauty, and I intend to take you back into society and show you what you’ve been missing.’

				‘I know what I’ve been missing,’ she retorted.

				‘No, you don’t.’ The way he said it, looking deeply into her eyes with such intensity, left her in no doubt of what he meant.

				‘Lord Verne, just because my parents had an unorthodox relationship before their marriage, you should not assume that they would approve of their daughters doing the same. Besides, I want no more to do with men. I have decided to take full control of my life. Alone. You think I need help. Well, I don’t. I can manage.’

				‘As you did today, you mean?’

				‘I would have managed, one way or another.’

				‘So was it better to do it my way? Or yours?’

				‘Safer, and possibly more comfortable,’ she said, ignoring the ambiguity.

				‘Safer,’ he echoed, softly. ‘So you’re going to play safe for the rest of your life, my lady, and let a bad experience colour your views of mankind in general. A woman of your calibre should not be hiding herself away from the world, in case—’

				‘I see! So I’m a coward! That’s what you’re saying? Let go of me!’

				Having been quite prepared for her fury at his accusation of faint-heartedness, his hard body and arms closed like a vice around her, tilting her head back against his deep-blue coat for another kiss that gave her a glimpse of what she had been missing, whether she would admit it or not. From beneath his searching lips, a mewing cry emerged as she felt his hand pass down her body from breast to thigh, lingering over each undulation with a gentle pressure that spanned her like an octave before the return journey. Yet this most intimate and indecent caress held her spellbound with a confusion of guilty pleasures. While she knew that any well-brought-up woman would have resisted it to her utmost, she let it happen, abandoning her lips to his in a sweet distraction of senses. Thoughts of outrage scattered in all directions, leaving nothing except the deep rapture of desire, of being made to feel rare and precious, not for a man’s pleasure alone, which had always sullied her previous experiences. She felt herself become still again under his touch, waiting for the next caress, for the direction of his kisses, for the intoxicating male scent of him, the taste of his skin and the softness of his hair on her fingertips, his support of her wilting body.

				It had gone too far. Her fine words about controlling her life were meaningless. He must have known, even then, how he could change all that. He also knew how to be gracious as the victor. ‘I shall not let you go,’ he whispered against her cheek. ‘But no more decisions now. We’ll talk again tomorrow. You need to sleep.’

				‘I shall not sleep.’

				‘You will. I’ll take you up. Come, can you stand? Take my arm.’

				‘Lord Verne,’ she said, pressing her lips with the back of her hand.

				‘My lady?’ he said, smiling at the gesture.

				‘You have compromised me. It was most unfair of you.’

				‘My lady, only you and I know what has passed between us. To the rest of the world, we met on the road and dined together. That’s all. We sleep in different rooms and tomorrow I shall be offering you a lift in my carriage while I ride outside. Now what could be more correct than that? Whatever agreement we reach in the morning will be the result of an amicable discussion taken over breakfast, although I should warn you that my mind is already made up. I dare say yours might take a little longer.’

				Exactly what this so-called discussion would be about Annemarie was not sure, for he had not proposed anything more specific than wanting her, which she dismissed as meaning wanting what she had, in spite of his denials. The need for sleep, however, was greater than her need to understand, so she allowed him to draw her hand through his arm as he opened the door, walking out into the passageway to the distant sound of laughter coming from the taproom.

				But as he walked back to his room, Verne recalled Mrs Cardew’s advice that, if he wanted to make headway with Annemarie, he must first find the mother. Better than that, he thought, would be to help Annemarie to find her, and to do that, she must venture out into society, with him. What better reason than that did he need to stay close to her, as he’d told her he would?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				By dawn, the Swan at Reigate was already preparing for the day. Annemarie’s room faced east, the rain had stopped and the clouds had scattered to allow a watery sun to brighten by the minute. Creeping back into the warm bed, she watched Evie move quietly round the room while she pondered over the events of last evening, hauling back for examination each word, gesture, look and touch. Clinging desperately to her original plan to get rid of the letters and return to Brighton without any more interference, she refused at first to contemplate an alternative, telling herself that what had happened was no more nor less than a man taking advantage of the situation. What made Lord Verne any different from the rest in that respect?

				Perhaps she ought not to have asked herself a question that was so easy to answer. The differences were impossible to ignore and the more she thought about them, the louder the warning voices became. Remember what happened a year ago, they said. Don’t allow it to happen again. Revenge is what you seek, not beguiling words about wanting and pursuing and possession, however sweet the accompanying kisses that melted your knees. Stay in control, the voices told her. If it’s too pleasurable to let go of so soon, why not use it to your own advantage instead of his? Lure him on. Let’s see what he means by his persuasive methods. Suggest some real commitment, something more serious than a flirtation that will tie up his time and his money. Make him work hard to reach his goal. The letters.

				The temptation became more and more irresistible, not to shake him off so soon, but to keep him guessing as to whether, or when, where or how she had passed the letters on, to whom, for how much, and for what purpose. He would think, naturally, that her intention would be to discredit the Prince Regent. So let him think so. After all, there was some truth in it. He would have deduced by now that the silly slip about visiting Christie’s was to find out where Lady Hamilton lived so that she could be given the money when the letters were sold. So let him think what he liked. Make him hang on, turn his pretence of desire into reality and then stop all contact. Tell him the letters had gone. Damage his pride, just as hers had been. Make him suffer.

				Of course, she assured herself, she was not in the least influenced by that flutter in her throat she’d begun to feel when she thought about him. Not at all. The sweet melting of her body in his arms last night had nothing whatever to do with any longing to repeat the experience, or even to go further, eventually. She could control all that. True, she had not done so far, but she could, once her strategy was in place. After all, if her mama and papa had been lovers, then so could she take a lover, and if she had suggested last night that her parents might not approve of an unorthodox relationship, she was also reasonably certain that her father would not judge her and that Lady Benistone would probably never know. Less certain about the reaction of the others—Cecily, Oriel and her fiancé, and Marguerite, too—she decided she could not be expected to mould her life around their concerns when she was being offered a chance like this. She would take it. She’d be a fool not to.

				Smiling, she rolled out of bed and sent Evie for some hot water. When she was gone, Annemarie pulled out the portmanteau from under the washstand, took a quick peep at the lock, then toed it back again. Today she would be taking his Highness’s letters to London in one of his own most comfortable carriages. And now, with good reason, she was about to suggest a liaison with a man who, only yesterday, she had asked to leave her alone. The contradiction of messages gave her butterflies.

				* * *

				The butterflies were still performing their dance when Annemarie entered the breakfast parlour an hour later to find Lord Verne already taking a cup of coffee before the food arrived. He was dressed immaculately in a snuff-brown cutaway coat, pale doeskin riding breeches and a crisp white shirt under a creamy-striped waistcoat with a gold seal and fob-watch hanging below. She thought she had rarely seen any man so well set-up at this early hour when most men of his sort would have been abed. Her father would have been up hours ago, but he was in every sense an exception.

				She took the hand extended to her, accepting the touch of his lips upon her knuckles that afforded her a closer look at the thick brushed-back waves of dark hair and the tan on his lean cheeks that had not yet worn off. As he stood erect, she could not help wondering how much she would enjoy deceiving a man like him while preventing him from doing what he’d been sent to do. Would he accept her sudden change of attitude without question? Would he believe that his lovemaking had made her biddable and pliant? She would have to tread carefully to convince him that she was sincere.

				‘Good morning, my lord. You were right. I did sleep.’ This was going to be the most bizarre conversation of her life, she thought. ‘I think I was halfway there before...er, before...’

				‘Before you closed your eyes. Yes, at least halfway,’ he said, laughing. ‘I hope your memory is unimpaired, however. It would be a great pity if our conversation was all for nothing. Will you take coffee?’

				‘Thank you. Is breakfast ordered?’

				‘Yes, it’s best to get one’s order in early. Those stagecoach passengers had to stay overnight, you know. Heaven only knows where they all slept.’ He pulled out a chair for her, then poured the coffee into her cup and, as she watched his strong hands on the handle and lid, she recalled their shocking explorations last evening and the way she had not stopped them.

				Outside the window, rooftops shone with sunlight and rain. ‘We’ll be there in no time,’ he said, cheerfully. ‘They may have cleared a track through the landslide by now, but we’ll go round to the west. Are you sure you want to go to Park Lane, not to Montague Street?’

				A line of starlings strutted along the roof-ridge, jostling for position. ‘Yes, but I’ve been thinking,’ she said.

				‘About our conversation?’

				Before she could continue, the breakfast was brought in and laid upon the white tablecloth, dish after dish. Yet as Lord Verne helped himself to the eggs, bacon and hunks of warm bread, she knew that as soon as there was a lull in proceedings, he would expect an answer and now there was no time to backtrack. ‘About something you said.’

				He waited, knife and fork poised. She was not finding this easy. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘So you did remember.’

				‘About...oh, dear...this is so indelicate...about wanting me.’

				‘Ah.’

				‘Could you...perhaps...elaborate? Did you have something particular in mind? Or was it simply how you felt at that moment? You will not shock me, my lord, by explaining. I am not an innocent girl.’

				The knife and fork were laid down as Verne gave her his full attention. ‘Believe me,’ he said, softly, ‘it was not said lightly, on the spur of the moment. I did not expand on the notion because I didn’t want to alarm you. Did you think I might have been insincere?’

				‘It had occurred to me,’ she said, lifting the cover off a jam pot to look inside. ‘It’s difficult to know, isn’t it?’

				‘I can see why you would think so. Did you have something specific in mind?’

				Yes, I have it in mind to be your mistress, my lord. No, she couldn’t say that. He would immediately suspect something. Hostility one day, a close relationship the next. No, it was inconceivable.

				‘You expressed a desire to help me back into society, my lord,’ she said, speaking to her plate. ‘And I suppose...well, I’ve been thinking it may not be such a bad thing to have someone like you to...be...er, to be seen with. Which, of course, would set tongues wagging. So...well...then I thought that, if I were to go one step further, I might suggest becoming...er...something closer?’

				‘Closer than a friend, you mean? More like a mistress?’

				There, the word was out in the open, like a weight falling from her shoulders. Piling a spoonful of golden honey on to her plate, she scooped it on to the corner of her toast and took a bite, nodding in agreement. ‘Mmm,’ she said.

				The bacon and eggs remained untouched as he supported his lower lip with his knuckle, weighing up what it had cost her to make the suggestion after such recent antagonism. Whatever deep game she was playing, it had little to do with a desire to take her place in society once more, of that he was certain. It had even less to do with a sudden reversal of her feelings towards him, despite her participation in their lovemaking, for Lady Golding’s antipathy towards men would not be dispelled by a few hours of overnight reasoning. There had to be more to it than that, something that concerned him personally. Or the Prince Regent personally. Or those damned letters. Or all three.

				‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘Say no more about it. I thought you would—’

				His hand reached out across the table to stop the retraction. ‘No, please! I was a little...well...surprised, that’s all, and delighted, of course. I have no problems whatever with that. None at all. I can see many advantages, one of which would mean that you would be free of duties at Montague Street and this would give you the chance to do the things you used to do. In my company. Protected. I’ve never been one to think that a man’s mistress should be kept hidden away and ignored in public as if there was some shame in the connection. I have my own good reasons for wanting an alliance of the kind you suggest, too, you see.’

				‘Other than the usual one, you mean?’

				He smiled at that, sure that they were thinking along the same lines. ‘Yes, other than that, although I won’t deny the pleasure we’d both find there. It’s all these social functions I’m duty-bound to attend. Like you, I want a regular partner of whom I can feel proud, a woman I can admire for more than one reason and who has a certain position in society already. A beautiful intelligent mistress would be ideal, even if our agreement lasts no longer than this Season.’

				‘Well, thank you for admiring me for more than one reason. That’s very gratifying, my lord. And for making it sound as if such an arrangement might benefit yourself as much as me. I would have thought you could have your choice of any single woman in the country, especially as an escort in such close contact with the Prince Regent, able to guarantee a place at all the best functions. But I have little experience at this kind of thing. Being a mistress, I mean. I imagine one is expected to set out certain...er...requirements? To avoid misunderstandings? Is that what one does?’

				By the sound of things, he thought, she had already given the idea some detailed consideration, for she was coldly matter of fact about it, meant to convince him that he’d had no effect on her feelings and that it was a business arrangement devised to serve her some particular purpose, not necessarily one of those she had mentioned earlier. He was therefore prepared for a very precise list of benefits meant to test both his dedication and his pocket. She was a wealthy woman: she would expect him to match her standard of living, or to exceed it.

				‘My lady, I do not expect there to be anything you could ask of me that I would balk at, unless of course you wished to use a team of white mules to draw your carriage, or bathe in asses’ milk twice daily. With all these foreigners in town, that could be a bit difficult to acquire. You will need a house in London, naturally. That goes without saying. With stabling for your horses. A place in Mayfair, perhaps?’

				‘Mayfair...yes...would be perfect. Near enough to Father and my sisters, and to Mrs Cardew.’

				‘And to me.’

				‘Yes, to you, too. I would wish to live there permanently, you see, not to use the address only for...for assignations. That would not serve my purpose at all.’

				And what exactly is your purpose? he wanted to say. But she had outlined a perfectly acceptable reason that would have to suffice until he could discover more, and he was not about to look a gift horse in the mouth when she had offered him more than he could ever have expected so soon. If there was an ulterior motive, he would have to wait for it to be revealed. ‘I can understand that,’ he said. ‘A London home of your own would be much more convenient for you, wouldn’t it? I would not like to deprive your father of you altogether, but you would be glad to have more space, I’m sure.’

				‘Nevertheless, I feel a little selfish leaving my sisters to manage without my help. You have not met my older sister, have you? She’s engaged to be married to Colonel Harrow. Your breakfast is getting cold.’

				‘Harrow? Fourteenth Light Dragoons? Is she indeed? Well then,’ he said, picking up his knife and fork, ‘perhaps we’re both urgently in need of some socialising. I’m sadly out of date, it seems. We shall do well together, my lady.’

				Annemarie could feel nothing but relief, now that her proposition was understood without the dreaded need to explain herself. For one thing, she could not have explained herself any better without revealing something of the artifice, the year-old pain, the lacerated pride and the loss, especially of her beloved and treacherous mother, about whom he need be told no more than he already knew. And now, for the first time, it began to occur to her that, once more in contact with the beau monde, she might hear something of Lady Benistone’s whereabouts, some clue that her sisters hadn’t been able to discover. If Oriel and Marguerite required a convincing explanation of her uncharacteristic behaviour, that would be as good as any. It would not be far from the truth, either, for if Papa would not bestir himself to search for her, then she would. Whether Lady Benistone had resorted to her former way of life, had fallen on hard times, or was happily settled with her lover Annemarie had no way of knowing until she could make enquiries.

				Memories of her mama’s beautiful face formed into the folds of the white napkin on her lap, sad violet eyes filled with regret, the lovely mouth trembling with wretchedness, the soft bloom of her cheeks streaked with tears. Like a sudden premonition, and without warning, Annemarie’s breath was drawn up into a sob too noisy to prevent it being heard. Raggedly, it fell out again as her hand flew to hold her forehead, but by that time Verne was beside her, lifting her bodily out of her chair to hold her against him as if he knew what the matter was without being told.

				‘I know,’ he whispered into her hair. ‘I know. It’s all right. It goes against the grain to put yourself in my hands, doesn’t it? Hush, don’t try to deny it, my beauty. I know how it is with you, but whatever your reasons, I shall keep my side of the bargain. I shall not be unreasonable, or unfaithful, or anything less than careful. And I shall dress for dinner every evening.’

				She inhaled the fresh scent of his skin. ‘I told you my reasons,’ she said.

				‘Some of them, yes. But when a woman like you offers herself to a man she’s been trying to get rid of since they first met, he would have to be a serious ninnyhammer not to suspect some ulterior motive, wouldn’t he? And my reputation is not for being queer in my attic.’

				‘No, I know that. I’m sorry. It’s too complicated. Too many issues.’

				‘Hardly surprising. A lot has happened to you, so I believe. Well, we may not see eye to eye on everything, but however much you disapprove of me, there is at least one area where our tastes combine. Which you have obviously appreciated, or you’d not have suggested a liaison with me. Not in a million years. Would you, my beauty?’

				‘No, I suppose not,’ she whispered.

				His kiss was soft and undemanding, more like a reward for everything she had offered him and for what he’d won from her. Neither of them could have failed to see the direction of their shared interest, nor did they see any reason to pretend otherwise when there were so many attendant advantages. But Annemarie had already begun to notice that the revenge at the backbone of her scheme tended to weaken at times of physical contact with this amazing man. That problem would have to be addressed, or disaster would strike again, for he had implied a certain impermanence when he’d said ‘...even if our agreement lasts no longer than this Season’. He could not have made it plainer if he’d said ‘even if it lasts no longer than it takes to get hold of those letters’. Withdrawing herself from his arms, she wondered which of them was the deceiver and which the deceived.

				‘Your breakfast will be quite cold, my lord.’

				‘Nothing to worry about,’ he said, helping her back into her chair. ‘Only a few months ago I was glad to get any breakfast at all. You should eat a little more than a slice of toast, too, although we can stop for a bite along the way. Are you in a hurry to get back?’

				‘Not any more. In such a comfortable carriage, I shall enjoy the rest of the journey.’

				‘Glad to hear it. But we have a lot to discuss, and I don’t want to give you time to change your mind.’

				‘I shall not change my mind, except about telling Father I’m in town. He’ll have to be told now, won’t he?’

				* * *

				By the time she returned to her room after breakfast, Annemarie’s butterflies were doing a different kind of dance that reached her legs and made her sit rather suddenly on the bed to think it through. Rarely had she made such an impulsive decision of that magnitude, the enormity of which astounded even her. Did she share this trait with her mama? Had impulsiveness led Lady Benistone into a situation from which she could not extricate herself? Would it do the same to her? Would she regret this to the end of her days? Was her bitterness still such a potent force that she would enjoy the eventual humiliation of a man who was doing no more than his royal employer’s bidding? Was that really what it was all about, or was she being influenced by other factors, too? The idea of living in her own London house and being seen on the arm of this particular nobleman would signal that the earlier scandal attached to Sir Richard Golding’s widow was hardly worth a mention and that the next tasty bit of gossip would cause envy rather than pity. She could expect some resistance from her loved ones, but that would have to be overcome. Had they not tried to persuade her for months to restart her life?

				* * *

				‘Yes, but not this way, surely?’ said Cecily later that same day.

				‘His mistress?’ said Oriel, trying to keep the horror of it from showing. ‘Did you have to go that far? Couldn’t you just...well...be friends?’

				Dear Oriel. So conventional. Foes would have been a more appropriate word. ‘No, love,’ Annemarie said, preparing for a sustained argument. ‘Why do you think I preferred to stay here in Park Lane rather than home? I couldn’t possibly have invited Lord Verne there as a friend of mine, knowing that Father would catch him by the lapels and drag him off to see his latest things. I wouldn’t get a look in, would I? A place of my own is what I need. Lord Verne understands that.’

				He was, she had discovered, a very understanding kind of man. She had hardly needed to explain how desperate was her desire to separate herself from the set-up at Montague Street that had such bad memories for her. Thinking back on their conversation over lunch while the horses were being rested, he himself had been the one to enumerate what she would require by the way of servants: a cook, a butler and a housekeeper as well as the usual underlings. It would need rooms large enough for her to entertain, he said, to have friends to stay, and empty enough at the start for her to make choices about furnishings which they would have the pleasure of finding together. She would be able to polish her driving skills in town and the nearby Hyde Park, and she would be his companion at functions he was expected to attend. That, it seemed, was to be a part of the deal and Annemarie saw no reason to object since it would serve her purpose too. Quite willingly, she also agreed to accompany him on his art-collecting trips and to Brighton, too, and to entertain those collectors from whom he wished to purchase. As the daughter of Lord Benistone, one of the British Museum’s greatest benefactors, she would be an asset, he told her.

				The discussion of allowances for housekeeping and personal expenditure had been postponed, but since the financial aspect of the arrangement was not of prime importance to her, she was content not to press for details. There was, after all, a limit to her new-found ill intentions that she preferred not to explore until later.

				‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Cecily said. ‘It was just as well he came to visit, isn’t it?’

				Annemarie was relieved to think that Cecily was more perplexed than scandalised, though in fact Cecily was taken aback more by the phenomenal speed than by the contract itself. Had Annemarie considered how this would affect Oriel’s situation? she wanted to know.

				Before Annemarie could answer, Oriel spoke up in her sister’s defence. ‘Oh, no, Cecily. That’s unfair. Of course she’s thought about it, but one cannot always be using excuses of that kind to remain stuck for ever in a situation. I’m glad Annemarie has accepted Lord Verne’s offer. It may be rather sudden, but it couldn’t have come at a better time, and it won’t affect William and me in the slightest, not until he leaves the army, and he says that might not be for another year. I cannot wait to meet the brave man who’s managed to prise Annemarie out of her shell. I’m sure I shall like him, if she likes him well enough to agree to be his mistress.’

				‘Thank you, dearest,’ said Annemarie, noting the mistaken change of roles. ‘I hoped you’d understand.’ She did not dare correct Oriel’s assumption that it was Verne himself who had suggested it.

				‘I understand, too,’ said Cecily. ‘Of course I do. Wouldn’t anyone prefer to live in their own place with a lover, rather than...tch! Oh dear! How clumsy of me.’

				‘It’s all right,’ said Annemarie, taking Cecily in her arms and soothing the faux pas with a stroking hand over the gaily striped satin shoulder. ‘Say no more. This sounds a bit like history repeating itself, doesn’t it? But it’s not. There’s more to it than meets the eye.’

				‘Oh?’ they said, in unison. ‘More to it? Tell.’

				What a fool to let secrets slip. That’s what sympathy does.

				As upright as penguins, they sat down again on the pale-grey brocade sofa, smoothing their knees in anticipation of whatever it was they ought to be knowing.

				What did it matter? They won’t approve, but I cannot keep this to myself for ever. ‘I don’t want Marguerite to know,’ she said. ‘Or Father.’

				‘About you being Lord Verne’s mistress? How...?’

				‘I don’t mean that. They’ll have to know about that. I mean...this.’ She pushed forwards the battered portmanteau that had stood beside her chair, half-hidden under the padded arm and the claw foot as if it had no business to be in such a tastefully furnished room.

				‘I wondered why you insisted on bringing that in here,’ said Cecily. ‘What does it have to do with...the other thing?’ She glanced at it, accusingly.

				So, starting with the purchase of the bureau, the alarming visit of Lord Verne and his intentions, and then the discovery of the letters in Brighton, Annemarie told them as much as she thought they needed to know because by that time it had become clear that, without the assistance of someone trustworthy, getting rid of them was going to be fraught with too many complications. Lord Verne had made it clear, in the nicest possible way, that he meant to spend quite a lot of his time in her company. Her margin of opportunity was already shrinking.

				The portmanteau quickly became an object of fascination. ‘In there?’ said Cecily. ‘So that’s why you can’t let go of it. Good gracious, Annemarie, that’s dynamite. What are you going to do with them? Give them back? Is that why you’ve rushed back to London?’

				Courteously, they listened to her options that stopped well short of the less-than-creditable scheme that would end it all, which she knew would find no favour in their eyes and might indeed antagonise them enough to refuse their help. With only a few unrealistic alternatives to offer, both Cecily and Oriel agreed that the letters should be returned, as quickly and as secretly as possible, to Lady Hamilton to whom they rightly belonged, fully understanding that to keep Lord Verne guessing would add to the fun, until she felt like telling him. Besides, they said, it would do no harm at all to frighten his Royal Highness to death—no, not literally—over something as potentially calamitous as a batch of intimate letters to a forlorn woman on whose friendship he had preyed. Could they read one? Just one?

				Annemarie frowned at this. ‘No, dear,’ she said. ‘They’re private and very personal. We must not pry.’

				‘Didn’t you?’ Cecily wheedled.

				‘Only a few, just to see if they were all the same. They’re utterly ridiculous, from a man of his supposed intelligence.’

				‘I’ll take them to her for you,’ Cecily said. ‘I know where she is.’

				‘You do? I intended to ask Mr Parke at Christie’s, where I bought the bureau.’

				‘No need. She’s been living under the Rule of the King’s Bench, on and off, for over a year now.’

				‘Debtors’ prison?’ said Oriel. ‘Oh, the poor woman.’

				‘With her daughter Horatia. I doubt she’ll ever be freed.’ Cecily’s matter-of-fact tone grated harshly on Annemarie’s tender heart. A forsaken woman and her twelve-year-old child confined to a debtors’ prison, losing not only her lover and her friends, but all hope, too, while she herself was debating the neatest way to feather her own comfortable nest, to nurse her temporary hurts, to settle old scores upon a man who was not even remotely involved except that she distrusted his motives, as she would have distrusted any man’s.

				‘Would you?’ said Annemarie. ‘Would you really go to a place like that?’

				‘Number Twelve Temple Place. I can get in there. Others do. Of course I’ll go.’

				‘Thank you, Cecily. Remind me to give you the key before you go.’

				‘Give it to me now, dear, then you can go up and change. You must be tired. I’m so glad you came here. When does your house-hunting begin?’

				Delving into the depths of her velvet reticule, Annemarie found the tiny key and handed it to Cecily. ‘Tomorrow. It was kind of you, dear one, to let me stay. I shall now have time to go shopping for clothes. I left most of my things behind in Brighton.’

				‘I’ll go with you,’ said Oriel, heading for the door. ‘You know there’s nothing I like more than that. After breakfast?’

				‘Yes. But what about Marguerite? Is she at home?’

				‘Staying at the Sindleshams. They’re taking her to see the firework display in the Park. Come and have dinner with Father and William and me. It’ll be a good opportunity to tell him what’s happening without little sister to stir things up. We’ll expect you both for seven, shall we?’

				‘We’ll come,’ said Annemarie, embracing her.

				But when Oriel had taken her leave, the perceptive Cecily appeared to need clarification on a few more points. With a hand on her waist, she propelled Annemarie towards the abandoned portmanteau, poking at it with the point of her toe. ‘So Lord Verne thinks these are still in your bureau, does he?’ she said.

				‘I.... Why do you ask?’

				‘Because, you little goose, any woman who insists on carrying her own luggage, as you did, from a carriage like that one is telling the world that no one else can be trusted with it. If he’s not worked it out for himself, he’s not the man I took him for.’

				‘I told him I had valuables to take to Christie’s.’

				‘Yes, dear. He deals with valuables most days of the week, I expect. Did you know he’s Simonstoke’s eldest son? There’s more wealth in that family than in the Prince Regent’s. Property scattered everywhere.’

				‘Cecily, you may be right about him thinking I must have discovered them. That’s why I want them off my hands as soon as possible and I want you to take her some money, too. I cannot bear to think of her being penniless in a place like that. She deserves better. Although, of course, she took another woman’s husband, didn’t she?’

				With a flicker of her eyebrows, Cecily agreed. ‘And you still intend, do you, even after they’re back where they belong, to let Verne believe you have them? Is that really just to keep his Royal Highness from sleeping at night, or is there more to that, too, than meets the eye?’

				‘Oh dear. Have I not managed to convince you, Cecily?’

				‘You have not quite managed, my love, to pull the wool down far enough over my eyes. And somehow I doubt that Verne will be as gullible either.’

				‘The shoe is on the other foot. His interest in me goes only as far as those letters. After that, I shall cease to be of the slightest concern to him and I’m not in the least flattered that he thinks I don’t know it.’

				‘So you intend to take him for a ride. Is that it?’

				‘Yes, if you must know, it is.’

				The uncompromising words cut no ice with Cecily, being no stranger to the confused emotions of young women, or to the conflicts that tear apart otherwise loving families. ‘Mmm,’ she said. ‘You wouldn’t want any advice from me, then, concerning the dangers.’

				‘I’ve thought of the dangers, love. I know what I’m doing. How soon can you visit Lady Hamilton?’

				‘I’ll go tomorrow while you’re out with Oriel. Will that do?’

				Annemarie pulled out a handful of banknotes from her reticule. ‘This is what I was going to use for the journey,’ she said, handing it to Cecily. ‘Will you give it to her with my regards?’

				‘That’s a lot,’ Cecily said, taking it with obvious reluctance.

				‘It won’t be a lot to her. Now, shall I go up? Keep a close eye on the bag, won’t you? Put it somewhere very safe while we’re out this evening.’

				‘You can be sure I will, m’dear. You’ll find everything you need in the Chinese Room. I’ll order the carriage for just before seven, shall I?’

				Well done, my lord, she said to herself as Annemarie disappeared upstairs. You certainly don’t let the grass grow under your feet, do you? Opening her hand, she smiled at the key upon her palm before closing her fingers gently round it.

				* * *

				Upon her return to Montague Street, Oriel discovered that her fiancé was with her father, deep into a discussion about a collection of antiquities that the British Museum had bought in 1805, which was now thought to be less valuable than the £20,000 they had paid for it. ‘Mine is far superior, in fact,’ Lord Benistone was saying in a voice that bounced off the statue-lined corridor. ‘Ah...Oriel, m’dear,’ he said, catching sight of his eldest daughter, ‘we should ask Colonel Harrow to have dinner with us.’

				‘We already have done, Father,’ she said, smiling sideways at her handsome William. ‘And I have a surprise for you. Annemarie and Cecily will be dining with us, too.’

				Lord Benistone’s pale eyes wrinkled tightly round the edges like an old envelope, fixing his eldest daughter with a look of deep suspicion that she found more amusing than alarming. ‘Why isn’t she at Brighton? What’s going on?’

				‘Lord Verne brought her back. There’s been a...a development.’ Oriel drew off her gloves and pulled at the ribbons of her poke bonnet, still smiling.

				‘Oh! Has there indeed? Well, come along, miss. Are you going to tell me what this is all about?’

				‘No, Father. We should allow Annemarie to do that herself, I think.’

				‘In which case, Verne ought to be here when she does it, since I expect it concerns him, too. Invite him to dine, then we’ll get the story from both sides.’

				The smile wavered, finding no support in William’s mischievous silence. ‘Wouldn’t it be better if she could tell you without—?’

				‘No. If this is another of Annemarie’s impulsive decisions, I’d better be knowing about it before it’s too late.’

				‘Too late to what, Father?’

				‘To stop it. Where is she?’

				‘Staying with Cecily. She thought—’

				‘Hah! She thought I’d ask too many questions. She’s right. I shall.’

				‘Father, Annemarie is a widow, you know.’

				‘Exactly! Ought to know better.’ Crooking a finger at the footman who stood discreetly at one end of the hall, he scribbled a hasty message on one of the cards from the table and placed it in the man’s white-gloved hand. ‘Lord Verne. Bedford Square,’ he said.

				‘Do you think you might find time to dress, Father, since we shall be having guests?’ Oriel enquired, with little hope of agreement.

				Lord Benistone peered over the top of his spectacles with a frown. Catching the merest hint of a nod from his future son-in-law, he gave a non-commital grunt. ‘If there’s time,’ he said.

				‘I’m glad Verne’s coming to dine,’ said Colonel Harrow. ‘I met him a few times. Quite a reputation he had in Spain. Remarkable chap, you know. It’ll be good to see him again.’

				‘If he’s managed to interest Annemarie, he certainly is,’ she said. ‘I’d better go and talk to cook, dearest. I’ll join you in the conservatory.’

				* * *

				Knowing Lord Benistone as well as they did, Annemarie, Oriel and Cecily were not entirely taken in by his assumed concern about the new arrangement which, although it must have come as a surprise to him, he appeared to accept after some close questioning to which he must already have known the answers. Or most of them, anyway. There was no one else, he admitted rather grudgingly, he would have considered for the role as Annemarie’s escort, although he did not explain how he might have prevented it when her last one had been such a disaster. If he had any reservations about the unconventional nature of the relationship, he supposed they were both old enough to know what they were doing, by which he meant, they all understood, that he was hardly the one to protest when he had done the same himself.

				But the ladies’ scepticism remained; Father would have shown less interest in the details had not Colonel Harrow been there as an interested observer. The answer he gave to the question of how much help Annemarie would be expected to give to showing his visitors round the collection, however, surprised them all.

				‘Oh, no need to bother about that,’ he said, airily. ‘That’s been attended to.’

				Cecily looked up, sharply. ‘Has it, Elmer?’ she said. ‘How?’

				‘I’ve enlisted some help, dear,’ he said with an impish grin. ‘And before you ask where from, they’re from across the road. British Museum. They’re sending in three men on each of our open days to help with the extra visitors and with the cataloguing. I’ve had visitors here in droves, lately.’ Beaming mildly at his two daughters, he continued, ‘So you won’t be needed, either of you. Oriel dear, you’re free of duties. I’ve got some of their cleaners, too. How does that sound?’

				It sounded, after a moment of stunned silence, too good to be true. ‘Are you expanding then, Papa?’ Oriel wanted to know, thinking of the new head.

				‘Mmm, not exactly, m’dear. Now, isn’t it time for pudding?’

				Unable to elicit anything more on the subject, their natural assumption was that, partly through their own devices and partly through his, they were being squeezed out of Number Fourteen Montague Street in favour of the collection. And while Annemarie was relieved by her father’s acceptance of her own plan to begin socialising, her feelings about being relieved of duties at home were ambivalent, to put it mildly.

				* * *

				‘It’s not that I wanted to be here three times a week,’ she told Lord Verne as he prepared to escort her and Cecily back to Park Lane, ‘but it does begin to look as if he was just waiting for me to disappear before getting in all this help. Why could he not have done it sooner? Why the sudden cataloguing? And cleaning. What would have happened if I’d not decided to...to live...somewhere else?’

				‘To be my mistress? You’d have come back from Brighton to find a life-size marble statue of Adonis in your bed,’ he said, taking her hand in his. ‘Or worse, one of those leery centaurs. Just as a hint to move out.’

				She struggled not to laugh, but failed. ‘Now you’re being vulgar,’ she said.

				He grinned. ‘So you know about centaurs, do you? Ah!’

				‘Enough, thank you. It was good of you to come at such short notice. Papa wanted you to meet Colonel Harrow again. He was glad to see you.’

				Verne had been a few minutes late, delayed by his visit to his Royal Highness at Carlton House, but quite unaware that, while they waited, his exploits with Wellington’s army in Spain last year were being revealed in detail. Colonel Harrow’s 14th Light Dragoons and the 10th Hussars had joined forces for the Battle of Vitoria exactly one year ago when Jacques Verne’s bravery and daring had been the talk of the officers’ tents for months. Viscount Wellington himself had visited him in the field hospital and had commended his fierce attempts to save a crowd of French women who were fleeing with the Emperor Joseph from certain atrocities by uncontrollable men from his own side. The Emperor’s wagon train of over three thousand carriages had been over twelve miles long, full of priceless art and antiquities, taken from Valladolid by Napoleon’s brother, the Spanish king, accompanied by families, court officials and terrified women. Once intercepted, the carnage was indescribable, the looting a disgrace to the British army, the loss of the five-and-a-half million gold francs, countless treasures, jewellery, furniture and libraries, grabbed, torn, destroyed and stolen. Badly wounded, Verne had personally fought off the rampaging foot soldiers of his own side to protect the women dragged from the carriages. Ultimately, Vitoria had been a success, but at a terrible cost, including Wellington’s fury. Verne had been sent home to recover, returning to the capital only after months of nursing at his parents’ country home.

				Sitting open-mouthed with astonishment, Annemarie had noted the admiration dawn upon the faces of her family as Colonel Harrow praised the courage of the man she was planning to bring to his knees. He had protected a crowd of helpless women, French, not English, from a howling mob of soldiers who would have torn them apart to get at the valuables they wore, a mob for whom a single jewel represented more than they could earn in a lifetime. Unlike her late husband, whose death had been his only injury, Verne had said not one word to her about his exploits, while she had casually labelled him with the usual anecdotal misconducts attached to his elite regiment. Apart from suggesting that he might be an exception, which she had chosen not to believe, he was allowing her to find out for herself what kind of man he was. The discovery did nothing to commend her programme of revenge and, when he eventually arrived with profuse apologies for lateness, Annemarie had already begun to see him more as a protector than a predator.

				‘I was glad to see Harrow, too,’ he said. ‘He’s a good man. Perfect for your sister. They should be our first guests, with Mrs Cardew. D’ye think?’

				‘We’ll give a dinner party. All your friends and mine.’

				His white smile broadened into a laugh. ‘That’s my girl,’ he whispered. ‘Already you’re entering into the spirit of the thing. Shall we invite your father?’

				‘If he dresses as he did tonight, then certainly,’ she said. Lord Benistone had risen to the occasion, giving his valet more to do than he’d had for years, as well as a shock that earned him a brandy after his master’s departure from the untidy clothes-scattered bedroom.

				‘Last time I kissed you goodnight in this hall,’ Verne said, looking around him, ‘we were watched by a row of erotic nymphs on pedestals. Do you think we might have some more privacy, this time, before the others appear?’

				Earlier that day, Annemarie would have made excuses not to, but with his hand pressing hers and a whole evening of his closeness, his talk and graceful mannerisms, his staggering good looks, the cold core of hardness in her heart, so long nurtured, had begun to soften round the edges enough to let him in. To her own surprise as well as his, she drew him towards the door of the morning room where they had first talked at cross-purposes and, once in the dark overcrowded space, turned to him as he closed the door softly.

				‘No David’s hand this time,’ he said.

				‘So mind the priceless Attic vase,’ she replied, lifting her arms to enclose him.

				For a woman whose interest was flawed, Annemarie’s surrender to his kisses must surely have been convincing to anyone less astute than Verne. He had noticed the difference in her demeanour during the evening which, although by no means effusive, had been warmer than that first chilling experience, but not for one moment did he believe that the change had come about naturally. Not in a woman of her sort. Not so fast. Not so easy. So when her body bowed into his, her arms linked around his neck, he felt the apprehension as well as the curiosity and would liked to have known more about the change and the reasons for it. So hurt and vulnerable, yet prepared to sell herself for some cause or other.

				This time, she was neither exhausted nor mellowed by wine, but fully aware of every part of him pressing against her from knee to nose, the strong hands across her back and grasping her shoulder, the intoxicating taste of his lips covering hers, warm and persuasive, enticing her to stay and respond. She could easily have pulled away when he took her head between his hands, holding her for a soft shower of kisses falling upon her eyelids, cheeks, chin and mouth. But she did not, smiling instead at the tender caress of a man who, with his sabre, could put to flight a rabble of blood-lusting men. That, while he was wounded.

				‘That’s new to you, isn’t it, my beauty?’ he whispered, still holding her.

				Huffing with laughter, she agreed, ‘Mmm. Everything is.’

				‘Then I shall have the pleasure of teaching you.’

				‘Have you had a great deal of experience, my lord?’ she said, holding his wrists.

				‘That is a question mistresses and wives may not ask. If one says no, that implies a certain restraint which may not be entirely true. And if one says yes...’

				‘That implies a certain intemperance that may not...’

				‘Quite. Does it matter much to you?’

				‘No, my lord. I knew the answer before I asked.’

				She could not see his smile before his next kiss, but felt the sudden surge of energy behind it, as if her answer had pleased him. But instead of thinking him arrogant, her thoughts veered towards the lessons that awaited her in his arms and the pleasure she would have in learning from him. For how long they remained locked together in the darkness she could never remember, only that by the time they emerged into the hall, her legs had turned to water and a strange unfamiliar ache of longing had begun to suffuse her thighs, making her gasp at its sweetness.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				From the very beginning, Cecily had not entirely approved of Annemarie’s unconcealed hostility towards Lord Verne. Now, when she had been told of the reason for the abrupt change, she could not approve of that either. Being resentful and distrustful of men was one thing, but this was a dangerous game to play with a man of his calibre and deceitful, too, given his proven gallantry towards women. She had watched with some consternation how Annemarie had responded to him during the evening and wondered how much of that was due to Colonel Harrow’s glowing account and how much to whatever had happened in Brighton. Was Annemarie as good an actress as that, or was her heart being softened, despite her protestations? Cecily knew her very well and did not believe she had it in her to persist in any attempt to break a man’s heart, thinking it would mend hers in the process. Annemarie had never been in the least spiteful. She would not be able to do it and, what was more, Verne did not deserve it.

				With these worrying thoughts in her mind as she prepared for bed, the idea of a further collaboration with Verne seemed like a natural progression. Perhaps to let him know where the letters had been taken? Just to keep him one step ahead instead of one step behind? He would know how to handle the information, what to do next, whether to proceed with this unsound domestic relationship that was intended to lead nowhere, or not.

				She decided to take a look, to reassure herself.

				Placing the portmanteau beside her feet, she unlocked the catch and flicked the leather tab back, pulling the sides apart wide enough to allow one hand inside. But instead of contacting the firm edges of folded papers, her fingertips encountered something soft. She gave a yelp, withdrew her hand and opened the bag wider, staring in disbelief at the corded upper edge of a cushion.

				‘Of course,’ she whispered. ‘I should have known. He doesn’t need my help, does he? Clever devil. He’s already got them. One step behind, indeed. Was it ever likely, Cecily my girl?’ She pulled the cushion out, a pretty thing, a blue-velvet border round a silk patchwork, neatly made with tassels at each corner. But for whom? Would the owner be missing it? Of the letters there was no sign. She placed the cushion beside her on the bed as a tap on the door made her start, guiltily. ‘Who is it?’ she said, kicking the portmanteau under her legs.

				‘Me, ma’am. Evie.’ The door opened enough to allow Evie to peer round. ‘Sorry to disturb you, ma’am, but m’lady wonders if—?’

				‘Come inside and close the door.’ The very person who would know.

				‘Yes, ma’am.’

				Cecily rarely beat about the bush to no purpose. Patting the cushion, she directed Evie’s attention, observing with some satisfaction how the pretty eyes latched onto the contrast of pale blue on the bright pink silk of her bedspread. ‘Where did this come from?’ she said. ‘You appear to recognise it, Evie.’

				At Cecily’s beckoning finger, Evie approached and took the cushion for a closer look, turning it over and over as if to make sure. ‘Yes, ma’am. There were two of them on the window-seat.’

				‘Where?’

				Evie’s eyes opened wide as they met Cecily’s. ‘Er...at the Swan, ma’am. In Lady Golding’s room. Last night. Where we stayed.’

				‘Yes? And who else was in the room? With you, I mean.’

				‘No...er...no one, er...’ Her gaze dropped back to the cushion as if it might contradict her.

				‘Ee...vee?’

				The young maid stroked the cushion as a deep pink blush flooded her face, deeper than her pale curls, and the blue eyes filled with tears at being so soon discovered in a lie she could not maintain.

				‘For heaven’s sake, don’t weep,’ Cecily said, ‘or your mistress will want to know why. What is it you came for?’

				‘A pearl button, ma’am, to replace one that’s missing.’

				‘Over there in the drawer. Needle and thread, too. Go and stitch the button, then before you go to your own room, come back here to me. We have to talk. And don’t look like that, lass. I’m not about to have you dismissed.’

				‘Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.’ Evie fled.

				* * *

				Twenty minutes later she was back with the rest of the story. ‘It was Lord Verne’s valet, ma’am. Samson. He came to the room to ask if I needed to go down for some supper. His lordship had told him there were valuables to be watched and he offered to stay with them while I went to get a tray. He’s a very superior kind of young man, ma’am. Quite top-lofty he is.’

				‘I’m sure he is, Evie. So you went down and left him in the room.’

				Evie nodded, glancing again at the offending cushion. ‘I didn’t think,’ she said.

				‘Didn’t think what? That he couldn’t pick the lock of a portmanteau? Most lordship’s valets can pick locks as easy as breathing, girl. And much else besides. They’d not be much use to them if they couldn’t.’

				‘Oh dear, ma’am, this is terrible. What’s her ladyship going to say when she discovers her valuables are missing?’

				‘Leave that to me. I take it you had supper together, then, you and Mr Samson?’

				‘Yes, ma’am, I took supper up for us both. It took ages for me to get it, what with all the stagecoach passengers staying overnight. He took the tray back down when we’d finished. Very polite he was. I’d never have thought he was a thief. Such a correct young man, ma’am.’

				‘Very nimble-fingered he was, too, Evie. Listen to me. I don’t suppose for a moment he’ll have told Lord Verne that he took anything from the portmanteau, so you must not say anything either. Lady Golding has left it for me to deal with and I shall. So now you need take no action, except to beware of presentable polite young men who offer to do you a favour. Was it only supper you had together, Evie?’

				Evie did not pretend to misunderstand, for by then she was quite capable of believing the worst of Samson, despite their pleasant hour together. ‘It was only supper, ma’am. Nothing else. I know when to draw the line.’

				‘Good. Now, this should be taken back to where it belongs, or they’ll be thinking at the Swan that Lady Golding is a real rum touch, nicking their best room cushions.’

				Cecily’s slang brought a weak smile to Evie’s face. ‘I’ll take it. Lady Golding would not have noticed it, so I can always slip it back if we call there again. Goodnight, and thank you, ma’am,’ she said, tucking it under her arm. ‘I’m so sorry about this. I shall not be so trusting again.’

				‘Goodnight, Evie.’ Cecily’s eyes rolled heavenwards as the door closed. ‘Tch!’ she said. ‘Now what?’ So much for Verne wanting no more to do with Annemarie once he had the letters. He had taken them and then decided to take her as his mistress. The Prince Regent would now be breathing a huge sigh of relief and no wonder Verne had been late for dinner. Mission accomplished.

				* * *

				Cecily was not the only one to have reservations about Annemarie’s newest plans. Since that morning, when Annemarie had first suggested it, there had been time enough, as the countryside passed her by, for her to ponder on the wisdom of becoming the mistress of a man she scarcely knew. Such a position was fraught with danger even if it had been arrived at after a lengthy consideration, which it had not. But now she felt as if she’d been manoeuvred into it without being able to blame anyone but herself. Mistresses were not in the least uncommon, nor were they particularly ostracised except by the envious, but it had never been an ambition of hers to live the life of a demi-rep rather than a wife. What would be her chances of marriage when this affaire came to an end? Was she effectively devaluing herself by this? Would it be worth the effort? Or the risk?

				Later, after returning to Park Lane, she saw the chances of a change of mind becoming even more remote after her father’s approval, which she suspected would not have been so forthcoming if he’d not already seen Lord Verne as a fellow antiquarian and collector. He had not even suggested she should give it more thought. Were fathers not supposed to be a little more protective? Resistant? Suggesting alternatives? Nor had Verne’s lengthy goodnight been calculated to give her time to think again. For the second time, and without the excuse of fatigue, she had put up no resistance to his kisses. Worse, she had been thinking about the earlier ones all through dinner. No wonder he was suspicious of her swift change of heart when she herself was unsure how much was pretence and how much was genuine. Was it all moving too fast for comfort?

				The problem of how to rid herself of the letters, however, was virtually solved, the only consequence now being to keep Verne from knowing whether she had them and what she had done with them. Obviously, his attempts to stay close to her in order to find out would be his main concern, and so when he arrived after breakfast to escort the two sisters on their shopping expedition, with a smart two-horse barouche waiting outside, that was seen as a game to be played out by them both.

				* * *

				They were back on Park Lane in time for a late luncheon after several productive hours of shopping, finishing off at Gunter’s in Berkeley Square for refreshing ices. ‘Oh, Cecily, you never saw such fabrics. And the lace. And furs. The glacé silks and grenadines. I purchased striped barège enough for a skirt, with a violet silk to make a matching jacket,’ said Annemarie, searching through the parcels, ‘a shilling and threepence a yard, and satins at four shillings. But I need something for this afternoon. Perhaps I could borrow your maid to go with Evie to Montague Street to bring a few of my other clothes back here. It’ll be a few days before my new things are ready.’

				‘Of course. You cannot continue to borrow Marguerite’s evening dresses as you did last night.’

				‘I bought her a pair of satin shoes, to say thank you. And this, dear Cecily, is for you.’ The hatbox was deep with layers of tissue to protect a white-lace and silk-flower creation for Cecily’s fair curls, exclusive, expensive, and utterly extravagant. ‘For you to wear at the theatre with your Chantilly lace shawl,’ said Annemarie.

				‘Oh, my dear child, there’s really no need to thank me. You know you’re always welcome here, love.’

				‘Not just that,’ said Annemarie. ‘This morning, too. Did you see her?’

				In view of the shopping spree, Cecily thought she had forgotten about Lady Hamilton. ‘Yes, I saw her,’ she said, trying on the lace cap before the mirror.

				‘And? Was she pleased?’

				Cecily came to sit beside her. ‘Tie it for me. Should the bow be to this side? Yes, she was surprised and pleased. She wants you to know how immensely grateful she is for your thoughtfulness. In fact, she sent you a note. Here you are. She apologises for its hastiness, but I got the impression she was preparing to move again. Rather quickly.’

				‘They’re letting her out, then?’

				‘That’s how it looks. She didn’t say, and I didn’t like to ask, but she nearly wept when I gave her the money. She could hardly believe it.’

				‘Poor lady. Well then, that’s all out of the way, isn’t it?’

				‘Indeed it is. Now you can forget about it at last.’

				The note was brief and made no mention of the letters, but that, Annemarie thought, was probably not surprising if she was in a hurry to leave. For another thing, it was safest to leave such matters unspoken. Her relief to have the letters returned would surely be as great as Annemarie’s.

				For a few moments, the thought kept her still and pensive. She had so much enjoyed her morning’s shopping with Oriel and Lord Verne, who seemed to know what she would like without being told. She had felt completely at ease each time his friends had waved and saluted him, or her acquaintances had nodded and smiled to see her in town again, and it had taken some effort to remind herself that she needed no man in her life when his company had made such a vast difference to her enjoyment.

				So now, just as she was about to agree with Cecily that she could forget about the controversial matter at last, the darker side of her memory prompted her to recall her wounds, to keep them open and not to allow a morning’s pleasure to soothe them.

				Cecily was quick to notice the hesitation before the reply. ‘You are going to forget about it, love, aren’t you?’ she said, rising to take another look in the mirror. ‘You’re not going to pursue this revenge thing, are you? Verne’s interest is quite unfeigned, you know. Can you not tell?’

				‘Cecily, pursuing the revenge thing, as you call it, is what it’s all about. That’s why I’ve agreed to become his mistress, isn’t it? The deeper he commits himself, the better. And the longer his Royal Highness is made to squirm, the more I shall think it all worthwhile.’

				‘That’s not like you, Annemarie. Not like you at all,’ Cecily said. ‘I’ve put the empty portmanteau in your room. You’ll need it again before long.’

				‘I shall, my dear. Verne is taking me to see a house this very afternoon.’

				‘So soon? Where? Did he say?’

				‘He wouldn’t tell me, but I hope it’s not too far away from you.’

				Layers of tissue and ribbon spilled from bed to floor, soft fabrics, printed and plain, silky and sheer, their colours mingling like pools of paint on an artist’s palette. And there was another treat, she thought. She would ride with him in the park. The days ahead seemed all at once filled with new possibilities, with colour, and promise, and purpose.

				Mrs Cecily Cardew, however, did not share Annemarie’s optimism, seeing this vengeful side of her intended specifically to hurt the man who least deserved it. Convinced that Annemarie would not have agreed to become Verne’s mistress unless she felt something for him, how could she now intend to use him so badly, a man she herself could have fallen for thirty years ago? Ought she to warn him? Or would he already have suspected some ulterior motive? Of course he would. The man was no fool to be taken for a ride by a bruised-hearted beauty like Annemarie Golding.

				* * *

				The house on Curzon Street could easily have been reached on foot had it not been more fun to arrive in the handsome curricle Lord Verne had brought from Bedford Square. At the Park Lane end of the street that ran almost parallel to Piccadilly, the white-fronted house was elegant and discreet, rising in four storeys behind black-and-gold cast-iron railings, white stone steps and polished wall-lamps. Nothing, Annemarie thought, could be more fitting than this for a house of one’s own, not even the house he’d mentioned on the very superior Upper Brook Street.

				She was even more convinced of its rightness when they entered the hallway; the graceful classic lines were in the latest style, spacious and beautifully decorated in pale apricot and white with a winding staircase as delicate as a spider’s web. The narrow frontage was misleading, for the rooms leading off the hall were large, high-ceilinged and airy, the salon at one side having tall windows at both ends, one of which overlooked a private garden filled with the afternoon sun.

				‘Stables beyond,’ said Verne, watching her face for signs of pleasure. ‘Large enough for three horses and a phaeton. The house has only just become available, recently redecorated.’

				‘I can smell the paint,’ she whispered. ‘I like the flock wallpaper. And the oak floor, too. It would be a pity to cover it. Perhaps a small Turkish carpet in the centre.’

				‘Want to see the other rooms? Through here. Dining room and breakfast parlour. A small study where you can do your accounts and letters. Kitchens are below.’

				Their feet echoed in the unfurnished rooms, yet in Annemarie’s vivid imagination each one took on the aspect of the private and personal London space that had so far only existed in her dreams, near enough to Cecily and within easy distance of her father, where she could either be alone or with those old friends she had avoided for so long. Here she could be mistress of her own home, as she was at Brighton, but with all the other amenities she had done without for a year and with the freedom from marble intruders in the form of dust-collecting clutter. Being the mistress of this man at the same time would be a small price to pay for such benefits. She might have to compromise. She might have to make it last longer than planned.

				Upstairs, the wide landing led to several bedrooms and dressing rooms equipped with the latest facilities, marble-topped, gold-plated and mirrored. ‘It’s a little palace,’ she said, smiling at one of their many reflections.

				‘Like it? Will it do? Would you like to see the other place I found?’

				‘No. I mean...yes, I do like it. I don’t need to see anywhere else. This has all I need. Thank you. Is it expensive?’ She knew it must be.

				‘I’ve told you,’ he said. ‘I choose only the best.’

				She did not expect him to tell her. The question was indelicate.

				Two pigeons alighted on the windowsill outside, the female looking distinctly unimpressed by the male’s strutting and bobbing. ‘Silly things,’ she whispered.

				‘He’s trying to make himself agreeable,’ Verne said.

				‘Beware of men who try to make themselves too agreeable.’

				Verne took hold of her shoulders as the female flew off, his hands sliding down to her elbows, along her forearms to take the gloved hands that rested beneath her high bodice. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘You’ve enjoyed our sparring as much as I have, my beauty. I expect there’ll be more. But just remember that I hold the reins.’

				‘No white mules, then.’

				‘No white mules. I shall not be made a laughing-stock.’

				‘I was not serious, my lord.’

				‘I am,’ he said, turning her round, deftly.

				She knew then by the glint of steel in his eyes that he had begun to understand some of her motives. Her question about the cost of the house had been a mistake, revealing what was on her mind. Except that it had now begun to matter rather less than it had at the beginning. His unsmiling mouth was close to hers. ‘Perhaps we should take a look at the other house,’ she said. ‘Perhaps this is a little too large. Really...I wouldn’t mind.’

				He kissed her before answering, to reassure her. It was softly comforting, meant to ease her awakening conscience. The variety of his kisses astonished her. One for every mood and occasion. ‘Too late,’ he said, touching the tip of her nose with his lips. ‘You and your sisters have been uncomfortable for far too long. I can offer one of them some space. Leave it at that.’ He kissed her again, hungrily, as if kissing was easier than explanations. ‘Now, at risk of being thought too agreeable, how about that drive in Hyde Park? It’s about time for the Prince’s Military Review.’

				She took his arm. ‘It’s been a long time,’ she said, studying the tassel on her reticule. ‘A whole year.’

				‘And society has a remarkably short memory,’ he said. ‘There are no questions to be answered. Just smile, that’s all you need to do. Everyone will be watching the soldiers and the Prince’s guests.’

				‘Yes, of course.’ She heard the sound of her own too-easy acceptance and knew she ought to have been making things more difficult for him, to test his resolve as she’d planned from the start. Once she was installed here, he would believe his access to the letters would be relatively simple, and she would have to keep him thinking so until she could choose a moment to tell him that, this time, he really was wasting his time, money and effort. For some reason, the thought did not give her the same pleasure it had only days ago.

				I shall not be made a laughing-stock, he’d said, words that challenged all Annemarie’s notions of revenge and sent a cold shiver along her arms. By now, he would have understood more of the scandal involving Lord Benistone’s beautiful wife and, by implication, their daughter and he would be thinking, as such men often did, that he would be the one to come to the rescue. He would think, no doubt, that with a little persuasion she would gratefully open up her heart and let him in, that all would be well, wounds healed, pride mended.

				But that was not how it would be as long as Mama was still missing and sorely needed by them all. For Annemarie’s heart to heal, she would have to know that Mama was safe and happy, and the way to find out was to throw herself back into society and search. Papa was too proud to try. It was entirely up to her. A year was too long for both of them and Lord Verne’s intervention had opened up a way to solve several problems all at the same time. She rubbed the hair along her arms back into place, hoping that the price of revenge would not be beyond her means and that Verne’s interest in the precious letters would not wane too soon. Had it already begun to wane? He had asked no questions about her proposed visit to Christie’s with the portmanteau since their arrival. Ought she to stir his memory, just to find out?

				* * *

				By the time Verne’s curricle arrived at the park through a sea of coaches, carriages and pedestrians, the Military Review was well under way and every open space was occupied by smartly uniformed troops and their mounted leaders, kings, czars and princes, generals and officers of state. To Annemarie, it looked as if the whole of London had turned out to see the colourful occasion in all its splendour, to cheer everyone in uniform except the Prince Regent himself, whose unpopularity must by now have been glaringly obvious to his royal guests. Hissing and booing, cat-calls and insults followed his every move, and although Annemarie understood the reasons for this as well as anyone, it made her sad and uncomfortable to see the poor man publicly reviled on what was intended to be a day of rejoicing. He had been forbidden, both by his father and by Parliament, from taking an active part in the offensive against Napoleon. Now, in his bid to thank the generals who had organised the victorious armies, the only thanks he personally received were grumbles about the too-lavish hospitality and gripes about the general discomforts of being on daily and nightly display in London.

				Verne glanced at the gloved hand covering her lips and the frowning eyes above. ‘You are shocked, my lady?’ he said. ‘I thought you’d—’

				‘I’d what?’ she replied, glaring at the hands holding the reins. ‘Be happy to see him so insulted, in public, and unable to stop it? Why doesn’t someone take his part? He’s putting on a good show for them. What more could he do?’

				In fact, to entertain Londoners, the Prince Regent could have done little more when every park was busy with booths and fanciful structures from bridges to pagodas, temples and towers, mock battles and firework displays. Every blade of grass was worn away, the air reeked of smoke and food, and the noise had sent even the cows running away to greener pastures, depriving ordinary folk of their milk. The loud critics complained that laundry-women were neglecting their duties and that the expense of daily extravagances on this scale were not being met by his Royal Highness any more than his massive banquets were.

				‘But you’re one of his sternest critics, surely? Are you not?’ he said.

				‘I am, yes. But I cannot agree that humiliating the poor man in front of his guests is the thing to do. Making one’s displeasure known is allowed, but this is altogether different. Let’s go. I’ve seen enough.’

				He did not at once turn the horses but, from a distance of several carriages, watched how the Prince, his friend, tried to ignore the hostility of the crowd and to pretend that the cheers were as much for him as for General Blücher, everyone’s favourite. The fixed smile on the Prince’s florid face was pitiful to watch, for Verne knew that he dared not venture anywhere in public on his own for fear of being attacked by mobs. ‘Would you care to meet him again?’ he said.

				Her reply came after only a moment’s hesitation. ‘Yes. Yes, I would. This is unbearable. You knew how it would be, didn’t you?’

				‘It’s always like this. He knows what to expect.’

				‘Yet he’s arranged for weeks of celebrations. He must be hating it.’

				‘He does. Every minute of it, but he has courage, I’ll say that for him.’

				Annemarie could have countered this with some less praiseworthy attributes, but feelings of sympathy for the Prince and disgust at the rude behaviour of the crowds suspended any words of censure which, until now, had been the only ones to spring to mind.

				Before she herself could question this unexpected compassion, the Prince’s eyes, which had been searching the carriages for the sight of a more friendly face, suddenly found Verne’s curricle. She noticed how Verne touched the brim of his grey beaver in salute and saw the Prince take in his partner, herself, reverting to a smile so explicit in its hope of an exchange that she found herself responding, in spite of all her earlier reservations. The merest dip of her bonnet and the smile cost her nothing, but the relief on the Prince’s face made her feel that, to him, it had been beyond price.

				The royal cavalcade moved on, prancing and wheeling, and Verne turned the horses’ heads away through the crowds with only inches to spare. ‘That was well done, my lady,’ he murmured. ‘He won’t forget.’

				‘From what I’ve heard,’ she replied, returning a wave from a surprised acquaintance, ‘his Highness forgets such things quite easily, but remembers insults for years. I hope you’re prepared to be dropped like a hot brick when your usefulness comes to an end.’

				He smiled at her cynicism. ‘I’ll try to remember your caution, my lady. Do you predict my usefulness ending any time soon?’

				‘No,’ she said. ‘I would not be so foolhardy. I’m sure you’ll know as soon as I do.’

				They could have been talking about their own relationship rather than the royal patronage, but now she had already begun to see matters in a different light and did not want his usefulness to end in the foreseeable future, let alone any time soon. She had hidden away for so long that the memory of being driven in flashy curricles by handsome blades had been stifled in favour of her bitterness and it had taken only one morning of shopping, a look at a new house and a drive past nodding and waving acquaintances to lift her spirits well beyond her memories of darker things. Not only that, but she had surprised herself as well as her escort by an unforeseen softening of her attitude towards one who, although still a sad character, was being given no credit whatever for trying to please. No matter how many times Annemarie would like to have given the man a good dressing-down, she still could not find it in her heart to rejoice at the public indignities the prince was suffering. She had not expected to care.

				Whatever thoughts Verne harboured about Annemarie’s pity for the beleaguered Prince, which he believed was as unexpected to her as it was to himself, he understood instinctively that it would be best not to press for an explanation. So he manoeuvred the curricle beyond the crowds to where she might take the ribbons more safely and there relinquished the matched pair of bay geldings into her hands with only the slightest of misgivings, taking into account the lapse of a whole year. He need not have been concerned about her proficiency for he could see that, as soon as she arranged the reins between her fingers and flicked the whip, catching its tail-end deftly, that everything she had ever learned about driving came back in one moment. Without feeling the need to offer any advice except, once, the word ‘steady’ on a bend, he sat back with no more to do than admire yet another of this complex woman’s capabilities.

				As she had suspected, he had known many women, but loved none of them, having grown quickly tired of their predictability and of the ease of the chase, which to a man like him was more than half the excitement. This lovely creature had allowed herself to be caught, almost, with the intention of wreaking some mischief, and he was under no illusions who it was she intended to hurt most. Not after the betrayal she had suffered. His plan now was to play the same game, but to make her enjoy it too much to end it. The sooner he could show her how much more she had to learn, the better his chances of changing her mind, as she had just demonstrated was by no means impossible. What he must find out without delay was whether she had in fact discovered the theft of the letters, or whether she was pretending not to have done. And for this, he decided that Mrs Cardew would be the one to help.

				‘Stop at the end, if you please,’ he said. ‘Did you have your own curricle and pair, my lady? Or did you hire?’

				‘I had a phaeton and pair,’ she replied, drawing the horses to a gradual halt. ‘I’ve never driven a curricle before.’

				‘Never driven...? Are you serious?’

				She had surprised him yet again. Sitting there in her cool grey-and-white riding habit with a white fur pill-box pinned to her glossy black hair and a black feather boa flung over one shoulder, she looked for all the world as if tooling a high sporting curricle round the park called for no great skill, which he knew was not the case at all.

				Turning her laughing eyes to his, she caught the blend of admiration and concern before he was able to conceal it. ‘Quite serious,’ she said. ‘Now nothing will do but for me to have a curricle, too. Or a perch-phaeton, perhaps. One can see so much more from this height.’

				If she had expected him to demur at the cost, she had certainly not expected that he would jump at the chance of spending hundreds of pounds on a vehicle such as his, at least one-hundred-and-fifty pounds a year on the cost of keeping a horse, not including the groom’s salary and his livery. A horse for her to ride would be an additional expenditure, twice as much as a curricle with extra for fodder, care and tack. The mercenary sound of her casually delivered requirements sat ill on her conscience, so it was all she could do not to contradict herself when he took the reins without betraying the slightest alarm and said, ‘Of course you must. I’ve seen a rather nice pair of dapple-greys that might suit you well. I’ll take you to see them, now I’ve satisfied myself you’ll be able to handle them. As for a sporting phaeton, I think that more suitable for a lady than a curricle. We’ll go and see my coachmaker.’

				‘Whatever you wish,’ she said, handing him the whip. ‘But there’s no particular hurry. Perhaps I may be allowed to drive yours until then.’

				‘Certainly, as long as I’m with you.’

				He was too engrossed in navigating the bouncing vehicle between two groups of pedestrians to notice the slight smile that lit her eyes and twitched at her lips. Only a few days ago, she reflected, his proprietorial reply would have set her back up. Now, she felt that things were going according to plan and that Jacques Verne’s presence beside her was not nearly as disagreeable as it had been at first.

				* * *

				If tensions appeared to be lessening as a result of their accord over material matters, neither of them had forgotten the underlying motives behind this new understanding. Each of them had something the other wanted: in his case, the letters, in her case, his adoration and all the trappings that went with it. Nevertheless, none of the theatre-goers at Covent Garden that evening would have suspected anything from the handsome couple except the wish to enjoy each other’s company.

				Annemarie’s maid, Evie, taken on for her skills in dressmaking, had that afternoon brought an armful of gowns from Montague Street to Park Lane to be restyled using the trimmings bought only that morning. By evening, she had turned a white-silk overgown of satin and sheer stripes into a watery vision of flowing ripples by constructing a new undergown of cerulean silver-threaded blue, layering the lower part with deep ruffles that just skirted the new blue-satin slippers. The neckline echoed the hem with soft ruffles tied on the shoulders with narrow silk roulette-cords, leaving Annemarie’s upper arms exposed. Her long gloves of finest white lace looked as if she’d dipped her arms in foam. The foamy look was one she rather cared for. Her hair was so luxurious as to need no covering except silver ribbons tied à la Grecque, piled high on top of her head from which a profusion of tendrils escaped from the edges. Her only jewellery was a pair of long diamond-and-pearl earrings that accentuated her swan neck. Verne could hardly keep his eyes off her—nor in spite of the other attractions around them, could many of the audience.

				Verne had a box in the theatre to which he had invited Mrs Cardew, Oriel and Colonel Harrow. Escaping from the noisy throng downstairs in the saloon where Annemarie had been recognised and welcomed by polite friends as if nothing in particular had happened, the small party arranged themselves without quite appreciating the extent of the interest they were causing to those down below. From their own level, heads craned forwards to look and wave, shouting things that could not be heard over the din and, from below, eye-glasses were raised to inspect every detail of the group with blatant curiosity. Annemarie herself might have wished for less attention, but could hardly complain when to be seen with her new and influential lover, a companion of the Prince Regent, no less, was exactly what this was all about. Back in the beau monde once more, she was parading her recovery as though what had happened a year ago had had no lasting effect. Outwardly. Inwardly, matters were rather different, but who was to know that except, perhaps, dear Cecily?

				‘Look over there,’ said Oriel, in her ear. ‘To the left.’ Several boxes further along, young faces peered over the balcony, their pale gowns softened by fluttering fans and the deeper tones of more mature figures and a bevy of young men crowding behind them. The small space seemed to be overflowing. ‘That’s Marguerite, isn’t it? With the Sindleshams?’

				‘So it is,’ Annemarie said, catching the shriek of recognition over the din as Marguerite spotted her sisters. Her wave was anything but discreet. ‘She’s coming over.’ An uncomfortable quiver of alarm and annoyance pulsed through the older sisters, though not Cecily, who swayed aside as the sudden onrush of female bodies swept like a tidal wave into the confined space of their box.

				The three Sindlesham daughters had been brought, apparently, not so much to see the rare appearance of Lady Golding, but to gaze at close quarters with nothing short of veneration at the undeniably handsome figure of Lord Verne. He towered over them, meeting their awed upturned faces with an avuncular amusement although, at Marguerite’s effusive greeting to her sisters, he quickly realised that this excess of joy was meant to impress him, in a roundabout manner. His heart sank, however, when Marguerite lost not a moment in recalling their last meeting, as if her friends needed reminding.

				‘Such a fine dance it was,’ she gushed to Annemarie and Oriel. ‘I swear Lord Verne and I quite outshone every couple on the floor. Just as if we’d danced together for years. Where? Why, at Lady Sindlesham’s ball,’ she went on, unstoppable, bouncing her brown curls. ‘You should have been there, Annemarie. We had no idea you were ready to socialise again after—’

				‘Thank you, Marguerite,’ Cecily said, laying a hand on the girl’s arm. ‘But look! The curtains are parting. You should return to your box now. We’ll catch up with you in the interval, shall we?’

				‘Oh, yes. I shall be coming home with you afterwards.’

				‘Really? Well, thank you for letting me know, dear.’

				‘I would have, Cecily, but I haven’t had a moment to think.’

				‘Sounds to me,’ said Cecily to the swarm of departing muslins, ‘as if you’ve had plenty of time to think. Little minx.’ Glancing sideways at Annemarie, she saw something of the damage Marguerite’s boast had done, wishing with all her heart that she, Cecily, had found a quiet moment to impart the information before the garrulous mischief-making sister. But it was too late. Annemarie’s expression, usually so unrevealing, sent goose-bumps along Cecily’s arms.

				Even Annemarie herself could not have explained exactly how or why the tidings just foisted upon her at the end of a very satisfying day should have affected her so adversely, so severely, so unreasonably. In a random heap, it seemed as if every insecure thought, every white-hot jealousy and all the heartbreaking pain of loss came crashing through a barrier behind which they’d been lurking, waiting for just such a moment to revisit her despite her conviction that, this time, she was in control. In one resounding crash, she saw her plans disintegrate and, much worse, the feelings for Verne that were growing, heedless of her permission, deep in the vulnerable regions of her heart, exposed, torn and tangled.

				Yes, it was a monstrous over-reaction, but such was the delicacy of this new situation, well planned and sure to work, that even the slightest impediment was enough to tear the inconsistent and fragile ties that had begun to form, ties that only she would break when the time came. So, he had danced with Marguerite after spending the evening at Montague Place, after kissing her. And Cecily must have known too, for she’d been at the Sindleshams’ ball and had said nothing of it. If that was not a conspiracy, then what was?

				Watching the damage sink into Annemarie’s imaginings, Verne cursed himself for not seeing it coming, for not quelling Marguerite’s babble of girlish excitement, not being able to explain that the dance had been no more than a kindness to Mrs Cardew for her assistance. As the play began, still to an ill-mannered chatter from the audience, he took Annemarie’s hand in his, to comfort her. But she withdrew it and, taking his wrist, would have slammed his hand heavily upon his knee had he not resisted in time. He knew then that he would have his work cut out to smooth things over.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Stunned by the pain of undiluted jealousy, Annemarie gave no thought to how it would look for her to leave, just as the play was beginning. Uppermost in her mind, apart from being alone, was the thought of having to meet Marguerite at Park Lane and either to suffer more details of their evening together, or strangle her.

				A hand held her arm as she stood. ‘No, dear,’ said Cecily. ‘You mustn’t. Stay. It’s nothing. I can explain.’

				‘I’m leaving. Let go. I cannot stay.’

				‘I’ll take her back,’ Lord Verne said, recognising the determination in her voice. ‘It would be best. I’ll send the carriage back for you, ma’am.’

				‘I don’t want you to take me back,’ Annemarie retorted, ‘I prefer to be alone.’ But Verne’s arm was across her shoulders and, as their exit was already being noticed, Annemarie saved her tirade until the curtains closed behind them, with only a few latecomers to overhear.

				‘Not now,’ said Verne. ‘Not here. Come. You must hold your peace a while.’

				‘For pity’s sake, leave me alone,’ she said, furiously striding ahead of him. ‘I want nothing to do with you, my lord.’

				‘Too late,’ he muttered.

				* * *

				But without making a scene, she was obliged to suffer Verne’s company all the way back to Park Lane in his barouche where she sat trembling in silence in one corner, her lovely eyes brimming with tears that caught the moving reflections from outside. He could see how she shook with the effort of containing her distress, yet felt certain he could explain, once they were able to speak freely and at length.

				He was mistaken. Annemarie turned on him, white-faced, her voice breaking with emotion. ‘You waste your time, my lord. I don’t want to hear what you say and I have nothing to say to you except that I wish we had never met. If you want to flirt with my young sister, go ahead. I ought to have seen that you would try that angle, too, to get what you want. What a pity the elder Miss Benistone is out of bounds, or you might have tried your luck there. Don’t follow me. I’m going to my room.’

				‘Annemarie, listen to me...please? It was not like that at all.’

				She refused to listen. Before he had said no more than a few words, she was almost at the top of the stairs and there was nothing to be done but for him to go into the library and await the return of the others. In his own home, he would have pursued her. In hers, he might have done the same. But here where they were guests in Mrs Cardew’s house, he was not prepared to risk the gross impropriety of it.

				Knowing better than to ask what the matter was, Evie fielded the clothes that flew across the bed, but felt helpless to do anything more to help her mistress when she crumpled into a velvet chair, head in hands, and gave way to loud rasping sobs that Evie had heard before, a year ago. It was then that the maid had suspected the depth of Annemarie’s heartache and the intense desire that had come too soon and unexpectedly, taking her unawares. More than anyone, she had seen the change in her mistress, the bloom in her cheeks that was not only for the return to London life but also for the man at her side, demanding her attention. Evie was now sure that Lady Golding was deeply in love and that Lord Verne was somehow responsible for this latest torment. Did it, she wondered, have something to do with the theft of the portmanteau contents?

				It had not taken Evie long to come to the conclusion that, since none of Lady Golding’s valuables were missing from her collection of jewellery, and that the portmanteau would have been much heavier if it had indeed contained such items, something else had been stolen by that silver-tongued valet that Lady Golding could not speak of, even to her trusted maid. Faced with Mrs Cardew’s instructions to say nothing about it, Evie decided that now was not the time to ask. Not until she could get a quiet word with Mr Samson, who had probably never suffered the humiliating experience of being savaged by an irate lady’s maid. Not yet.

				* * *

				Verne’s wait in the library was not as prolonged as he’d expected, none of the party having enjoyed the highly charged melodramatics of Mr Keane in the title role of The Merchant of Venice, especially after Annemarie’s abrupt departure. Nor was Marguerite sorry to make her excuses to her long-suffering hostess either, since she’d nursed hopes of being taken to a masquerade party rather than the theatre. Her poorly timed request to be taken there by Cecily, however, had resulted in the sharpest set-down she had received in many a month. From both Oriel and Cecily.

				‘Sit down, miss! And don’t say another word till we reach Park Lane.’

				‘And even then, you may find you’ve said too much!’

				In the library, Verne stood as they entered. ‘Ma’am, I hope you don’t mind...’

				‘Not at all, my lord. This is a sad business. Where is she? Upstairs?’

				‘Wouldn’t discuss it. I’m afraid she has badly misconstrued the situation.’

				‘Thanks to Marguerite,’ said Oriel, angrily. ‘Yes, dear,’ she said to her betrothed, acknowledging the gentle hand on her arm, ‘I know it’s bad form to rake one’s sister down in company, but I think it’s time she began to understand how her behaviour is affecting other people’s feelings. Your discomfiture at this moment,’ she said, turning to her sister, ‘is nothing compared to the distress you’ve just caused Annemarie by your silly boasting. Have you no discretion?’

				‘I didn’t know...’ Marguerite faltered, blushing, turning a beseeching glance upon Lord Verne.

				‘So why did you think we were all sitting in Lord Verne’s box? Didn’t that tell you something? No, don’t answer that. Clearly, it didn’t.’

				‘I’m...I’m sorry, my lord. I’ll go up to her and explain.’

				‘You’ll do no such—’ Oriel began, ready for the next salvo.

				Hastily, Cecily intervened. ‘Not now, Marguerite. Tomorrow. Go upstairs.’

				Marguerite’s lower lip trembled as she made her escape. ‘Yes. Thank you.’

				The colonel had never seen his gentle Oriel so furious and was inclined to think that this was an interesting side of her character. Opening his mouth to speak, however, was no guarantee that he would be listened to. ‘That little madam,’ Oriel said to the closing door, ‘needs taking in hand. Her silly behaviour is becoming an embarrassment to us all.’

				‘Perhaps you’re being a little harsh, dear,’ Cecily said. ‘I’m sure if she’d known how things stand between Annemarie and Lord Verne, she’d not have—’

				‘She knows how vulnerable Annemarie is,’ said Oriel, uncompromising. ‘If she bothered to think about anyone at all other than herself, of course.’

				‘Mrs Cardew,’ said Verne, ‘I wonder if I might have your permission to go up to Annemarie? If she’ll allow me to explain, I may be able to repair the damage.’

				‘In the circumstances, my lord, I can hardly refuse. But you’ve seen for yourself how fragile her emotions are and, knowing her as I do, I’d be surprised if she’ll see you. You may try, though.’

				Oriel was also doubtful, but still held out some hope. ‘She won’t,’ she said to Verne, ‘but don’t be put off, my lord. Cecily and I will work on her when she’s calmer. She’s not seeing things too clearly at the moment, you understand.’

				‘Thank you, Miss Benistone. I shall not give up, I can assure you.’

				Verne’s attempt to gain access to Annemarie’s room met with the refusal Oriel and Cecily had predicted. The door remained locked against him in spite of prolonged entreaties to let him explain.

				* * *

				When he at last returned to the library, Cecily was alone and waiting to comfort the one who had hoped to be the comforter. ‘Come and sit down, my lord. A little brandy? Don’t despair,’ she said, noting the tension in his face. ‘We might even use this moment profitably to share what we know about the letters, do you think? It’s sure to prevent more misunderstandings, isn’t it?’ Secretly, she took some pleasure from watching for that spark of alarm in his eyes and equally from finding out how well he hid it from her.

				His hand was perfectly steady as he accepted the brandy glass, his first sip leisured and appreciative. ‘Ah!’ he said, studying the amber swirls. ‘So they’ve been discovered. I wondered, of course. That might help to explain matters.’

				‘Well, yes and no,’ said Cecily. So, with one wary eye on the door, she gave Verne the information he required while assuring him that Annemarie’s extreme reaction to her sister’s boast had nothing to do with the letters directly, but to her distrust of his motives where she was concerned. ‘She still believes, you see, that all you want is the letters.’

				‘Then she’s mistaken, isn’t she? I don’t want the letters. I have them.’

				‘Yes. Quite. So might it be best, do you think, if she was told?’

				Verne disagreed. ‘No, I think not,’ he said. ‘I think it’s best if Lady Golding continues to believe that they’re safely where she wants them to be, with Lady Hamilton. I don’t mind at all if she wants to think I’m still waiting for her to dispose of them. This is a game she’s chosen to play for her own good reasons and I don’t propose to end it for her yet. She must attempt to do that in her own way, in her own time.’

				Cecily was sorely tempted to tell him more, particularly about the exact nature of the game her beloved Annemarie was playing. A wicked game of revenge in which he would be hurt, but Annemarie even more so. But this was a confidence she could not disclose. Rather she would have to hope that Verne had enough wit to work it out and extricate himself before the damage was done. It was a pity. She liked and admired the man. ‘You don’t see it as ended already, then?’ she said.

				‘Good heavens, ma’am, not at all. Much as I hate to see her upset and angry, it gives me a good indication of where I stand in the scheme of things.’

				‘Somewhere at the bottom, I’d say.’

				He smiled at her pessimism with a flash of white teeth. ‘On the contrary. When the game does end, I dare say we shall all be too old to remember what it was.’

				‘Really? As long as that?’

				‘As long as that, ma’am. Now, may I trespass on your wisdom further by asking what you predict Lady Golding will do in the immediate future?’

				Cecily stood up in a billow of white lace. ‘Wait here, if you will, my lord. I’ll go and find out what I can.’

				‘She’ll see you?’

				‘Oh, yes, she’ll see me.’ She paused at the door. ‘By the way, my lord, something I found out only this morning. Lady Hamilton has left the security of the debtors’ prison and disappeared with her daughter. Isn’t that interesting?’

				‘Then Lady Golding’s generosity came just in time.’

				‘Sure to have helped.’

				* * *

				Although not quite as luxurious as the Prince Regent’s carriage, Cecily’s well-equipped town coach served the same purpose in every respect, which was to convey Annemarie and her maid safely and comfortably to Brighton. Any attempt to persuade her not to flee London at quite such an early hour had met with an obduracy typical of a broken-hearted young woman who could see nothing but her own dark unhappiness. She had accepted, up to a point, Cecily’s reason to keep the news of the vexatious dance with Marguerite to herself, since the appearance of Lord Verne there that night had been only to speak to the Prince Regent, whom he’d known would be there. Naturally, he’d had no option but to change into evening dress for that, but he had been ready to leave immediately had not Cecily pleaded with him to stand up with Marguerite. If she’d suspected how the silly child would embroider the facts, she would never have done so. As for there being any more to it than that, Annemarie was much mistaken.

				In her present state of mind, Annemarie could hear the sense of it, but did not want to find it a place in her view of events. He had danced with Marguerite. He had partnered her, been seen with her, smiled at her, softened her stupid little heart, pandered to her self-centredness and given her a weapon with which to damage Annemarie’s new confidence. So easy to inflict and so effective. And the only way to nurse the pain was to return to obscurity. Why had she ever thought any different?

				Forget the town house on Curzon Street.

				Forget the imaginary bed, his arms, his kisses.

				Forget the tender way he’d talked to her, wooing her with sounds.

				Forget it all.

				By this time, the tears had changed to a cold numb fury that disturbed Evie as much as the tempestuous sobbing of last night had done. ‘Coming into Reigate,’ she said. ‘Here, m’lady, let me pull your veil down. There, no one will notice. I’ll go in and secure a private parlour while they change the horses and we can have breakfast. Just leave it to me. Ready?’ Having heard no word since leaving Park Lane, Evie did not expect one now, though it seemed that her plan met with some approval when she was allowed to take charge, accepting without a moment’s hesitation that the parlour had been prepared for them as arranged.

				‘Arranged by whom?’ Annemarie said, frowning at Evie.

				‘I don’t know, m’lady. Mrs Cardew, perhaps?’

				Not wishing to argue the point, they followed the landlord into the cosy room that, flooded with bright daylight, appeared quite different from their last eventful visit. But before Evie could request a tray of food to be brought, the bowing Mr Hitchcock had taken his leave with an ingratiating ‘m’lady...m’lord’ that caused m’lady to twirl round on one heel to face the tall man who, while not exactly lurking, had not until then done anything to make his presence obvious.

				‘You! This is intolerable!’

				Annemarie made a quick stride towards the door, but Verne was there first, too large and too determined to be pushed aside, booted feet planted firmly apart and not a crease in either buckskin breeches or dark-grey cutaway tailcoat to suggest that he had travelled at all that morning. Although he had. ‘Yes, I know. But could you tolerate it long enough to listen to me?’ he said.

				‘I’m heading for Brighton, my lord, with the express intention of avoiding exactly that,’ she said, her voice unsteady with past hours of weeping. ‘Now stand away from the door, if you please, and let me pass. I told you last night I have no wish to be in your company, and nothing has changed.’

				‘M’lady,’ Evie whispered, ‘ought I to...?’

				‘Yes, go and see if the horses are put to. We need to be away from here immediately.’

				Bobbing a curtsy, Evie was allowed to slip through a gap in the door that Annemarie knew she herself would not be permitted to use. Yet even then, after running the gamut of every emotion concerning his duplicity, his untrustworthiness and disloyalty, Annemarie experienced a sneaking surge of desire as they faced each other, equally resolute but totally unequal in the stamina needed to win an argument. She had hardly slept. Now the unexpected appearance of the one who had drifted and woven himself through her dark hours seemed almost like a taunt, reminding her of what she stood to lose. Every handsome inch of him. She was to have used him, mercilessly, to salve her pride. He might have helped to find her mama. And already, damn him, he’d taken hold of her heart-strings. She would have to snatch them back before it was too late.

				‘Lord Verne,’ she said, forcing an energy into her voice, ‘I can guess who informed you of my intention to make this journey, but I can assure you that, whatever your plans are, they won’t affect mine. Nothing you can say will prevent me from going on to Brighton.’

				‘Good. So when we’ve had breakfast, we’ll proceed, shall we?’

				‘Proceed?’

				‘Yes, to Brighton. That is what you said, isn’t it?’

				‘I did, my lord. But alone. I shall be going nowhere with you.’

				‘That point,’ he said, gravely, ‘is one upon which we may disagree. You are, remember, my mistress and mistresses always try to please their lovers. Did you not know that? We shall go on to Brighton together.’

				‘Wrong. Allow me to mention another small point, my lord. I am not your mistress and you have no control over my movements. It was a mistake. We shall not suit. Indeed, we never did suit. What’s more, since Mrs Cardew and you appear to be in cahoots, she will no doubt have told you that your ridiculous pursuit of what was in my portmanteau can now be called off. The contents have been safely returned to their owner, as you probably know, so they can be of no more concern either to you or the Prince Regent. So, having got that out of the way, you can see that there is no reason at all for you to pretend any interest in my affairs. You need keep secret from me no longer your flirtation with my younger sister, either. What a pity I had not learned of your strategy sooner. It would have saved...’ She turned away from him to hide the crumpling of her face and the pain in her eyes caused more by her imaginings than by the facts. Cecily had explained. To continue doubting was a way of justifying her own excessive reaction and to disbelieve him would mean dismantling every esteem and approval he had won from her so far.

				A tap on the door introduced trays of food borne by straight-faced servants who might have been able to sense the tensions that quivered like bowstrings between the tall powerful man stopped in mid-stride and the willowy lady whose veil was still in place, even after several minutes. It was not the first time they had witnessed such anomalies, inn-parlours being what they were. Setting the table to rights, they withdrew smartly at the tip of the landlord’s head, their ears straining to catch a word before the door-latch clicked.

				There was no word. Instead, Verne came to take hold of her sleeveless pelisse by the shoulders and slip it down her arms without encountering the least resistance. ‘Shall we sit, sweetheart, and discuss this over coffee?’ he said, laying the garment aside. ‘And your hat? One cannot eat breakfast through a veil, can one?’ Before she could object, his fingers had deftly removed the hat pin that anchored the drum-shaped creation to her hair, revealing in one quick sweep the full extent of her ravaged face, the swollen eyelids, pale cheeks, pink nostrils, the lovely mouth distorted by misery. He felt the tiredness in her shoulders. ‘Oh, my sweet girl,’ he whispered. ‘What on earth is all this about? Eh?’

				She turned her head aside so as not to see the pity in his eyes which she knew would quite undo every one of her resolutions. ‘Don’t,’ she replied. ‘Don’t try to talk me out of it. My mind is quite made up. Irrevocably.’

				‘Irrevocably,’ he said, moving a tendril of her hair away from her eyes. ‘So why not let it rest for a while, and sit down and eat. I don’t suppose you had anything before you set out, did you? Come. It’s indecently early for arguments, I agree.’

				His conciliatory tone was hard for her to fathom, though she was not deceived into thinking he would accept a word of her refusal. But she could find no more to say as he steered her bodily towards the table where the warm aromas of bread, bacon, sausage and eggs reminded her that it was over twelve hours since she had touched any food. Her weak protestations were gently ignored as, little by little, he plied her with morsels of food and watched as each mouthful disappeared. Not for years had she experienced such personal and particular tenderness. Not since her childhood, in fact. ‘I don’t think,’ she said, watching him cut up her bacon, ‘that this is what people do when they’re about to part company, is it?’ At that point, she was obliged to open her mouth as the forkful was presented to her. ‘Well,’ she mumbled, ‘not in my experience, anyway.’

				Returning his attentions to his own plate, Verne also broke with good manners to reply while he chewed. ‘In my experience, sweetheart, there has never been a single occasion,’ he said, dabbing at his mouth with his napkin, ‘when I’ve cared a damn about parting with any woman’s company, until now. And certainly not enough to feed her at the expense of my breakfast getting cold. No, I can safely say that you, Lady Golding, are an exception in every sense and I have no intention of parting with you for any reason you can offer me, and certainly not for the pathetic reasons you’ve offered so far. Eat the fried bread, it’s delicious. You may pick it up in your fingers, if you wish. Just this once.’

				With a resignation that bordered on the verge of laughter, she did as she was bidden, savouring the bacony taste and crisp texture, and for some moments it would have been hard to guess that all was not right with their worlds. ‘Well, my lord,’ she said at last, ‘I suppose I must feel honoured to be an exception in your life. But are you truly telling me that you have never been saddened to lose a woman’s company?’

				‘Not for more than half an hour. Relieved, usually. And before you refer to your younger sister again, my lady, allow me to tell you that, if Mrs Cardew had not particularly wanted it, nothing in the world would have persuaded me to stand up with her. Relief when the set was over hardly does justice to my feelings, for I was never so simpered at in all my life. And let me tell you also, while I’m about it, that I had to promise to line my friend Brummell’s pockets to get him to take my place while I escaped. Handsomely, I might add. Those are not the actions of a man with a strategy, amorous or mercenary.’

				Without actually saying so, she was bound to agree that his flight from her simpering sister was totally at odds with the heroism towards the French women at Vitoria. The comparison made it all the more believable. And human. She watched him mop his plate with the last of his bread roll, place his knife and fork together and sit back in his chair, satisfied in one department, at least.

				‘Where’s your maid got to?’ he said. ‘Won’t she want to eat?’

				‘She’s being diplomatic,’ Annemarie said. ‘She’ll find something.’

				‘I expect she will,’ he agreed, thinking that Evie might also find his valet in the process.

				‘Lord Verne, there is something you ought to understand before we go any further.’

				‘I’m listening.’

				‘Yes. About—’

				‘About my intention not to part with you.’

				‘For any reason. Yes.’

				‘You’ve discovered another reason?’

				‘If you continue to interrupt me, I shall—’

				‘Lose the thread of your argument? Easily done when the argument is unsound to begin with. But do go on.’

				‘My argument is as strong as ever it was, my lord, and although I thank you for your hospitality—’

				‘Not at all.’

				‘I am quite determined that our former agreement cannot continue.’ There, she thought, now I’ve said it. ‘You will have to reconsider, I’m afraid.’

				‘Running away again. It really won’t do, my lady. You cannot solve this kind of problem by running away from it, cancelling it, pulling the blinds across.’

				‘Coming from you, that’s rich, isn’t it? Haven’t you just told me of your flight from Lady Sindlesham’s ball?’

				‘Not the same at all. There was no agreement or commitment there. With you and me, there is. Listen to me, sweetheart,’ he said, noting the quick frown of irritation cross her face. He leaned upon the table, forearms and hands projecting towards her like swords. ‘I can sympathise with your change of heart. I expected it. You’re like a nervous filly spooking at your own fancies, ready to bolt for home.’

				‘Not fancies!’’ she flared. ‘I’ve seen the obstacles.’

				She could not tell him how, seeing him again so unexpectedly after an interminable night of longing, jealousy and despair, she could see an obstacle she had never anticipated, that the longer she allowed this relationship to continue, the more severely she herself would be wounded, much more than him. He could walk away, apparently, without a moment’s regret, even though he’d quoted her as an exception, and she would be left without the bitter sweetness of revenge, once again her heart in pieces. This would bear no comparison to those other losses. Any affection she might have found for Richard had quickly been smothered and the infatuation for Mytchett’s charm paled into insignificance against the overwhelming mind-consuming emotions she’d begun to feel for this man who insisted he would not let her go. Had she not heard that before somewhere? Was that not what all men said, in hot pursuit? It would be best to end it now, before they became lovers.

				‘If you’re referring to our being seen together yesterday,’ he said, ‘surely that lends credibility to my argument rather than yours. True, society will make its own assumptions about that and about our exit from the theatre, too, but to part company now would do nothing but give the scandal-mongers a field day. They don’t give a hoot when a woman takes a lover, even when it’s unexpected, but you’ll have to suffer some very wounding remarks from your peers, once they see you can’t stay the course for more than twenty-four hours. Are you prepared for that? Will the elder Miss Benistone be? And your father—does he deserve another scandal?’

				Until his last rhetorical questions, Annemarie had been of a mind to dismiss the socialite gossip as something that would eventually die down. Again. But now she heard a different tone to his argument, a harder line, less to do with wanting her, needing her, and more to do with how it would look to others. She had thought he would not care about that, of all things.

				‘And you too, my lord? Is that what concerns you?’

				‘For myself, you mean?’ He smiled and shook his head. ‘Not at all. Anyone who attaches himself, for whatever reason, to his Royal Highness had better not be too concerned about the possibility of scandal. It follows him everywhere. Few of his friends are left unscathed by it, even if only by association.’ His hard line was intentional, meant to reveal another side to the discussion that might work on her pride more than her pain. She was still highly suspicious of his motives for wanting her, despite the letters that had ceased to be an issue, and she was not likely, he thought, to believe that his feelings matched her own. Her extraordinary fury at her sister’s behaviour and of what she saw as his part in it had convinced him that she had begun at last to open up her heart. But to her, a man’s heart was not to be trusted, especially not a man who had made no secret about his original quest.

				‘So if your pride is not at stake,’ Annemarie said, ‘and you cannot now have what the Prince Regent sent you for, why are you so concerned about what happens to me? I suppose by now you’ll have earned yourself a reputation for getting any woman you want—indeed, you implied something very similar early on in our acquaintance—but you can hardly expect me to help you out with that, can you? If your friends rib you for failing, this once, that’s hardly my concern. I know that yesterday I showed my pleasure at the idea of having a private house in London and someone to escort me. It was no pretence. I did enjoy it. But after what has just happened, you can see for yourself that I’m a bad risk. I think that, after all, I may not be ready for...er...a close relationship with you, my lord.’

				He leaned further forwards, speaking quietly as if he did not want her to miss the implication of what he was about to say. ‘And I think, my lady, that you are handing me an escape route that I have no intention of using. I’m not about to make it so easy for you. But I shall remind you of something I said only yesterday. I hold the reins. And I shall not be made a fool of. For a man to lose a woman he’s set his mind on because of a misunderstanding as flimsy as this would suggest that her intentions were unkind from the beginning. Is that how you want it to look?’

				‘So it is about how it would look, after all. How can you deny it?’

				‘How it would look for you, sweetheart, not for me. Could you survive it? Would it be worth it, to lose the chance of finding Lady Benistone, regaining lost friends, being mistress of your own home, having a man...a real man...in your bed to teach you what loving is like? I shall take you in hand, Annemarie. I shall accept no more of your reasons. You are my mistress, and we shall spend our days and nights in each other’s company, as we agreed, because you need me and I need you. That’s all there is to it. The outcome will take care of itself.’

				She ought by now to have been prepared for some plain speaking from him, but although his words brought a fiery glow to her cheeks and neck, she could hardly complain that he treated her like a schoolroom miss. Like a skilled fencer he had found her weaknesses, even the one she thought was concealed from him: her longing for his arms, his control, his companionship, which she professed not to want. He had not believed any of it. He knew exactly what she wanted.

				Busy bustling noises from outside leaked into the silence between them. While Annemarie scanned the table for just one more line to her argument, Verne’s eyes remained on her face watching for the tired acceptance and the accompanying sigh of defeat. She had too much to lose, he knew, to turn her back on the advantages he offered. She was a passionate woman, damaged and still vulnerable, and he’d known how little it would take for her to react to the slightest doubt of his sincerity. He did not suspect Marguerite of malice, but the sooner the silly chit was found a husband, the better it would be for all of them. ‘Shall we go?’ he whispered.

				The sigh came, accompanied by a barely perceptible nod. ‘To Brighton?’

				‘To Brighton, my lady. Two or three days, perhaps, just to show that we planned it, then a return to London. We have to be there for an event, I’m afraid, but you can be in the house by then. It’s being prepared as we speak.’

				Her eyes locked with his in surprise and indignation. ‘Oh, you great...arrogant...overbearing...fiend!’ she said, snapping the words out like a whiplash. ‘It’s being prepared, is it? Are you not running ahead of yourself, my lord? Did it not occur to you that I might change my mind?’ She had half-risen from her chair, exasperated by his laughter and cocksureness, yet secretly flattered by his determination to keep her as his mistress and to suffer no setbacks.

				Across the table, her wrist was caught in a tight grip that prevented her from flouncing away and, before she could utter another word of protest, she was being pulled towards him and into his arms. ‘Steady, my beautiful filly,’ he said, holding her wrists behind her back. ‘Steady! Did you think I’d let you go so easily? I never believe a woman who says she’ll never change her mind, as you did.’

				‘You will, eventually,’ she growled. ‘You’ll be glad to, brute!’

				If she had hoped he might argue the point, she was to be disappointed, for he only smiled at her helplessness. ‘Then we’ll deal with that when we come to it, shall we? Meanwhile, you deserve a reward,’ he said, lowering his mouth to hers.

				After all the hours of anguish in which she thought never again to be held in his arms, to taste his kisses and to feel the melting of her knees, the warmth of his mouth upon hers drew a comforting blanket over that intimate world where sensations soared beyond their reach in seconds. At their first touch, desire flared like a dry torch, its flames seeking higher and more fiercely until, with hands freed, they clung and searched as if to make up for time lost, showing by their instinctive path the places to which they desired access most urgently. She moaned as he held her breast, his strong but tender fingers stroking through the high bodice of silk as if it were her skin. ‘Tonight,’ he said, hoarsely, ‘I shall come to your room. No excuses.’

				There was no need for her to agree, but her heart leapt with excitement. ‘My hat...pelisse...we should go. No, no more, my lord. My carriage will be ready.’

				‘Your carriage, sweetheart, is already on its way back to London.’

				‘What!’

				‘You’ll be travelling with your maid in the Prince’s coach, as before. That’s the reward I spoke of.’ His pretence of innocence was not entirely successful in the face of Annemarie’s astonishment. ‘Well, what did you think I meant?’

				‘You are insufferable, my lord. Where did you put my hatpin?’

				* * *

				Evie, trying to keep out of the way of shouting passengers, was relieved to see her mistress emerge in what appeared to be a calmer mood than her entry. Evie’s own demeanour, however, caused Annemarie to take a second look at the very pink cheeks and flashing eyes that suggested either a fury or a fever.

				‘Are you all right?’ she said. ‘Did you manage to snatch a bite of something?’

				‘Yes, my lady.’

				‘Which?’

				‘Both, I thank you. But I don’t know what’s happened to the carriage. The ostler told me it had returned to London, so...’

				‘It has. We’re to go on in the one Lord Verne brought. But were you not here to speak to Mrs Cardew’s coachman before he left?’

				‘No, m’lady. I was...er...elsewhere.’

				‘Oh, I see. Well, no matter. Shall we go?’

				For Annemarie, that small hiccup was explanation enough for Evie’s high colour, though if she had taken a look at Samson, Lord Verne’s valet who stood in shadow some distance away, she might have observed how his face was red only on one side with the distinct imprint of four fingers running from brow to chin.

				‘What happened to you?’ said his master, unsympathetically.

				The direction of Samson’s resentful glance towards the pert lady’s maid spoke volumes. ‘Tell you later, m’lord, if you wouldn’t mind,’ he said.

				Verne nodded. ‘You’ll be riding on the box outside with Levens for the rest of the way. I shall be sitting with the coachman.’

				The command appeared to do nothing for Samson’s chagrin. There had never been any love lost between Verne’s cheeky young groom with a high opinion of himself and the valet, whose services were just as indispensable and more select. ‘Can’t he sit with the coachman?’ he said, grudgingly.

				‘Would you rather walk?’

				‘No, m’lord. Indeed I would not. But nor do I want that young fly-by-night asking me ’pertinent questions either.’

				‘Then you should have ducked, shouldn’t you?’

				‘I told you there’d be trouble, m’lord,’ Samson said, holding his cheek.

				‘So you did. I can’t imagine how I ever managed without your vast store of advice. If you sit him on your right, he won’t see. Come on, lad, we don’t have all day.’

				* * *

				Feeling both piqued and relieved at Verne’s understanding of women’s minds, Annemarie gave in to the inevitable and tried to enjoy the rest of the journey as she was meant to do. Contemplating her earlier insistence that she was committed to being his mistress, she forgave herself for being forced into an about-face because, for one thing, she’d had good reason and, for another, because it had resulted in a very satisfying airing of views. It had also moved things in a different direction to place their first night together as lovers well away from the curious speculation of friends and family. That was something she was pleased to do without.

				* * *

				Mrs Ash, the housekeeper, and the aptly named Mrs Cookson were not overly surprised by their mistress’s return, since she had expected to be away for two or three days, which she had been. What astonished them was the handsome coach with the Prince Regent’s cypher on the panels and the resplendent coachman perched on a tasselled velvet-covered box. Mrs Ash was equally taken aback that Lady Golding’s acquaintanceship with Lord Verne had developed in so short a time enough to allow immediate arrangements to be made for that evening. Together.

				‘And Lord Verne will be having dinner here,’ Annemarie told her. ‘At seven. The two of us. Inform Mrs Cookson, if you please.’

				‘Oh,’ said Mrs Ash. ‘Just the two.’

				Annemarie watched the questions pile up behind the pale enquiring eyes. ‘Yes. It’s all right, Mrs Ash. I know what I’m doing.’

				‘Oh...oh, of course, m’lady. I didn’t mean to suggest...’

				‘And Lord Verne likes to have a cooked breakfast, too.’

				‘Certainly, m’lady.’ Mrs Ash was beginning to understand, making a mental note to place extra towels in the mistress’s room and to find a few large coathangers. ‘Will Lord Verne’s valet be staying, m’lady?’

				‘Probably not, Mrs Ash. Evie doesn’t like him much.’

				‘Oh, I see. Well then.’ More baffled by this information than the rest, Mrs Ash hurried off to share the news with her husband and the cook while Annemarie went up to change into a walking-dress. She had asked to be shown round the Royal Pavilion after lunch, for which a more stylish gown would be appropriate.

				* * *

				But whether as a result of her release from the anguish of the last hours or whether because of Lord Verne’s outspoken intentions concerning the evening, Annemarie was quite unable to give the Royal Pavilion the attention it deserved. At any other time she would have reacted to its magnificence with due amazement. Taking her by the hand, Verne drew her to a halt in a deserted saloon, noting the remaining shadows of suffering still etched around her eyes. ‘Shall we go somewhere more comfortable?’ he said. ‘I can think of better things to do than this, sweetheart.’

				She thought he meant to take her home. ‘I’m sorry. I did want to see the improvements. But another time, perhaps.’ The crazy red-and-gold ornament crowded in on every side, tiring her eyes and making her yawn behind her hand.

				‘This way.’ Through a maze of bare passageways and anterooms littered with decorators’ ladders and rows of firebuckets, Verne led her towards the west-facing wing and the opulent royal chambers where soft carpets muffled the sound of their footsteps. ‘The Prince’s private suite,’ he said. ‘His study. And here is where his Private Secretary stays when they’re in residence. I use it when they’re in London.’ Opening an adjoining door, he showed her into a green, gold and white room with windows on three sides draped with green velvet, reflecting the light from the garden beyond. ‘This is one of the tower rooms, like the one upstairs,’ he said, closing the door. ‘Would you care to see it, my lady?’

				She ought to have shown some reluctance at the invitation to visit a gentleman’s bedroom, but being unchaperoned in his living room was a venture only a mistress would risk and fatigue was quickly taking the place of argument. Too tired to bother with explanations, she leaned against the cool wall and closed her eyes. ‘No, thank you,’ she whispered, enigmatically.

				Nevertheless, some kind of explanation was what Verne required if more misunderstandings were to be avoided. He thought he knew, but he also wanted the problem, if that’s what it was, to be aired. Knowing better than to be flippant, he took her gently round the waist and eased her towards him, sliding a hand towards her neck. ‘What is it?’ he said. ‘What is it you don’t want to see, sweetheart? Can you tell me?’ Untying the ribbons of her bonnet, he eased it away from her head.

				‘I used to keep my eyes closed,’ she whispered. ‘I didn’t want to see...anything. I didn’t want to feel anything either. But I did.’

				‘He hurt you?’ Verne was well able to imagine how her late husband’s legendary impatience and unkind manipulative hands would have been enough to turn her against lovemaking for ever. Sir Richard’s known preferences were for the experienced whores who followed the army, rather than innocents like his wife. Yet Verne had discovered for himself how, in the right hands, her smouldering fires of passion still waited to be rekindled.

				In a corner of her eye a glittering tear lingered. ‘I never learned to enjoy it with him. He was always in a hurry. He didn’t even take time to undress.’

				‘You? Or himself?’

				‘Oh, he never undressed me,’ she said. ‘I was usually asleep when he came to bed, hoping to be left alone. He would throw off his coat and boots, that’s all. I’ve never seen a naked man. Not even him. I think I must have been out of my mind to suggest that you and I might be lovers, my lord, yet I still think I may be able to do it with you, somehow. I’ve never been kissed the way you do it. I’m willing to try again if only...you will...perhaps...’

				‘I know. We’ll take it slowly, sweetheart. What happened before is not how it should be. I shall never do anything to alarm you. Just tell me what you want.’

				‘I don’t really know what I want. I was never given any choices. You will have to show me.’ At last the beautiful black-lashed eyes opened, spiked with repressed tears, and she was able to see the concern in his, as well as the desire. She had not intended to confide in him to this extent, wanting him to believe in her confidence rather than her fears.

				‘From what I’ve seen,’ he said, ‘there’s little you don’t already know. It’s all here, waiting for the right moment. But I want our first time to be special for you and I don’t think one of these narrow sofas is the best place to begin. Let me take you to my bed. No one will disturb us there.’

				As he lifted her into his arms, Annemarie knew that she had revealed too much of herself and that compliance was not a part of her plan. Her seduction ought to have been lengthier than this, in her time, her place, at her choosing, when she gave the word. Now, after the drama of the last twenty-four hours, he would have little doubt that her feelings for him had intensified. And after this...what then?

				The bedroom was partly shaded against the sunlight, though Annemarie saw few details as she was laid gently on the blue quilted coverlet to sink gratefully into its softness, her fingers searching for the sleek silky coolness as if for a last link with reality. She wondered if she ought to undress herself, but Verne had already decided what to do about that by sitting beside her feet to slip off her shoes, then to caress her ankles, calves and knees so gently that, before she knew it, her silken stockings were released from their garters into his hand. It did not stop there, for the delicious surprise of watching his dark head bend to kiss the inside of her thigh made her catch her breath in an audible gasp as the sweetness of it stole upwards into her body. Her other leg received the same attention, but with an even greater boldness, his warm hands venturing well beyond the remaining garter. Before this, legs had been no more important than an appendage to be shoved roughly out of the way. Under Verne’s attention, they became the source of a yearning she had never known before.

				He sat up to observe the progress of his hands smoothing over the slender thighs and shapely calves, deriving as much pleasure from the exploration as she was. ‘I knew it,’ he said. ‘I just knew it.’

				‘Knew what?’

				‘That under those flimsy gowns there’d be two glorious legs as long as my bed. I cannot believe he never bothered to look. You are a vision, woman.’

				Without shoes or stockings, she felt liberated and almost wanton, and although he had alluded to the husband he wanted her to forget, his informal and rather irreverent description of her legs and his curiosity regarding them released the remaining tensions of the day into a shy smile. ‘And I’ll wager you’ve never even noticed them, have you?’ he said, recalling the nonchalant grace of her movements and the unstudied elegance of her dress.

				‘Only to put stockings on,’ she admitted, ‘and to keep me upright.’

				‘Huh!’ Lingering, as if she had been a mare he was examining before deciding to buy, he ran one hand down her leg from crotch to toes. Then he stood and began to unbutton his coat as a half-smile played about his mouth.

				Annemarie watched the businesslike disrobing with a greater enjoyment than she might have expected to, having also wondered what lay beneath the perfectly fitting coat and the tight breeches. From three sides, triangles of light played upon his torso as each part was revealed to her interested gaze, the rippling muscles of his back as the white shirt fell away, the smooth skin still faintly tanned by Spanish sun, the rounded bulge of shoulders and the powerful swell of his chest, the tapering waist and hips more beautiful than anything she had imagined, in her ignorance. Usually hidden by the tailcoat, his buttocks were now an area of particular fascination, so different from a woman’s, so much neater than the wide flabbiness whose weight she had once dreaded. As he turned towards her, those same memories could not help but compare this strong virile creature with past nightmares of unseen invasion and the assault upon her senses.

				Before she could continue her study of him, he was beside her on the bed, drawing her into his arms as she raised herself to meet him. Willingly. Eagerly. Fiercely, their mouths met as if even the shortest preliminaries were too long. Verne was exultant. For one who had not wanted to see, she had responded in every way as he’d hoped, shedding the inhibitions that had plagued her. Although he expected to encounter others, her softening body and questing hands told him that her curiosity would overcome any latent fears, as indeed it was already doing.

				Over the undulations of his shoulders and back, her fingertips and palms made expeditions which, as well as adding to her limited knowledge, heightened the spellbinding sensation of his lips upon hers that nudged, nibbled and consumed, carrying her closer than ever to the core of him. The sense of no turning back swamped her, making her oblivious to the unbuttoning, untying, loosening and unwrapping that went on behind her, or the slipping of soft fabric from her shoulders and hips, the release of arms and breasts. As they entered a new phase of intimacy, Annemarie became half-aware that her naked body was being warmed by his skin, seductively, sending small shivers of delight along each surface as they moved in each other’s arms, their mouths still wordless and hungry.

				Sealed within his embrace, she surrendered herself to the new experience of being held against his chest, then of his hand cupping the luscious fullness of her breast, fondling it, passing his palm provocatively across the sensitive tip to alert her to a sudden exquisite tingle that rushed down to her secret parts, taking her completely by surprise. With a gasp and a mewing cry, she eased her mouth free of his with a hand on his chin.

				Verne waited, saying nothing, understanding that this could well be in memory of some earlier rough treatment. Tenderly, he resumed the caress, adding, as she watched, another kind of delight that he knew would not have been part of her previous experience, showering the delicate skin with moist kisses that eventually took the aching nipple into his mouth. Teasing with tongue and lips, he felt the sharp impression of Annemarie’s fingernails on his back and heard her staggering breath, and knew that her fears were being replaced by ecstasy.

				Constantly intrigued by this amazing woman, Verne soon realised that this occasion was going to be no exception. He had promised to take their loving slowly in response to her brutish husband’s haste, but now he began to sense that it was not so much a lengthy preparation she required, but a lover who treated her with consideration and skill, with mastery as well as affection. He had brought a smile to her lips, too, which he was willing to wager Sir Richard had never done. He had overcome some of her objections and fears, and already she had attained a level of desire he’d not expected for quite some time, though her previous behaviour ought perhaps to have prepared him. Wavering between certainty and doubt, the lady was not always easy to predict.

				He did not regret the leisurely pace, his self-control being what it was, for she joined him in every caress with versions of her own, enjoying his nakedness as he did hers, unashamedly seeking sensations through hands, lips, and the soles of her feet. At the same time she allowed him free access to the most hidden parts of her self, showing by her trembling stillness that her mind and body had, for those moments of bliss, parted company. For Verne, it came as a revelation to him which he could not have anticipated, having half-expected his wooing to be interrupted, now and then, by a restraining hand and the need for some reassurances, at least.

				But none were necessary. His courteous unhurried lovemaking, which at first had been encouraged with sighs of pleasure, was soon goaded into something more energetic by her grasping fingers in his hair and a series of almost savage kisses that were anything but maidenly. He needed no other urging, nor did there seem to be any need, in view of her wildness, for him to enquire if she was ready. With a hand beneath her back, he pulled her under him and watched the dark gemstone eyes lock with his, reminding him that here he must proceed with care past the hurts that could not so quickly be forgotten. Her eyes remained on his as he took her that first time, searching for any indication of selfishness on his part which might imply that her enjoyment was not his first concern.

				There was no such sign. Skilfully and with tenderness, he accepted her silent invitation by slipping effortlessly into her warmth accompanied by the fluttering of eyelids and a soundless gasp that might, he thought, have been a combination of relief and pleasure. For her reassurance as well as his own, he watched her face for the smallest sign of discomfort but saw, with a growing sense of elation, how her sighs became moans, how her glossy hair frayed across her face as she tossed and how she continued to caress him intimately in a way, he thought, she had probably not been used to doing.

				Incomprehensible murmurs escaped her, sounds of delight mingled with deeper throaty tones as the flames of her passion soon roared out of control, and here his intention to delay fell apart, for she was ahead of him, urging him with her body to satisfy some fast-growing need. Her heavy eyelids drooped over the former wariness, and now as he mastered her demands with an increased energy he saw once again the magnificent angry woman who had chosen to cross swords with him on sight. This was what he had dreamed of since that first encounter, to see her beneath him writhing in ecstasy and calling softly to him to take her without delay to a place he could swear she’d never been before. If she forgot everything else that had ever happened to her, she would remember this.

				Recalling those moments, as she did many times later, Annemarie was never able to compare the experience with anything life had offered so far: to try a comparison with what Sir Richard had offered was absurd. Exactly why her late husband had always redoubled his efforts at the conclusion of his performance, mercifully not a protracted one, had never made much sense to her. Now she understood. She remembered the incredible sensation of being overcome by wave after wave of rapture, of being swept along by her lover’s fierce encouragement that shook her with its force, tumbling them both at the same time into a whirling oblivion, their cries mingling in the distance. She remembered his power and exciting energy which, rather than leaving her bruised and flattened, left her satiated, melting, trembling with a unique kind of exhilaration. She remembered his breathless words, too, while she was still wondering what had happened, yet knowing instinctively why it had not happened before.

				His face was buried in the silky black tangle covering her neck, the pillow being somewhere on the floor. ‘I think,’ he said, ‘you are the most desirable and sensational woman I’ve ever met. You’re in a class of your own, my beauty. I think I shall keep you in a cage.’

				‘No,’ she whispered, though her lips smiled the word. ‘That would not suit. I have just been set free, my lord.’

				He turned his head towards her, dark locks of hair falling over his forehead. Annemarie’s heart melted at the sight of him, at the triumph in his eyes, at the heat that flowed over her from his possessive body. Could she knowingly hurt him after this, when he’d taken her to such heights? Had he not just bound her to him and caged her, if not in his heart, then at least in his command? Was she truly freed now, or would she crave more and more of him?

				‘Set free, are you?’ he said, resting on one elbow to look down at her. ‘Just now, you mean?’

				He would know, she thought, how the balance of her life had now tipped and how she would need to review the quality of her new independence as a woman and as his mistress with well-laid plans. What he would not know was that, after this, she might need him more than she’d planned and more than he would need her, despite the compliments. And then who would need caging? Her? Or him? ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Just now. But have no fear, my lord. I have no thoughts of another escape at the present.’ Softly as a feather she touched his cheek, brushing her fingertips over the strong thick hair that shielded his ears, drawing his head towards her to place a lingering seal upon her words.

				She was relieved to discover that Verne did not intend to leave the decision to her. Lifting his head, he moved a strand of her hair from his chin. ‘May I remind you, oh mistress mine,’ he said, ‘that you were not allowed to escape on previous occasions nor will you be allowed to in the future. Thank you for your acceptance, however. That simplifies matters for me.’

				‘Like not having to build a cage?’ she said, facetiously, sensing a deepness she preferred not to fathom.

				Rather than answer with words, Verne kissed her again, suspecting that she already knew the cage was built and that she had just entered it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				The talk about cages, Annemarie told herself, was not something to be taken too seriously. Men said that kind of thing and Verne had probably expressed the same sentiment to other women after making love. He would have a stock of such compliments, surely, a man of his obvious experience. Even so, he appeared to be more than satisfied with her limited repertoire, for he had made love to her again almost immediately before joining her in sleep for an hour, after which they had dressed in a state of dreaminess with hardly a word between them, walking shamelessly hand in hand across the Steyne to take tea in her cosy rooms on the corner of South Parade.

				The earlier visit to the house by Samson, Verne’s valet, had not been solely for his master’s comfort. As well as delivering his evening dress and travelling valise, he had another more personal mission concerning the lady’s maid Evie, knowing that unless he made his peace with her, he was going to be on the wrong side of the door indefinitely. So with this in mind he made himself as agreeable to Mrs Ash as he knew how, on the basis that she might sway the young lady’s opinion in his favour.

				Hoping to satisfy her own curiosity about the cause of the conflict, Mrs Ash lost no time in putting forwards the view that she thought the young man quite charming and what was there about him not to like? She put it to Evie within minutes of the young man’s leaving. Had something happened? she wanted to know.

				‘Too forward, that’s all,’ said Evie, recalling the two incidents at Reigate, one of which was only hours old.

				As soon as he’d seen the cushion-shaped brown-paper parcel under Evie’s arm, he’d known the time had come for an explanation. Though he’d dodged behind a few of the Swan’s guests to escape, Evie was on the warpath with no intention of letting him avoid her anger. ‘You didn’t mind who you landed in trouble, did you? Thief! And you making up to me all friendly, like butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth. Well...that’s for your trouble!’ The smack across his face almost knocked him into the banister and would have been bad enough by itself had not several men made matters worse by turning to watch.

				‘Oi!’ he said. ‘Steady on, miss. I can explain...honest,’

				‘Honest my foot!’ Evie had snapped. ‘That you’re not!’

				Samson held his cheek to cool the sting. ‘Give me a chance, then. Look, come away from this gawping crowd and I’ll tell you.’

				‘You can start by telling me what was in that portmanteau that was valuable enough for you to help yourself to, you thieving—’

				‘Shh! Cut it out, Miss Evie.’ The accusation hurt. He’d only obeyed orders. ‘I was told it had valuables in, that’s all. And I was curious. So while you were downstairs I took a peep inside.’

				‘And?’

				‘Nothing much. Only bundles of letters addressed to Lady Something; I couldn’t read the writing in that light. Well, I thought they might be of interest to Lord Verne, so I took them out and put the cushion there instead.’

				‘Why on earth would Lord Verne be interested in bundles of letters?’

				‘Well, I dunno. I thought perhaps they might have been from Lady Golding’s husband...you know...Sir Richard...’

				‘I know that!’

				‘To his mistress, or somebody.’

				‘His what? What mistress?’

				‘Oh, come off it, Miss Evie. I expect everybody knew.’

				‘I’m Miss Ballard to you, and no, everybody didn’t know, Mr Samson. I didn’t, for one thing, and nor did Lady Golding. And don’t you go putting it about, or I’ll...’

				‘Yes, right. No need to fly up again. Maybe I’m wrong, then.’

				‘You were certainly wrong to take what doesn’t belong to you. So you passed these letters on to Lord Verne, did you? And what has he done with them?’

				‘No idea, Miss Ballard. He may have burnt them for all I know.’ That much was true. All he’d done was to get whatever was in the portmanteau, as instructed, put something in its place and then relock it. His thieving days were over and it was rare for him to meet a victim and have to explain.

				‘Then you can get rid of that!’ Evie had said, shoving the parcel at him. ‘And if the room is locked, you’ll know how to get into it, won’t you?’

				After that encounter, Samson’s avoidance tactics had been more successful, but his words had lingered uncomfortably in Evie’s mind like a heavy weight, reinforcing a suspicion she’d held for years about Sir Richard’s behaviour. Had he kept a mistress? Sent her letters? Reclaimed them before his death? Bought them back to avoid blackmail?

				‘Mrs Ash,’ she said, hanging the last of Annemarie’s gowns on the wardrobe rail. ‘Did...er...did Sir Richard keep a mistress?’

				A denial would have burst out immediately: the hesitation provided the dreaded confirmation. Mrs Ash turned to the view overlooking the Steyne, sighing before she answered. ‘He did,’ she said. ‘I thought you knew.’

				‘No,’ said Evie. She sat on the edge of the white silk-covered bed, staring beyond the housekeeper at the wheeling seagulls. ‘No, I didn’t. Lady Golding doesn’t know, either. Does she?’

				‘We kept it to ourselves,’ said Mrs Ash. ‘The poor lady had no need to know. She had enough to put up with, without that. And then when all that business blew up after he’d gone, it seemed best to let it die a natural death. It’s just a bit uncomfortable that the woman should have been living here in Brighton, where Lady Golding loves to be.’

				‘Here? Oh, no!’

				‘He used to come down here without her for a few nights, telling us he’d be at Raggett’s Club when Mr Ash knew full well he wasn’t. I suppose Lady Golding thought he’d be on duty at the barracks. He never gave anyone credit for being able to see what he was up to. Mr Ash knows most of what goes on in Brighton. It was one of those terraced houses on Arlington Street where he went. A private house, not a brothel. I don’t know any more than that. It’s over and done with. You’ll not tell her, will you?’

				‘No, I certainly won’t, Mrs Ash.’

				‘You suspected something, though. Why did you ask?’

				‘Oh, I’d just like her to be married again instead of a man’s mistress.’

				‘Is that what Lady Golding is? Lord Verne’s mistress?’

				‘Yes, that’s what we have to get used to, Mrs Ash, for the time being.’

				‘Mind you, Lord Verne’s got a bit more going for him than... Oh well, I mustn’t say too much on that score, must I? I expect she knows what she’s doing.’

				Evie stood up, smoothing the dent made on the bed. ‘Mmm,’ she said. ‘I hope she does.’ She closed the wardrobe door gently. Samson’s assumption that the letters could have been to Sir Richard’s mistress was, of course, just that. An assumption. He could have been quite mistaken but, if that’s what they were, then Lady Golding would have experienced yet another blow to her pride at a time when she was at her lowest ebb. Equally puzzling was the timing. Where had the letters been since Sir Richard’s death? Here at Brighton? Evie thought she knew every nook and cranny of her mistress’s rooms, drawers and cupboards. The idea of Lord Verne possessing incriminating material that was none of his business did not sit easily with her when he had in all other respects shown himself to be the embodiment of respectability, quite unlike the previous earwig who had laid siege to her mistress’s heart. Whatever the letters were, incriminating or not, Lord Verne had no right to them and now both she herself and Mrs Cardew were involved in deceiving Lady Golding into believing they were safely disposed of. If only she could be more sure of her ground.

				* * *

				Later that day, while Lady Golding and Lord Verne were exploring the delights of the Royal Pavilion, Evie took a stroll in the sunshine along Marine Parade. Discreet enquiries at Donaldson’s Library had assured her that Arlington Street was somewhere along here, thus setting a scene of respectability which would surely help her enquiries. It had been over two years since Sir Richard’s death in the January of 1812, time enough for the occupants to have changed, but when Evie had scanned the list of subscribers to the library and discovered the familiar name of Mytchett, she felt that her prying into Lady Golding’s affairs was excused. Here was a connection she had not expected. A relative of Sir Lionel Mytchett’s? The late Sir Richard Golding’s mistress?

				Small signs of hard times were immediately apparent: an unswept step, flaking paint on the door, unpolished brass knocker and door handle. A curtain twitched at one side as Evie waited, not expecting her rat-a-tat to be answered with any promptness. When the door opened at last after the third knock, the cautious approach was close to what Evie had predicted, a weary face framed by untidy dark ringlets under a lace cap and a greeting that had obviously been prepared for a creditor rather than a friend. ‘Yes? If you’re from Scott and Wildings, you can tell them I’ll pay on Friday.’ The door began to close.

				Evie put out a hand to stop it. ‘No...er, no! I’m not from Scott and Wildings. This is a private visit. Personal. To see Miss...er...Mrs Mytchett?’ Having caught sight of another face on the level of the lady’s knee, most of it obscured by a sticky fist, she revised her choice of titles. ‘Is this where she lives?’

				‘Who wants to know?’

				Deception was never Evie’s strong point, nor did she think to achieve anything extra by pretending to be someone she was not. ‘Don’t be alarmed,’ she said. ‘My name is Miss Ballard, lady’s maid to Lady Golding. Might I have a few words with Mrs Mytchett? In private?’

				Two deep-brown eyes scanned her from bonnet to shoes and back again while the wisdom and foolishness of the meeting was debated and the child turned its face into the mother’s faded skirts. To be sure, Evie couldn’t tell whether the little moppet was a son or a daughter when the wild halo of fair curls could have belonged to either. The woman’s expression gave little away as she opened the door with reluctance, as if there was something wedging it closed. ‘I wondered. Mind out the way, Richie,’ she muttered, hauling the child back by one shoulder.

				‘Wondered?’ said Evie, edging her way through the gap.

				‘Yes. How long it would be before something like this happened. It’s him you want to be talking to, not me, Miss Ballard.’

				‘You are Mrs Mytchett?’

				‘I am.’

				The light dimmed noticeably as the door was closed and Evie felt the shabby claustrophobic narrowness press inwards as the child whined to be picked up, still sucking its fist. The mother complied, grunting with the effort, then leading her guest into a room that might once have been pretty, but was now threadbare, faded and sadly in need of renovation. Glancing at Mrs Mytchett’s back, Evie judged that she was probably still in her late twenties, shapely but ill served by a muslin day-dress from which a section of frill had come adrift. There was no sign of a maid, but a high pile of folded cotton garments lay upon the small side-table next to a sewing-box.

				Evie settled herself in a battered old chair, noticing Mrs Mytchett’s regular features and the unfortunate down-turn about her mouth. Blotchy skin and reddened eyelids had robbed her of any youthful bloom there must once have been, but Evie could well imagine that, before the child, Mrs Mytchett would easily have attracted any man. ‘I beg your pardon for the intrusion,’ she said. ‘Perhaps I ought to say that Lady Golding did not send me here to quiz you. I came on my own account. She doesn’t know about my visit and I don’t intend to tell her, either, because—’

				‘Because she didn’t know her husband had a mistress? Is that it?’ Mrs Mytchett said, settling the child on her knee. ‘Well, I knew it’d only be a matter of time before she did. There are not many secrets to be kept in a place the size of Brighton, Miss Ballard.’

				‘No, I suppose not. But when you said just now that I ought to be talking to “him”, did you mean your husband? And ought I to be addressing Lady Mytchett?’

				‘No. My late husband was in Sir Richard’s regiment, killed soon after we were married. He was Sir Lionel’s brother.’ She almost smiled at Evie’s surprise. ‘Sir Lionel Mytchett is my brother-in-law and, no, before you jump to conclusions, we are not lovers. He stays here when he wants to quit London, when things get too hot for him, you understand. By that, I mean when he runs out of money. I have my uses,’ she added in a quiet tone loaded with bitterness, her lips touching the top of her child’s head. ‘Don’t I, Richie love?’

				‘How old is he?’ Evie asked.

				‘Almost four. He can talk well enough when he wants to. Takes after his father for that.’

				‘Sir Richard?’

				‘Yes. He doesn’t remember him though.’ She looked about her as if she also was struggling to remember him. ‘It wasn’t like this, then.’

				‘Forgive me for asking, but what was it like? Was Sir Richard generous?’

				‘You may as well know. The house was left to me by my husband, so Sir Richard had no expense there. In fact, he did quite well for himself to have a house bought by his wife’s father and another one here owned by me. He paid for things, when he came to visit, and I suppose you could say I was kept in a modest style, though he never showed me off and I never had enough to save. He was not over-generous. Women were commodities to him, but without that support I would have fared much worse. Especially when this one came along.’

				‘But when Sir Richard died, surely he made provision for you both?’

				Her top lip was pulled in between her teeth as, slowly, she shook her head. ‘No. He didn’t. Not one penny. Well, that would have been to admit that we existed, wouldn’t it? And that would never do. After that, we didn’t exist, Miss Ballard. I take in sewing because I can do it at home, but at the time it hit me hard, I can tell you, with his child to provide for. And my brother-in-law sponging off me as if I were a gold mine.’

				‘Has Sir Lionel not helped at all, with his connections?’

				‘He had a plan. I suppose he thought he was helping. He thought that if I’d been provided for, he could have managed my finances and done pretty well out of it. Living here cost him nothing, you see. When he realised he’d get no more help to pay for his horses and women and gambling debts, he decided to seduce Sir Richard’s widow the way he’d seduced me. That way, if he could get Lady Golding to marry him, he’d have access to her funds. You’re looking shocked, Miss Ballard. Did you think my brother-in-law loved Lady Golding?’

				Evie’s breath hovered in her lungs until she let it out on a sigh between parted lips. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘but I think my mistress cared for him.’

				‘Yes, well. He’s good at that, is Lionel. Has ’em eating out of his hand. I’m sorry if she got the thin end of the wedge, like me, but at least she can be miserable in comfort, can’t she? From what I’ve heard, she sounds like a very nice lady.’

				‘She is,’ Evie whispered. ‘She’s the best mistress ever. But did you say that Sir Richard seduced you, Mrs Mytchett?’

				For the first time, her hostess smiled. ‘Lord, Miss Ballard! Did you think I was a professional? No...o! I was a young broken-hearted widow. My new husband was down here at the barracks, then he was sent out to Portugal. So when he was killed in action, Sir Richard came to see if I was all right. That’s when it started. That’s when things like that always start, isn’t it? When a woman seeks to replace something she’s lost. I must have been the easiest target ever. Young. Lonely. Naïve. Flattered by the attention of a high-ranking officer. I didn’t even know that mistresses usually asked for a settlement. Housekeeping money, personal allowances. That kind of thing. Lionel told me I should have fleeced him while I had the chance.’

				It was on the tip of Evie’s tongue to commiserate, to say how sad and how sorry before she realised that, although she was, it would not do to say so. Her mistress had also suffered badly, but what Mrs Mytchett had told her about her own callous brother-in-law was a shocking tale of heartlessness she could never have imagined, planned with a cold-bloodedness that made Evie thank Providence her mistress knew nothing of. Nor would she, ever.

				But the plan had misfired, hadn’t it? How much of that did Mrs Mytchett know? ‘It sounds,’ Evie said, ‘as if Lady Golding had a narrow escape at your brother-in-law’s hands, although he came close to breaking her heart. Did you know that he changed his mind and ran off with Lady Golding’s mother instead?’

				Mrs Mytchett stroked the mop of hair back from her son’s sleepy forehead to plant a soft kiss upon the smooth skin. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I read about it in the newspaper, but all he said when he called in at Christmas, was that he needed more money because the jewellery Lady Benistone had taken with them was not going to be enough.’

				‘And you couldn’t help him out?’

				Mrs Mytchett’s eyebrows flickered upwards, her eyes searching over the mess in the squalid room. ‘What do you think, Miss Ballard? I sit here and sew till my fingers bleed and I fall asleep over my work. I can’t help myself out any more.’

				‘No. I’m sorry. That was thoughtless of me. You don’t deserve a brother-in-law like that. So you have no idea where he and Lady Benistone are living?’

				‘No idea. He doesn’t keep me informed.’

				‘Did Sir Richard ever write to you, Mrs Mytchett?’

				‘Heavens above, no! He used to say you can never tell what a woman would do with letters, so he never took that risk. He wouldn’t have known what to say, anyway. Talking, yes. But not writing. So why did you come here, Miss Ballard? To ask if I knew where Lady Benistone might be? I can’t help you, I’m afraid. If I had any idea, I’d tell you. I have nothing to lose by it.’

				So the letters now in Lord Verne’s possession were not from Sir Richard to Lady Something, nor did his mistress have a title except plain Mrs, and if Evie’s personal opinion of Sir Lionel Mytchett was exceedingly poor to begin with, it was now at rock bottom after hearing of his calculated plan concerning Lady Golding. Even though it was prompted by Sir Richard’s brutal neglect of his son’s welfare, not to mention his mistress’s, Evie realised that the scheme was essentially to feather Sir Lionel’s own nest rather than that of his brother’s widow.

				Any hope she had cherished of hearing news of Lady Benistone now faded like wraiths in the afternoon sun as she walked back to South Parade where, from the top of the stairs, she saw the arrival of Lady Golding and Lord Verne. Before her heated conversation with Samson, she had been inclined to look upon his lordship with kindliness, especially in view of his impeccable connections to royalty. Now, however, after hearing how he’d taken possession of her mistress’s private papers, doubts about his intentions began to form just as they had about Sir Lionel. She prayed she might be mistaken, for never was there such a fine figure of a man with such caring manners. This one was certainly out of the top drawer, even if his valet was light-fingered.

				* * *

				Taking afternoon tea together, Annemarie and Lord Verne sat on opposite sides of a dainty rosewood table set in the bay window, each with a hand linked across the crisp white tablecloth, their eyes occasionally meeting in secretive smiles before returning to an idle study of passers-by and carriages. For her, everything had changed, as she had known it would, and Verne’s perception of this was yet another mark in his favour—no light-hearted banter or embarrassment, no gloating, only quietness and reflection, caught and contorted in the bulbous silver teapot.

				‘Jacques,’ she whispered, holding his eyes with her own.

				‘Mmm?’

				‘Don’t ever tell me about all the others, will you? I don’t want to know.’

				Verne did not pretend to misunderstand. From the start of this relationship she had assumed an air of confidence that, in less than a day, had disintegrated into a storm of jealousy out of all proportion to the cause. Now she appeared to be anticipating another complication of her own which he believed had surfaced only since their ecstatic lovemaking that afternoon. She was making up comparisons to herself, not to him.

				His hand tightened over hers and slid up to her wrist. ‘Sweetheart,’ he said, ‘since you ask, I have no memory of any other except the one who was in my arms an hour or so ago. I have never had a mistress before, nor ever wanted one. I told you, no woman has ever held my attention for long enough for me to want her to myself. Until now. You, my lady, I can’t get enough of.’

				‘You know so little about me,’ she protested, half-warning him of things to come.

				‘Listen to me,’ he said. ‘Part of our agreement, if you remember, was to re-enter society with the intention of trying to locate Lady Benistone. Wasn’t it?’

				She nodded.

				‘So let’s try not to throw obstacles in the way before we’ve begun, shall we? When we’ve found her, then you can show me how difficult you can be and I’ll show you how well I can manage you, and we’ll see who wins. Is that a deal, my lady?’

				The lovely mouth widened, excited by the implied challenge. ‘Deal,’ she laughed, laying her free hand on top of his, light as a feather. ‘More tea, my lord?’

				He held out his cup and saucer. ‘Good. So no more comparisons. You are beyond compare, both in bed and out of it. Another cup, if you please.’

				It was so much what she wanted...needed...to hear as the realisation swirled through her like an incoming tide that she loved him, as it had done earlier when he had taken her out of her depth and brought her back safely to shore, too exhilarated to speak. Now, although he pretended not to notice it, the silver teapot shook a little as she poured.

				* * *

				Before he could remedy the deficiency in his knowledge of her, Verne was plied with questions about himself, his travels abroad and his time with Viscount Wellington’s army, his interest in art and the classical world, in antique treasures and his work for the Prince Regent. With some shame, she remembered how he had corrected her over the plaster hand, underestimating his knowledge, which she now realised far exceeded her own. Mostly, she knew what things were, but he knew their history and provenance in detail, and although she had never before discussed the subject of her father’s interest, or wanted to, with Verne it seemed to come alive as he related stories of his hunts for whatever it was his royal master thought he wanted, only to change his mind after all, or forget he’d ever wanted it.

				Would this same fickleness apply also to the bureau? Annemarie wondered. Now the letters were restored to Lady Hamilton, would both master and servant eventually lose interest? It was with some trepidation that she waited to see Verne’s reaction as they entered her bedroom to dress for dinner, half-expecting him to ask to examine it, after all the furor. But Evie was there to assist her mistress as Verne sat on the chaise-longue to talk and watch, as if they had been intimate friends of long standing, and if he as much as glanced at the controversial bureau, Annemarie didn’t see it.

				* * *

				Later, however, when they returned to the candle-lit bedroom and Evie’s duties were done, Verne sat on the wooden chest at the end of the bed, resting his arms on his thighs. The surface of the bureau shone like warm satin beneath the silver candelabrum and the appreciative sweep of his eyes. ‘So this is it,’ he said. ‘You chose well, my lady. It’s a very well-made piece.’

				Wearing her lace-frilled ivory negligee, Annemarie came to sit beside him. ‘Yes, I think so, too, but wait till you see what’s under the lid. This part is even better.’ Lifting the central section, she disclosed the mirror on the underside and the array of cut-glass and silver containers, the tools and polished wood compartments that she had not yet had time to fill with her own potions and perfumes. Together, they admired the beautiful vessels, trying to identify the aromas and decide on their uses as the soft light played over Annemarie’s skin and the sheen of her loose hair. Relaxed and more at peace than she’d been for days, she now saw no reason to keep from him the secret place where the letters had been.

				She drew the drawer out and released the catch to open the extra space at the back, inviting him to put his hand inside. ‘It’s quite roomy. See?’ she said.

				He paused. ‘Ah!’ he said. ‘So this is where she kept them. What a very forgetful lady.’ His arm disappeared as far as his elbow.

				‘She would have had more important things on her mind,’ Annemarie said. ‘Like how to pay her bills, for one thing.’

				Verne’s hand withdrew, bearing a flat blue-leather box. ‘So what can this be, I wonder? Did you know about it?’

				‘No, indeed I didn’t. I didn’t look for anything else.’

				‘Well,’ he said, placing it on her knee. ‘I think you should take a look. If it’s jewellery from Prinny, it’ll be worth a fortune. He was very generous with his trinkets while he was still enamoured.’ He drew the candelabrum forward.

				Holding it towards the light, she lifted the lid, blinking at the sudden blaze of flashing jewels that had not seen daylight for many years, set in gold, nestling on a bed of dark-blue velvet: a brooch, earrings, bracelets, a ring, a hair-comb and a deep multi-stranded necklace of massive pearls, amethysts and diamonds winking like living rainbows. Imprinted on the cream satin on the inside of the lid was the gold lettering of Rundell and Bridge, Ludgate Hill, London.

				‘His favourite jeweller,’ said Verne. ‘This is worth a fortune.’

				‘If only she had remembered it, it might have solved a few of her problems.’

				‘Would you wear it?’

				Tipping the box this way and that under the candles, Annemarie shook her head. ‘Not I. Not my style. Too flashy. Besides, it’s not mine, is it?’

				‘You bought it with the bureau.’

				‘A mistake. It will have to be returned.’ Suddenly, she smiled. ‘That’s it! We’ll take it back to him. He can’t have the letters now, can he, so perhaps this will ease his disappointment.’

				‘Like rubbing salt into a wound, I’d say,’ said Verne. ‘And anyway, he’ll have forgotten all about this. Why remind him? You could wear the pieces separately. Or in pairs.’ Taking the box from her, he laid it on the bureau and removed the vee-shaped necklace, holding against the peachy skin of her neck. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Turn round.’

				She did as he asked, presenting her back to him, but instead of fastening it round her neck, he laid it across her forehead with the largest pearl-drop hanging between her brows, the amethysts and diamonds encircling her black hair like the diadem of some exotic queen of the east, with the gemstones matching the colour of her eyes to perfection. ‘There,’ he said, turning her round to face him, ‘that’s more your style. But wait. This won’t do, will it?’ He eased her negligee off her shoulders, then the straps of her nightgown, letting the ivory lace fall to her waist. Taking handfuls of her hair, he spread it in tatters over her shoulders and let it fray across her breasts while she sat motionless, as entranced as any sitter whose pose is being arranged by the artist, only being able to guess at the effect. ‘Now give me your feet,’ he said.

				‘My feet?’

				‘Lift,’ he commanded. Reaching for one of the bracelets, he fastened them around her ankles. ‘Perfect. They’ll look better there than on Emma Hamilton’s chubby arms.’

				There had been moments, during their intimate dinner, when Annemarie had speculated on the way in which he might instigate the lovemaking in her home rather than in his own apartment. Would he be inhibited by Sir Richard’s stern portrait, or hindered by the absence of his valet? Would he bypass the preludes so important to her enjoyment, or would every time be specially designed to make her want more and still more? ‘I don’t suppose,’ she said, watching him undress, ‘that either the royal jeweller or their patron had this in mind, either, my lord. Will the jewellery hinder lovemaking, or enhance it, do you think?’

				Magnificently naked, he drew her to her feet with his warm hands on her elbows. ‘We’ll soon find out,’ he said, huskily.

				She need not have been concerned about his memory, for the long slow raptures of his loving began even while they stood pressed together along every surface, their hands reaching and smoothing over contours denied to them since their previous encounter, every touch inflaming their desire, increasing their need of each other. Words of endearment slipped between kisses, most of which Annemarie had not heard before in this context—‘superb creature...bewitching...dazzling beauty...fascinating...mismanaged woman’—words that made her feel rare, unique and desperately wanted. Once again, flimsy unstable thoughts of the reasons behind this relationship tried to break through the bliss that engulfed her in his arms, thoughts to do with that word ‘mismanaged’ that no doubt referred to her initial hostility and her need for retribution. But Verne’s skill was such that few thoughts survived for more than a heartbeat under the burning path of his hands, caressing, lifting and stroking, sending shivers of ecstasy deep into places that no one had reached before him.

				On the cool linen sheets she was covered by the warmth of his body, glowing above her in the soft candle-light and rippling with a vigour that bore no affinity to any of those white marble examples in her father’s collection. Verne’s physique was firm and substantial, powerfully built and in superb condition, this alone being enough to excite Annemarie to heights that closed her mind to everything except being possessed by such a red-blooded male whose intelligence was as robust as the rest of him. He was, she thought, a complete man, more than a match for her in every way, imposing himself upon her only so far and allowing her to do what she believed was what she wanted.

				Her way and his fused together in deliciously slow explorations that drew gasps of delight and moans of pleasure, taken by him as a signal to go further than before with hands and lips, knowing that the whole long night lay at their disposal. Time slipped seamlessly away as Verne taught her things about herself that she had never suspected, tender places on her body that responded like wildfire to his touch and melted her thighs, spreading her legs wider. ‘Now,’ she whispered. ‘I cannot wait any longer. Now, Jacques!’

				‘Shall I make you wait, my beauty?’ he said, teasing her. ‘Shall I make you plead?’

				‘I am pleading,’ she said. ‘I’m aching for you.’

				There was no more banter then as he ceased the tantalising caress that had already worked its magic, taking its place with his throbbing member that threatened to rebel against his discipline. And although, this time, his entry was rather less gentle than before, it was what Annemarie wanted, for now she trusted his motives as she had never trusted her late husband’s, not as anger or disregard but as an expression of unbridled passion. She cried out as he joined her, bringing his head down to meet her lips in a surfeit of sensation to assure him that he had read her mind well, that he need not hold in check the powerhouse of his loins. ‘Make it last...oh...make it last,’ she contradicted herself, softly.

				‘Ah, my love...I cannot. I want you too much...forgive me!’ He could not see her laughter. He had waited too long for her plea and now his desire completely overwhelmed him, carrying him wildly on without knowing whether she had kept pace with him or not.

				But she had. Again, he had taken her to the very brink of the abyss from which she had flown and soared into unthinking space as her body sang to its own kind of harmony and vibrated to her lover’s insistent beat. Still pulsing to the rhythm, her body settled back to earth as her arms enclosed his sagging shoulders, her lips whispering words of their own devising that told him of her euphoria and of her amusement at the fierce onslaught of his hunger. She did not tell him of two words she’d heard him utter in his undisciplined moments that might, if she’d taken them at face value, have given her an indication of his feelings for her. Had they been an idle slip of the tongue? Had he been holding the sentiment in check until then for fear of seeming presumptuous? Was he now beginning to feel for her what she could no longer ignore in herself and, if so, where was this dangerous game going to end and with whose heartbreak?

				* * *

				The amethyst necklace had long since slipped away to tangle in Annemarie’s hair, though it had not interfered with the next sleepy lovemaking or the one after that at dawn and was anything but sleepy. As the light seeped through the curtains, there was laughter and protest as priceless jewels were disentangled, the kind of mirth that had never before played any part in her experience.

				‘Keep still, dammit!’

				‘Ouch! That’s still attached.’

				‘Wait. I shall have to kiss you again.’

				‘No, that’s Evie with our tea. Cover yourself!’

				‘Why? Hasn’t she seen...?’

				‘Shh! Let me go! How am I going to explain this?’ Annemarie held up a tress of black hair with a stream of sparkling brilliants clinging tenaciously to the end.

				As it turned out, there was no need for explanations. The sight that met Evie’s astonished gaze was of her naked mistress sitting cross-legged with her back to Lord Verne, who appeared to be engaged in extracting a fistful of jewels from a very tousled head.

				* * *

				Two days of being almost constantly in Verne’s company only made Annemarie regret that it could not have been longer. Between walks along the shore and drives through the country lanes, during which they were allowed the use of the Prince’s curricles, phaetons and high-stepping horses, they visited the shops, libraries and tearooms. And at last she was shown round the ongoing renovations to the Royal Pavilion, so opulent that she came away feeling quite intoxicated by his Highness’s over-decorated style. It seemed to typify the complexity of his nature: a man of contrasts and contradictions, a man who could spend thousands of pounds on baubles for his lady friends, yet ignore them when their need was greatest.

				They walked towards the carriage-house where a curricle had been harnessed up for them. Annemarie went on ahead to speak to the horses just as Verne’s attention was diverted by the appearance of his friend Lord Bockington who had shown off his gelding’s paces to them on their first visit. ‘Something you might be interested to know, sir,’ said the fair-haired young man, keeping his voice low.

				‘Tell me?’ said Verne, walking with him to the back of the curricle.

				‘Well, last time we met, I was very struck by Lady Golding’s beauty, sir. And I suppose it stayed in my mind for quite some time.’

				‘I’m sure. Go on.’

				‘So I tried to recall when I’d last seen a woman with her looks, then I knew. It was last summer in London. The woman I saw was an older version of Lady Golding. Surely a relative, I’d have thought. She was so like her.’

				‘Was she alone?’

				‘No, she was in the company of the Marquess of Hertford. I remember it well.’

				‘Hertford? Are you sure, Bock?’

				‘Positive, sir. He was helping her into his carriage outside his house in Manchester Square as I passed by.’ The note of concern had not escaped him. ‘I don’t know whether the Marchioness was with them or not. She may have been in the carriage. I didn’t look. I had no reason to.’

				‘Of course not. Was it a travelling coach?’

				‘Four horses and...yes...come to think of it, there were trunks on the back. I thought no more about it at the time except that Lord Hertford always manages to have a beautiful woman with him, wherever he is.’

				Verne noted his friend’s wistful tone. ‘And if you had his kind of blunt, so might you, Bock. Even if you were as ugly as sin itself. Which you’re not.’ Without actually saying so, Verne knew that his reference to Lord Hertford’s looks would be perfectly understood. He was known as ‘Red Herrings’ to his acquaintances because of his fiery red hair and whiskers. ‘Thank you for telling me,’ he said. ‘It might be useful.’ Verne nodded as Lord Bockington bowed and turned to go. ‘Now, my lady. Are we ready to set off?’

				His lack of conversation was passed off as concentration as he took the curricle eastwards away from Brighton’s traffic, but soon it became obvious that he was preoccupied. ‘You’re very quiet,’ said Annemarie.

				‘I was thinking that this will be our last day here. We must start for London early, tomorrow.’

				There was, she thought, the slightest hint of anticipation in his voice.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Verne pressed his lips upon the cool brow that lay against his shoulder. ‘Sit up, hussy, and tidy yourself. We shall be in town soon.’

				Languorously, Annemarie unwound herself from his arms, pushed a stray lock of hair back into place and yawned, taking the ruched royal-blue bonnet he offered her. ‘Must be the sea air,’ she murmured.

				Smiling at the excuse, Verne could think of other reasons, but her sleep with her feet up on the Prince’s green cushions had given him a chance to consider the implications of what he’d heard from Lord Bockington on the previous day. While any news at all must be regarded as good, he hoped his young friend might have been mistaken.

				Of all men for a woman of quality to be involved with, the second Marquess of Hertford was not by any standards an ideal choice, not because of his unusual appearance or his undeniable wealth, both of which had the power to attract women from every strata of society, but because of his notorious reputation as a seducer with whom no female was safe. Age, apparently, was no obstacle to him, though it was known that he preferred married to single women, judging by the many illegitimate children he’d sired and who had been integrated into the husband’s family. It was a risk women seemed willing to take, even while they regretted his utter heartlessness. As the recipient of at least eighty thousand pounds a year, Hertford could afford to live in great style, to indulge himself, his wife and his good-for-nothing son, to gamble to excess and to carve for himself a niche in the Prince Regent’s exclusive circle of friends by pandering to his needs, which were mostly for flattery and finance. For a man like ‘Red Herrings’, this was no hardship.

				However, that was not all the two men had in common, for Lady Hertford had also been an intimate of the Prince Regent for many years, so intimate, in fact, that the press lampooned the pair as overweight lovers, even though their friendship was of a more cerebral nature than that and so beyond the interest of news reporters eager to discredit them. A formidable lady of considerable presence, Lady Hertford refused to allow this to embarrass her, just as she refused to be embarrassed by her errant husband. In a position of influence with the Prince, and therefore with the rest of society, she stuck loyally to his side, fending off all would-be rivals for her special role as mentor, confidante and bountiful giver of the approval he had always wanted from his parents.

				Lord Verne and the Hertfords had known each other for many years for, like the Prince, the Marquess was a multi-faceted character of great intelligence, worth fostering as a friend if only for his ability to converse on an astonishing range of subjects. As a serious connoisseur of paintings, he knew more about art than anyone else known to Verne. It was for this reason that the two men worked together on the Prince’s collection, buying and selling artefacts for his new seaside retreat at Brighton and for Carlton House, his expanding mansion in central London. The money spent on these two alone was what Annemarie regarded as iniquitous, yet it was what Verne and Hertford helped him to do.

				While Lord Hertford’s intentions towards women, especially beautiful ones, were rarely innocent, Verne could understand how, if Lady Benistone had cut herself adrift from Sir Lionel Mytchett, any port in a storm might be preferable to being left totally unsupported. One way or another, Verne intended to make some enquiries as soon as they reached Curzon Street, which they did some moments after noon.

				* * *

				Lady Benistone’s choice of protectors, on that dreadful day, had been made on the basis of a friendship begun in the earliest years of their marriages to very different men whose emotional support had failed to match the material benefits supplied with so little effort. Apart from Lady Hertford and Lord Benistone’s cousin, Mrs Cardew, Esme had complained to no one else about the emptiness of the marriage in which she felt usurped by Elmer’s other interests and by his self-absorbed lack of involvement in his family’s affairs. She had sometimes wondered whether, if she’d given him sons instead of daughters, his concern for them, and her, might have been evident in more personal ways. She knew it often happened like this, but his initial passion for her had been so very great, leading her to expect it to last longer.

				So it was no great surprise to Lady Hertford that the dear friend who was carried into her home that evening should have chosen the sympathy, understanding and care she could be sure of rather than risk a return to something less.

				Apart from that, in the terrible trauma of her mind, Esme knew she had helped to bring this upon herself by trying to outwit a scoundrel who lived by outwitting others. The explanations that her family had a right to expect were beyond her. Lady Hertford had no such expectations.

				Having already been acquainted with the details of Esme’s flight from the youngest daughter’s coming-out ball—social news travelled fast—Lady Hertford knew better than to suggest a return home or to inform the family of her whereabouts. That would have to come from Esme herself, when she was ready. Meanwhile, keeping the secret from everyone except her personal maid and the Marquess, who knew more than a thing or two about subterfuge, Lady Hertford tended her guest like a mother, comforting, compassionate and without blame for her foolishness or noisy outrage against the man who had wronged her, which would have served no useful purpose. Being married to a man like Hertford and the bosom-friend of the Prince Regent had prepared her well for the vagaries of human behaviour.

				Lady Benistone’s lingering recovery received a setback, however, only two months later when she made a horrifying discovery. ‘I thought it was my courses misbehaving again,’ she moaned, recovering from a bout of nausea. She sat on the edge of her bed in her nightgown, bathed in the bright morning light that hurt her eyes. ‘But it’s not, Isabella. Not this time. Not with the sickness, too. Oh, my dear, what on earth am I going to do?’

				This was a question Lady Hertford had already asked herself. She had even discussed it with her husband who, unsurprisingly, had seen possible complications before either of them. ‘Take her up to Ragley,’ he’d said, ‘if the worst comes to the worst. She’ll be safe enough there.’

				The worst had come. ‘We have Ragley Hall,’ Isabella said to her distressed friend. ‘You can have the child there and we’ll find someone suitable to adopt it. A good woman. There are plenty of them about if you know where to look.’

				Once again, Esme was racked with remorse and guilt, but Isabella’s reasoning was sounder than she imagined for, as long as she remained in London, the greater the risk of her whereabouts being discovered either by a revengeful Sir Lionel or by the concerned family and a return to the status quo. Or, for that matter, by the Prince Regent who had once wanted her as his mistress and whose affections were fickle, to say the least. That was a risk Isabella was not willing to take. She was persuasive and Esme knew without asking that she would be given more attention and help at Ragley Hall than she’d had for years. Warwickshire, one of the beautiful midland counties, was a peaceful place and Ragley Hall was a massive palace.

				Lord Hertford was nothing less than gentlemanly, escorting her in his best coach with trunks full of clothes and everything necessary for her comfort, even during the lengthy months of leisure that lay ahead. Esme had never felt anything but safe with him, for they had once in their youth been lovers, briefly and secretly, and now they were easy friends. He had been furious with Lord Benistone for allowing this catastrophe to happen to his beautiful wife. ‘If she’d been given the support she needed,’ he’d railed to his wife, ‘she’d not have been forced to go ahead with her ridiculous scheme in the first place. Why, that young scoundrel was about to make an offer for the daughter...what’s her name?’

				‘Annemarie. Lady Golding.’

				‘That’s it. At the youngest daughter’s ball, would you believe? And even then Benistone had no time to listen. Heaven only knows, I have the greatest respect for him as a collector, but if he’d paid as much attention to his women as he does to his bronzes...’

				‘My lord,’ said Isabella, ‘I think perhaps one should say no more on that.’

				‘Eh? Well, perhaps you’re right. You usually are. We all have our weaknesses.’

				‘Yes, dear. And our strengths. But Esme ought not to be in a delicate condition at her time of life.’

				At that gently tendered opinion, Hertford had the grace to look thoughtful. ‘She’ll be all right at Ragley,’ he said. ‘We’ll get Dr Willetts to stay there when she’s due. You’ve managed to keep this from Prinny, have you?’

				‘Not a word,’ Isabella replied. ‘He’s too concerned about the coming celebrations to think about much else. Poor lamb.’

				* * *

				Once inside the house on Curzon Street, Annemarie saw that she had taken Verne’s teasing too seriously when he’d implied that all would have been made ready for immediate occupation. Indignant rather than disappointed, she saw that, although the staff were in place down to the last button, the furniture and fittings were not. If she wanted to stay the night there, Verne told her, laughing at her thwarted readiness to tell him how his choices did not accord with hers, she would have to go out and buy a bed and something to put on it.

				‘Which,’ she retorted, loftily, ‘is well within my capabilities, my lord. I have never found it difficult to make that kind of choice, especially when I’m left alone to get on with it.’

				‘You will be,’ he said as she swished past him into the echoing dining room. ‘I must take my leave of you until this evening. His Highness is expecting me. I’ll send the barouche round in an hour to give you time to make a list. Will that do?’

				‘Perfectly, I thank you. Expect a certain amount of chaos when you return, but at least you’ll have something to sit on by then.’

				Stepping aside to avoid two men and a trunk, he caught the gleam of excitement in her eyes at the enjoyable task ahead. ‘And something to lie on, too, I should hope. Make that a priority, won’t you? Adieu, my lady.’

				There was no time to ask him if that kind of talk was typical between a mistress and her lover, but she could well imagine the snappy kind of answer he would have given. Not once had she left him stuck for a reply.

				* * *

				By the time Lord Verne returned late that afternoon, the promised chaos was at its height with swarms of aproned delivery men peeling wrappings from walnut tables and chairs as Annemarie ordained their exact position with a graceful waving of arms. One of them was caught in mid-wave by his lordship. ‘Well!’ he said, holding her hand. ‘This is all very impressive. For you to do this all on your own is astonishing.’

				‘Not alone, my lord. Mrs Cardew and my sister came with me. They’re upstairs, putting the bedroom together. Better not go up. You’ll see it later. Look there, we have matching sofas and easy chairs.’

				‘And what do they match?’

				‘Er...the curtains, when they arrive. Oh, and the carpet. Oriental. You’ll like it. Soft golds and pinks. Very feminine’ Alerted by the slight widening of his eyes, she added, ‘Well, not too feminine, though.’

				‘Do we have knives and forks?’

				‘Of course. And a dinner service. I’ve invited the family for dinner tomorrow. Our new cook was not in the least put out.’

				Verne sprawled into a deep-gold velvety sofa with his arm along the gilded back. ‘I’m glad to hear it. But you might be when I tell you we’re invited to meet his Royal Highness at Carlton House tomorrow. And before you ask if it can be postponed, my lady, the answer is, no, it can’t.’ He saw by her sudden stillness and the cool unseeing stare through the to-ing and fro-ing of the servants that she had been quite unprepared for a clash of priorities so soon. Her gaze swung slowly round to meet his, hoping for some compromise. ‘It was part of our agreement,’ he reminded her softly so that no one else could hear. ‘And you wanted to meet him, didn’t you? Did you think it might have been at your convenience, sweetheart? That would be asking for a miracle.’

				She came to perch beside him on the edge of the sofa and to stroke the new pile, her ringlets trembling with the slight shake of her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Not really. But it’s all right, I’ll manage. I could have done with the time, that’s all. It’s only family. I shall have to get used to it, I suppose.’

				‘To what? Adapting?’

				With a turn of her lovely head, she swept him with her long black lashes and the deep gemstones of her eyes in a look intended to convey some resignation, but which he interpreted as something infinitely more tender. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Adapting. I must not fail at the first hurdle, must I?’

				His hand reached out to cover hers, preventing the stroking. ‘That’s my beauty,’ he whispered. ‘He’s eager to meet you and I can hardly wait to show you off. He remembers you.’

				Annemarie smiled down at their hands. It was an intimate gesture rarely seen before servants, but Verne was not one to care much about that. ‘And Mama? Does he remember her, too?’

				‘He does. But we shall not take the jewellery. It would not be proper. We’ll leave references to the bureau and its contents for another time, unless he brings the subject up. He’s already dropped the idea of owning yours.’

				‘You mean, since the contents were disposed of?’

				‘Yes, he feels safer now. Lady Hamilton and her daughter departed for Calais one night while we were in Brighton, you see. She’s escaped her creditors and that’s probably the last we’ll see of her.’

				Taking the letters with her. No more speculation, then, about what she might do with them. From France, probably nothing at all. The end of an episode.

				‘Well, well,’ she breathed. ‘So that’s the end of that.’

				‘Is it?’ he said, watching her. ‘Is it, my lady? Are you revenged now, or is there more to come? Eh?’

				Behind her eyes, a sudden rush of hot tears welled and prickled. Astute, mercilessly accurate, he had touched the painful core of her plan and she could find no answer.

				‘Forgive me,’ he said, sitting up. ‘You’ve had a busy day, sweetheart. Let’s take one thing at a time, shall we? Come on, show me what’s upstairs before we have dinner. Has my valet arrived?’

				Relieved by the change of subject, she stood up with him. ‘Half an hour ago. He and Evie are speaking at last.’

				‘Glad to hear it. I wonder what that was all about.’

				‘Loyalty, I suppose. Just following my lead.’

				* * *

				Yet with each new step she took towards this exhilarating domestic situation, Annemarie’s own private yearnings were being met so perfectly in every respect that, if the time ever came for her to show her hand and to walk away from it at the height of his need for her, her world would collapse more cruelly than his, even so. He had other things to turn to for support, a world in which she would only ever be an accessory, not a significant part. Just as devastating as the loss of her new independence and the flattering involvement of being his partner would be the forfeiture of times like this when, wrapped in dressing gowns in a house of strange sounds and shadows, they sat to eat a cold finger-feast from the sheet-covered top of a large packing-case containing the new chandelier from Pellatt and Green’s. Nothing too romantic, one might think, except to a woman like Annemarie who had always dressed for dinner but who, in the space of a week or so, now found herself doing whatever it took to please him and to enjoy it, too. But as they sat quietly devouring tiny pasties, salads and cold pheasant, Annemarie sensed how her heart was betraying her, instead of him, and that it was already too late to reverse the damage.

				Laughing at themselves, their eyes met. ‘You can’t believe you’re doing this, can you, Lady Golding?’ he said.

				Licking her fingers noisily, her mischievous sideways glance reflected the absurdity of it all. ‘Don’t tell Father,’ she said, ‘or I shall not have a leg to stand on.’ They had chosen to eat in what would eventually become the morning room and, earlier, the servants had come and gone like apparitions, fading through doors as their master and mistress murmured their way round the bedroom and bathroom where the starkness was now softened by folds of linen, cotton, silk and fringed velvet brocade, white lace-edged pillows and softly shifting bed-curtains of white silk lined with pale blue.

				‘We’ll have the oak floor polished,’ Annemarie told him, ‘with a large blue-and-cream Axminster over here somewhere. I’ve ordered it.’

				‘And I shall like it,’ he added.

				‘You will like it.’ She smiled, slipping an arm around him. ‘Will you?’ She made no objection when he drew her closely into his arms to show her where his thoughts had been since his upstairs tour. At no time during her whirlwind shopping spree had she been unsure of pleasing him, but nor had he been left out of her choices. She had already learned to respect his tastes and preferences. ‘I tried,’ she whispered between his kisses, ‘to please you.’

				‘Please me?’ he growled. ‘My God, woman...you please me...’ Sweeping her up into his arms, he carried her across to the pale smoothness of the bed, setting her alight with the tender weight of his powerful body and the bliss of being under him, privately and peacefully, in their own place.

				Items of clothing gradually littered the so-tidy room as warm skin pressed, caressed and slid silkily down long interrupted surfaces, their hands exploring as if for the first time, their sighs broken by hungry kisses that travelled the length of their bodies, each part provoking its own kind of response. Still wondering at the newness of the experience, Annemarie soaked up the long slow loving just as Verne also discovered how the uniqueness of her splendid body yielded the rarity value of a priceless find. That such a creature should have suffered so deeply from neglect and treachery in quick succession gave him every reason to offer her the best he had in the hope that her bruised heart would mend and accept him as an essential part of her future. Her tears had shown him how close he was to understanding her and how disturbed she was by the emotional turmoil he’d alluded to earlier. Skilfully, through her tiredness, he helped her to forget.

				It was hunger of another kind that reminded them, after a long interval of whispered earthy compliments that, if they did not appear downstairs soon, their supper might be returned to its maker. So dressing gowns were slipped on and, giggling like barefoot children, they sat on cushioned boxes to eat their first meal at Curzon Street and to sip champagne from hastily unwrapped wine glasses, all the more enjoyable for being some way outside Annemarie’s precious conventions.

				‘No,’ said Verne, ‘I may not mention this to your father tomorrow, but I shall certainly hold it over your head for some time, my lady.’

				* * *

				The appointment at Carlton House was not until after noon, but already the rooms at Curzon Street were busy with more delivery men and assistants to hang the chandelier. Evie had been to Park Lane and was now filling the new wardrobes with gowns suitable for a royal engagement. For Verne’s sake, she must look her best, be gracious and impressed by what she would see at Carlton House, for he had every faith in her ability to charm her host, otherwise he would not have risked a meeting.

				Nevertheless, considering her strong views on the Prince’s extravagance, Verne thought it might be something of a miracle if she managed to hide every one of her feelings, which were bound to be tested to their limits, especially as they ascended the grand double curve of the massive staircase into the Ante Room. Her lovely eyes seemed to devour the profusion of blue and gold, but nothing was said until he himself remarked, ‘You look stunning, my lady.’

				‘Thank you, my lord. I’m trying to think of something equally complimentary to say about all this, but grandeur and opulence seem inadequate, don’t they? Not very original, either.’

				‘Don’t try too hard,’ he said as synchronised footmen opened the double doors at the far end of the room. ‘You’ll find him very easy to talk to. Ah, here he comes.’

				Previous encounters, one of them two years ago, one more recent, had warned her what she would see, yet the Prince’s almost fifty-three years of self-indulgence were not at once apparent as he approached, more like an affable uncle than the overweight, petulant and gouty would-be Corinthian she had expected. Close up, she could see that he had once been a handsome man and that he took some pride in his appearance. ‘Ah, so you’ve brought the lady to see me at last, Verne,’ he said, beaming with delight, his hands outstretched to raise Annemarie from her curtsy. Pulling her gently forwards, he placed a cool kiss on both her cheeks. ‘And about time, too. Tell me, Lady Golding, how is Lord Benistone? Is he still snapping up all those treasures I had set my heart on?’

				‘He’s well, your Highness, I thank you.’ She hoped his notoriously uncertain memory would not lead him to questions more difficult to answer. But another figure had quietly appeared behind him, a handsome Junoesque lady of late middle age who showed by her motherly smile that she and the Prince were comfortable together. By her deep-green satin gown and matching jewels, the perfectly arranged grey hair and rouged lips, one might have mistaken her for his wife, though Annemarie knew she was not. Her cheery nod of greeting to Lord Verne widened to a smile as it reached Annemarie, though the dreaded question was already on its way.

				‘And Lady Benistone, too? You are so like her. It’s quite uncanny, isn’t it, Isabella?’ he said, turning to his companion. ‘You recall Esme Benistone, don’t you? Were you not good friends once?’

				Isabella, Marchioness of Hertford, deflected the question like an old hand. ‘Lady Golding,’ she said, kindly, ‘we’re so happy to see you again. Especially with our good friend Lord Verne. Jacques, my dear, you must bring Lady Golding up to stay with us soon. Didn’t Lord Hertford wish you to see his latest shipment from the Continent before his Highness sees them? Those two,’ she continued, placing a ring-loaded hand on Annemarie’s arm, ‘are veritable dragons. They won’t allow his Highness to see anything before they do in case he—’

				‘My taste is faultless,’ the Prince protested, laughing. ‘Maybe a little more eclectic than theirs... I do love the Chinese style, don’t you, Lady Golding? But wait till you’ve seen my...come...this way...’

				The relationship crisis averted, Lady Hertford winked boldly at Annemarie as the Prince led them through the double doors, easily diverting the fickle royal attention towards safer matters. Into the Crimson Drawing Room and the tent-like Circular Room—‘I simply adore tents, don’t you, Lady Golding?’—and on into the Bow Room with its overpowering scarlet-flock wallpaper.

				She fed him with questions, some of them searching, about his passion for art and his quest for more and more effective display, his answers revealing that this was a way for him to find a purpose in his life after being denied any of the responsibilities that went with his royal position. Beneath the ostentation and excess, she recognised his need to be admired and approved, like a child needing the comfort of toys in lieu of love. She saw how close he came to tears when he admitted how little he was enjoying the costly celebrations and how he recalled her smile in the park. Any thoughts she might have retained about embarrassing him further were dismissed as unworthy, a petty, pointless revenge on a man who had lost his way. Verne had been right about not bringing the jewels. Daily, one way or another, the Prince was being humiliated by his own misplaced cravings and, not knowing how else to deal with it, unable to accept advice, was trying to ignore what other men would have confronted, consoling himself instead with his own ideas of gratification.

				Contributing what she could to the conversation, Annemarie was surprised how much she understood that she’d not expected to, or even wanted to. Was she not doing something very similar on a smaller scale? Was she not deriving comfort and fulfilment from spending someone else’s money on her own surroundings? And had she not been trying to ignore her conscience and her heart’s messages only to inflict some pain on the man who was willing to support her, for whatever reason? Did the reason matter any more? And would this be any different, in essence, from the Prince’s shunning of Lady Emma Hamilton, whom he’d professed to love?

				Had she, too, lost her way?

				* * *

				‘I cannot admire him, no,’ she said to Verne as they returned to Curzon Street, ‘but I think I’m beginning to understand him a little more. And there are even some things I could get to like, although his blinkered attitude to spending isn’t one of them. That, by the way, is something you and I may have to discuss.’

				‘The Prince’s spending?’

				‘No, my lord. Mine. Ours.’

				‘You have not heard me grumble. Yet,’ he said, softly.

				‘We shall not be reaching that point.’

				‘Then let’s leave it till after the weekend, shall we? Lady Hertford has invited us up to Ragley Hall.’

				‘Oh dear. When? Surely not this weekend?’

				‘I’m afraid so. Hert has some purchases he wants me to see.’

				‘Cannot it wait? The house is barely furnished. And before you tell me again that this was all part of the bargain, allow me to point out that things are already tilting rather heavily in your favour. Two days shopping and a fleeting visit to the theatre are hardly going to help me much, are they?’

				‘Get used to it, Annemarie,’ he said. ‘There will be times when both of us are obliged to help the other out, with some inconvenience. It can hardly be otherwise, can it? You accepted the terms and just now you made me proud. Surely you’re not going to balk at the second hurdle, are you?’

				Goose-bumps began to creep along her arms. ‘I made you proud? Did I ?’

				‘Very. Did you not notice how many times the Prince’s Private Secretary came in to remind him of his next appointment? He was a good hour late, thanks to you. I’ve rarely seen him engrossed for so long. Even Isabella noticed it.’

				‘Was she annoyed?’

				‘Not at all. She wants the pleasure of your company. So did his Highness. Is that not worth the loss of a day or two of putting your house in order?’

				‘Yes, of course. I’m sorry. I shall not grumble again.’

				‘Come over here, woman.’ His hand supported her across the swaying carriage, tucking her arm into the loop of his own, snuggling her close. ‘I know how much it means to you to have everything looking as you want it, but there’s plenty of time, sweetheart. And the fleeting visit to the theatre, I might remind you, was your doing, not mine. Although I didn’t particularly want to watch Keane as Shylock. Posturing dandyprat!’

				She lay her head on his shoulder, smiling at the way he’d already turned her annoyance and selfishness around. Even the Prince Regent shared his pleasures with duty. ‘I think I quite enjoyed it,’ she said.

				‘But we didn’t see—’

				‘No, not Keane. My conversation with the Prince. He’s very well informed, isn’t he? And intelligent. And a good conversationalist.’

				‘That’s why I enjoy working for him.’

				‘And not a word about the bureau, either.’

				‘I told you, he’s forgotten all about it.’

				Annemarie had not fully appreciated, even though Verne had once mentioned it to her, how closely he and Lord Hertford worked together on the Prince Regent’s art collection. Nor had she quite realised the extent to which she might become involved when he’d said he needed a knowledgeable lady to accompany him on social and business occasions. Mistakenly, she had assumed that the socialising would inevitably be of use to her in her search for her mother, which a weekend at Ragley Hall in Warwickshire clearly would not. It was time she could not afford, though she was happy enough to reacquaint herself with Lady Hertford, who had been one of her mama’s closest friends.

				On the surface, the two of them had had little in common except the favour of the Prince Regent and the resulting place in high society. But Lady Hertford had never been as well liked, thought by many to have too much influence, too overbearing, too wealthy, too virtuous and moralising, and when it became known that she regularly read from the Bible to her royal friend, there were those who thought it hilarious rather than beneficial. But after speaking with him that day, Annemarie had been given a glimpse of his literary tastes and saw no reason why he would reject what the Bible had to offer.

				So while the forthcoming visit to the Hertfords’ country seat was sure to be a time-consuming inconvenience, Annemarie hoped that the reconnection with her mama’s former friend might yield some useful information. Apart from which, the unexpected pleasure she had begun to derive from humouring her lover seemed to outweigh any disruption to her own plans.

				* * *

				Preparations for the first family dinner at Curzon Street were in full swing by the time they returned, the competent staff being as eager to display their expertise as Annemarie was to impress. Missing details were hardly noticed by the guests when food provided every kind of tempting delicacy which the aged and conservative cook at Montague Street rarely served. Venison pasties and potted pigeon, roast duckling with oranges, artichokes with young potatoes, stuffed mushrooms with anchovy sauce and collops of hare, the latter especially for Lord Benistone. He had dressed formally for the occasion, and Annemarie was not the only one to remark how sprightly and neat he looked. Nor was she the only one to notice her sister Marguerite’s unusual quietness. ‘What’s the matter with her?’ she whispered to Cecily. ‘Is she unwell? Has she been overdoing things?’

				‘She’s been quiet since mid-day. Did she thank you for the shoes?’

				‘Yes, but only when I asked her if she liked them. Is she still upset by the theatre fiasco, do you think?’

				‘I cannot think so, dear. Not unduly. Perhaps Oriel will know.’

				But Oriel did not know and was only able to suggest that Marguerite might have preferred to be out with her friends that evening. On the other hand, her lack of appetite might mean she was coming down with something.

				* * *

				It was past midnight when coaches were summoned and when Cecily, Oriel, and Colonel Harrow, not wishing to keep Marguerite up any longer, were the first to set off for Park Lane. As they were waved away into the night, Lord Benistone was handed a folded piece of paper by the youngest footmen who had discovered it under Miss Marguerite’s chair and who was about to take it straight to his mistress. But, since Lord Benistone took it from him before he could do so, he had no choice in the matter. ‘I’ll see she gets it in the morning,’ said his lordship, tucking it into the pocket of his coat. ‘Goodnight, m’dear,’ he said to his daughter, kissing her cheek. ‘Wonderful evening. Thank you. And you too, Verne. Splendid. Quite splendid. Hope the visit to Hertford’s place goes well tomorrow. Let me know what he’s got, won’t you? It’s sure to be top-drawer, though I’ve never approved of the man himself. Still, he’s a friend of yours so I’ll keep my mouth buttoned, but just keep my daughter out of his reach, mind. That’s a good fellow.’

				Verne was quick to reassure him. ‘She’ll be well protected, my lord.’

				‘Yes, of course she will. Didn’t mean.... Oh well, goodnight to you both.’

				* * *

				Halfway down the street, however, the notion that it was not only Annemarie who might require protection, but Marguerite also, had made Lord Benistone call out of the window to his coachman to change direction. Consequently, he arrived at his cousin’s address on Park Lane only moments after Marguerite’s hasty departure to her room.

				* * *

				Smiling at her father’s concern, Annemarie and Verne turned towards the staircase. ‘And how exactly are you going to keep me from the clutches of the Marquess of Hertford, my lord, if he’s quite determined to have his wicked way with me?’ she said. ‘Better women than me have found him irresistible, I believe.’

				‘Do you know,’ said Verne, taking her elbow to propel her up to the first step, ‘that for a woman of your obvious resistance to men, your mind takes on the most astonishing reversals from time to time. Here am I, chasing you all over the place and turning somersaults to gain a smattering of your interest, and yet all it might have taken would be a reputation like Hertford’s and a head of hair like a bunch of carrots. I can see I’ve been going about it in quite the wrong way. Where did I fail?’

				‘Well,’ she said, allowing the propelling to continue, ‘not with the hair, anyway. There’s nothing wrong with the silver streak. I find it intriguing. Nothing much wrong with the reputation, either. The fact that it’s not quite as celebrated as Lord Hertford’s is probably because he’s had a twenty-year headstart on you. He has a son, too, doesn’t he? A very wicked son.’

				‘So he does, my lady. He also has...well...shall we say...others? Could that be an added attraction, perhaps? That he’s proved his virility so many times? Alas, I have nothing in that department to boast of. Yet.’

				‘Then perhaps that’s because you have not applied yourself to the task with the same enthusiasm, my lord. Talking about it is one thing, but there’s nothing so convincing as practice, I always think. Would you not agree?’ Held close by Verne’s hand beneath her arm, she paused with him on the angle of the staircase, sure that she would not be allowed to get away with such blatant provocation.

				‘I could not agree more, Lady Golding. But are you telling me that your mind has been travelling along these lines throughout the evening while I, and probably our guests, too, believed it to be dwelling on chaste matters such as the exorbitant price of Mr Wedgwood’s latest dinner service?’

				She took hold of his ear to caress it and to touch the soft wave of hair she had wanted to slide through her fingers so many times while talking of mundane things. ‘I think I’m telling you, Lord Verne, that my mind has been travelling in this direction for most of the day. I watched your mouth as it ate and wished it was on me. I watched your hands and wanted them on me, too. Rapturously exploring. I wanted your attention. All of it. Your smiles and your husky laughter. I wanted your head in my arms, against my breast...’ She gasped as the image made her voice falter, catching at her lungs. ‘And...oh...Jacques...I don’t know what...what I shall do without...without...you.’

				On the shadowy staircase, he took her face tenderly between his hands and looked deeply into her brimming eyes. ‘What is this, sweetheart? What’s all this doing without me? Why? When are you going to do without me? We’ve only just started out. And if I’d been able to read your mind better, I’d have carried you upstairs in the middle of dinner. Our guests would have understood and, if they didn’t, well, no matter. By the third time they might have begun to.’

				‘Oh, Jacques...really!’

				‘So what’s brought all this on? Eh? This is strange talk.’

				Between his hands her head shook in denial. ‘I don’t know,’ she whispered. ‘Just a feeling that...oh...it cannot last. Things don’t last long with me, Jacques. I cannot expect this to, either. I’m too happy. And I’m afraid that the more I want you, the sooner you’ll leave me.’

				‘Oh, no, sweetheart. Oh, no. You’ve got that bit wrong. I’m not going anywhere and, what’s more, these premonitions you have about our future are based on bad experiences and best ignored. If you’ve been thinking I’d forgotten about our search for Lady Benistone, I haven’t. Everywhere I go I’m looking and listening, picking up information just as I do on the Prince’s business. I have contacts everywhere. We shall find her. As for Hertford, we’ve been friends for years and he knows better than to make advances to any woman in my protection. Now, where were we? Oh, yes, I remember.’ Swiftly, before she could reply, his arm was beneath her knees and she was being tilted backwards to see the plasterwork ceiling pass above her at a crazy angle and she was carried up to her room, warmed by the evening sun.

				Heartened by Annemarie’s untypical declaration, but also concerned by her misgivings, Verne was even more responsive than usual to her desperate need of reassurance, undressing her slowly while showering her with glowing words of praise, the sincerity of which she had no reason to question. And just think, he told her, what he might have missed if that white statue in her father’s hall had not chosen to move that day.

				But Annemarie scarcely heard the last of the frivolity for by then, bathing in the luxury of compliments, she urged him on to more daring explorations, opening herself to him as if words had been the key. Ignited by his bold hands, her fires blazed and demanded all his energies to stoke them until, feeling the scorching heat of her desire, he plunged into her at last, lifting them both to another level of bliss. There, for what seemed like a small ecstatic capsule of timelessness, no other world existed. Using all his self-control, he tried to make it last as she pleaded with him to do, but his desire was as great as hers and would not be held back. Too soon, the capsule shattered, whirling them through a rapturous void where time stopped again, and flew, and suffused them with a numbing, welcome exhaustion. Arms gathered, bodies nestled and nothing was said except, ‘Oh...love!’ by Annemarie in half-sleep.

				Verne smiled across the tumble of her hair, elated to have been the one to hear the word no other man had heard from her, even though she might not have been aware that she’d said it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				‘Elmer, dear,’ said Cecily, turning in surprise at her cousin’s unexpected appearance. ‘Have you come for a nightcap?’

				Lord Benistone removed the folded note from his pocket. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ve brought this to show you. Found under Marguerite’s chair. Once she realises it’s missing she’ll be more blue-devilled than she was before, I expect.’

				‘Why ever should she be? Have you read it?’

				‘Not yet. But what’s she doing getting letters, Cecily? Did you know about it?’

				‘She is almost seventeen, dear,’ said Cecily, leading him into the dimly lit drawing room where Oriel and Colonel Harrow were alerted by the sound of his voice. ‘She’s not tied to my apron strings any more than she is to yours.’

				‘That’s been one of the problems. D’ye want to read it?’

				‘Marguerite’s personal correspondence, Father?’ said Oriel. ‘Ought you to?’

				‘If it’s making her miserable, then, yes, I ought,’ said her father, seating himself in the fireside wing-chair and shaking the note open.

				‘Might you not be coming too hastily to conclusions, my lord?’ said Colonel Harrow, in a belated attempt to salvage Marguerite’s privacy. But it came too late.

				There was an uncomfortable silence as Lord Benistone began to read, though he could not finish it before his hand began to shake uncontrollably, and the crumpled paper was lowered hastily to his knee. ‘It’s...it’s from him!’ he whispered. ‘That...that cowardly...wretch! Tch!’

				‘Who, Father?’

				On his feet in an instant, Colonel Harrow removed the offending note that shook like a leaf in the elderly man’s hand, transferring it to Cecily who was able to verify what they already suspected. ‘Mytchett!’ she said, unsteadily. ‘What on earth is he doing writing to Marguerite?’

				‘And what is she up to,’ Lord Benistone snapped, ‘I wonder? Perhaps you should read it out loud, Cecily, and then we might have an answer.’

				Cecily could not, however, quite bring herself to read it word for word, but gave them the sense of it from the most relevant phrases. ‘He wants her to meet him, Elmer.’

				‘I’ll bet he does! Over my dead body.’

				‘Yes, tomorrow night, Vauxhall Gardens, the firework display, if she wants...oh!...to see her mama...he’ll take her...’

				‘Where?’

				‘Doesn’t say. Eleven o’clock. But we know the man to be such a liar!’

				A sharp cry from the doorway heralded a whirlwind of white muslin as Marguerite flung herself at Cecily, snatching the note out of her hand with a howl of distress. ‘No...no! You should not have done that, Cecily. You of all people. This is private! How could you? Oh....this is too bad.’

				But Oriel caught her sobbing sister before she could escape, holding her in a tight embrace as Colonel Harrow closed the door. ‘Hush, dearest. Hush. You cannot keep this to yourself. We’re responsible for your safety, love, and that dreadful man cannot mean a word he says. How could you ever have thought so after what happened to Annemarie? He’s a fiend. You know he is.’

				Until she was seated between Oriel and Cecily with their tender hands to soothe her, Marguerite’s loud sobs drowned out much of her explanation. At last it became clear. ‘I wanted to be the one to bring Mama back. You all think...’ Her pretty features were contorted with anguish as she struggled to express her intentions in the face of what she perceived to be a wall of disapproval.

				Cecily coaxed it out of her. ‘What, love? What do we think? Come on, you can tell us. This is serious. Won’t you share it with us?’

				‘That I haven’t cared...about Mama...not being here...and I have...and I keep doing the wrong things...without knowing why...or what...and I do care so much.’

				‘Of course we know you care, silly girl,’ came the irritated response from her father, ignoring the others’ frowns.

				Oriel would not let it pass. ‘Father,’ she said, sternly, ‘if you could bring yourself to think of Marguerite as a young lady instead of a silly girl, it might help matters. You may not fully understand why she feels as she does, but Cecily and I can see why she is anxious to make a personal contribution, even by putting herself in danger to do it. Her motives are commendable, even though rather rash. Marguerite, how did you come by this letter?’

				‘It was delivered by hand this morning, while you were out. I don’t know who by. I haven’t spoken to the man, or even seen him. That’s the truth, Oriel.’

				‘We believe you, love,’ said Cecily. ‘So how did he...?’

				‘If you read the rest, you’ll see he was at the theatre when we were there and he saw Annemarie with Lord Verne, so he knows she’s back in society again. He saw me there, too.’

				‘So he writes to you?’

				‘Well, he wouldn’t write to her, would he? Or to Father. So he’s asked me to meet him tomorrow at the fireworks because he’s assuming I’ll be there. He promises to take me to Mama. He must know where she is.’

				‘And you believe him? A man of his sort?’

				As her good intentions shattered before her eyes, Marguerite’s sobs burst out once more and were controlled only with some difficulty. ‘What choice is there?’ she howled. ‘I want her back! I don’t care how.’

				‘Yes, dearest,’ Cecily said. ‘No wonder you’ve been out of sorts all day with this on your mind. Have you replied to him?’

				‘I couldn’t, there’s no address to reply to. I suppose he thinks...’

				‘You’ll swallow his silly story,’ said Lord Benistone. ‘Listen to me, Marguerite. When a scoundrel behaves the way he’s done, he forfeits all rights to be believed. If he knows where Mama is, which I doubt, he’d have sent a letter to me direct. But this is all about a ransom. It’s all about money, m’dear. It must have always been about money, right from the start.’

				‘I thought I might be the one to bring her back, Papa.’

				‘Well then, since I must now begin to regard my little girl as a young lady, I think you ought to be the one to meet him, too.’

				‘Elmer!’ Cecily cried. ‘What are you saying?’

				‘I’m saying, Cec, that Marguerite can keep the rendezvous.’

				‘Not alone, surely?’

				‘Of course not alone. We’ll all go.’

				‘May I come too, my lord?’ said Colonel Harrow. ‘I can make myself useful.’

				Lord Benistone eased himself out of the chair as if everything was settled. ‘Certainly, William. You’re family now.’

				Cecily had hardly recovered from the shock. ‘What about Annemarie and Lord Verne? Shouldn’t they know about this?’

				‘Indeed not, Cecily. They’re off to Warwickshire tomorrow. What’s the point of upsetting her when there’s no need? We can handle this on our own. Anyway, this is Marguerite’s concern, is it not, young lady?’

				‘Yes, Papa. Thank you.’

				‘Then we’ll thrash out the details tomorrow. No more tears now.’

				‘Elmer,’ said Cecily, when Marguerite had left them, ‘ought you to be doing this?’

				‘Yes, Cec. I ought. I know exactly what the bastard’s about and I’ve been waiting for a chance to get at him for a year. If it’s fireworks he wants, that’s what he’ll get.’

				* * *

				The reputation of Vauxhall Gardens as a safe place to spend an evening had suffered in recent years and now, although there were still many attractions to be enjoyed, a rowdy element often spoiled the peace, the music and especially the drinking. For this reason, and also because of the extra thousands expected to turn up for the spectacle of a firework display, neither Cecily nor Lord Benistone had wanted Marguerite to go. He had relented when Oriel and Colonel Harrow had offered to stay by her side all evening. Revised plans now augmented her original escort to include Cecily, Lord Benistone, and no less than three of his lordship’s burly assistants more used to handling bodies of marble and stone than living ones. Packed into two coaches, they set off through dense crowds towards Vauxhall, the horses being forced to a standstill many times before they reached the gates.

				Once out of the coaches, however, they had to shout to make themselves heard above the racket. ‘This is impossible,’ Oriel yelled, clinging to Colonel Harrow’s arm. ‘We shall be trampled to death. How shall we ever find him?’

				‘He mentioned Milton’s statue,’ her fiancé replied, ‘over on the Rural Downs overlooking the river. Perhaps it’ll be less of a crush over there.’

				Jostling, dodging and surging on a tide of shouting people, they made slow progress through the mass of revellers along the tree-lined avenues, passing temples and rotundas, pavilions, picture galleries and booths selling gifts, all brilliantly lit by festoons of coloured gas-lamps. Dance floors bounced in time to the crash of orchestras, the aroma of food from the intimate supper boxes around the sides mingling with the sour stench of sweating bodies and spilt ale.

				Cecily grumbled about having to buy expensive tickets to meet a villain like Mytchett. It was not, she said, her idea of a bargain, and why could he not have met Marguerite in a more civilised venue?

				‘It’s the crowds who’ll cover his tracks,’ shouted Lord Benistone. ‘If he saw her with a crowd of her friends at the theatre, he’ll assume she’ll be with them here, too, with no one to take care of her properly. Keep her close, Cecily. Don’t let her out of your grasp.’

				There was no chance of that. Marguerite had wanted to come with only Oriel and Colonel Harrow as chaperons, but had had no conception of the potential danger from the rowdies who, like packs of hounds, bayed their way through the alleys and gardens, scattering families on all sides. Having been allowed to take a lead part in the plan, she was determined to be the one to find Mytchett amongst so many, though by now she could no longer believe that he would lead her directly to her mother. She stayed close, hemmed in by the solid black defence of the three bodyguards, her eyes darting and blinking at the mirrored reflections on all sides.

				Past the large orchestra and sparkling fountain, they eventually managed to reach the Rural Downs, an open area of wild garden with the river in the background where grottos, caves, waterfalls and marble statues had been erected between dark conifers to represent an idyllic countryside. ‘Keep your eyes peeled,’ Lord Benistone told them. ‘The fireworks are due to start soon and that’s when he’ll appear, when everyone’s attention is diverted. Marguerite, he’ll only be looking for you, not us. You go towards him, but not too close. We shall surround him. Cecily, you and Oriel stay beside this tree with William.’

				Still muttering, Cecily thought the chances of finding Mytchett in this throng must be slender indeed, but she had not reckoned on Marguerite’s doggedness. ‘There!’ she cried, grabbing her father’s arm. ‘Look, Papa! There, by Milton’s statue. He’s leaning on it. See?’

				‘Are you sure? Is that him? I can’t make out his face.’

				Marguerite was convinced. ‘Yes, I am sure. I’m going...no...let me go. I’m going to speak to him.’ Before her father could change his mind about her safety, she pushed herself forwards into the crowd towards the lounging figure whose dark-grey coat blended perfectly with the leaden statue, a camouflage that surely could not have been accidental. At that same moment, an ear-splitting scream of fireworks burst into the night sky from a tower erected at the far end of the field. Accompanied by squeals from the crowd and a seemingly orchestrated lifting of heads, the first rocket exploded, effectively redirecting all attention from below to above. The crowds came to an awe-inspired standstill.

				Fearlessly, Marguerite stood her ground with only a few yards between them, confronting the young man before he could do more than push himself upright to meet her. ‘No!’ she yelled at him. ‘Don’t come any nearer. Just tell me...where is Mama?’

				One could see the attraction, even in such an unlikely situation: tall and well proportioned, the pleasing flash of white teeth as he recognised her, the confident tilt of his head where a grey beaver sat respectably straight on fair wavy hair. The smooth voice was the same too, silky and calming, the voice with which he’d charmed Annemarie. ‘Miss Marguerite,’ he called, holding out a hand towards her, already expecting too much. ‘I’ll take you to her. I know how she’s missed you. Come. You did well to get here on time. Where are your friends? Gave them the slip, did you?’

				The whoops and squeals of excitement rose and fell around them, but Marguerite’s attention remained firmly on her mission. ‘Stay there! Tell me where she is. Give me her address. We... I can find her,’ she called.

				Mytchett’s eyes darted from side to side, searching the crowd. ‘We? Who’ve you brought with you? Come with me, quickly! I’ll take you there,’ he persisted, pushing towards her, reaching out for a hand, an elbow. Anything. There was now a tone of desperation in his voice.

				But a steel hand darted out of the crowd to grasp Mychett’s own elbow, swinging him round with a force that took him unawares. Thinking it was some hooligan, he shook himself angrily, bouncing off nearby revellers. At the same time, Marguerite was aware of the bulky presence of her father’s man beside her, offering her his arm. ‘Better come back now, Miss Benistone. His lordship will deal with this,’ he said. ‘Let’s leave it to him. See, he’s not alone.’

				Peering through the crowd, she saw that her father’s other two men had placed themselves on each side of Mytchett, preventing his escape, and that her father had come face to face, at last, with the man who had blighted their lives for a year. In the circumstances, it would have been unrealistic to expect Lord Benistone to retain his usual composure after so long struggling to accept his wife’s absence. Now the sight of Mytchett and the sound of his seductive offer to Marguerite ignited some kind of primitive response in the elderly man that no one had encountered for years.

				‘Where is she?’ The sound of his bull-like bellow could be heard above the yells of the crowd, turning heads in surprise, holding their attention at the enticing possibility of a brawl. Especially one between toffs.

				Mytchett appeared to shrink with the shock. ‘I...I...er...don’t know, my lord,’ he shouted, though his words hardly mattered. ‘I wanted...er...to...’

				‘Yes, you vile turd, you thought it was time to get your filthy hands on my youngest daughter, didn’t you? Not satisfied with the damage you’ve done, you thought you’d fleece me for a few grand, didn’t you? Eh? How much were you going to hold her for? Ten grand? Twenty? Well?’

				Totally unprepared for this verbal assault, Mytchett tried to back away from the furiously aggressive lord. ‘No...no, sir. My lord, I can explain.’ But his retreat was prevented by the two solid Benistone men and also by a deepening audience whose interest had begun to grow and even to take the side of the white-haired man whose courage they admired. Oblivious to the loud explosions and the flood of light from overhead, they closed in, shouting encouragement.

				They were not, however, ready for Lord Benistone’s response to Mytchett’s whining denial, which was to catch the long thin horse-whip thrown to him by one of his henchmen and to crack it expertly across the space between them. Even Cecily had forgotten what a dashing young horseman he had once been. Then, far too suddenly for Mytchett to see it coming, he brought the lash down across the man’s face with a wicked crack that made him scream, drawing a line of blood from brow to chin. Bending double, he covered the wound with his hands.

				Marguerite’s escort became more insistent. ‘Come, Miss Benistone, please. Come away to your sister. This is not going to be pretty.’ Firmly, he moved her back to the tree where Cecily tried to shield her from the scene.

				‘He ought not to have allowed her to come,’ she said crossly to Oriel. ‘This is not the kind of thing a young girl ought to see.’

				‘She’s a woman now, Cecily dear,’ said Oriel. ‘She may as well know that this is what happens. Father knew what he was doing.’

				‘I cannot approve, all the same.’

				Nevertheless, approving or not, the five of them watched as his lordship raised the cruel whip again to bring the lash accurately across Mytchett’s bent back, his legs, arms and head. Held back by the two Benistone men and the cheering crowd, he could only double over to protect himself from the punishing cut that made ribbons of his coat and covered his face and hands with blood. Howling with pain, he barged blindly about trying to evade the next blow until Colonel Harrow came forwards to grasp Lord Benistone’s wrist. ‘Enough, my lord! Enough.... Please, no more. He’s got the message and you’re tiring. Here, allow me to take this.’ Turning him away, Colonel Harrow supported him through the onlookers and back to his group, none of whom paid any further attention to the ensuing plight of Sir Lionel Mytchett.

				The excitable crowd had not had enough. Blood had been drawn and they wanted more. Howling and hooting, they leapt after the terrified man who staggered through the throng, hoping to disappear. But, blinded and half-fainting with pain, he headed for the bright reflections of fireworks on the surface of the River Thames, lurching down its precipitous bank with a sickening thud into the stinging coldness that numbed his senses and rolled him like a weed into its strong night current. Still not satisfied, the mob followed with yelps of blood lust, splashing and churning the water and scattering a kaleidoscope of exploding colours into the deep-black satin depths. Then, when they could neither reach nor see anything of their prey, they waded back to the bank, laughing at the fun and the applause as the river’s surface broke for one last time, gurgling and smoothing like streamers of coloured silk.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				By the time they arrived at Ragley Hall, Annemarie was sufficiently briefed to know what to expect from the seriously wealthy Hertfords. The Marchioness came down the wide stone steps in a froth of mauve chiffon and satin that stopped on the very low neckline, her free hand waving her greetings well before the carriage had rocked to a standstill. Bewigged and liveried, the footman opened the door and let down the folding steps in front of a mansion considerably larger than Carlton House, and grander. Annemarie was no stranger to grandeur and opulence, but this ancestral home was one of the most magnificent she’d ever seen, built to reflect the family’s position in society. If Annemarie had wondered what common ground there could possibly be between Lady Hertford and her badly behaved husband, she soon saw that, while he knew what treasures to buy, she knew exactly how to display them to advantage without turning the place into a museum.

				The Marquess was not far behind his wife, older than her by some fifteen years yet stylish and sprightly and still the proud owner of a fuzz of brick-red hair and profuse side-whiskers that showed no sign of greying. Ostentation and excess in all their forms came more naturally to him than restraint, and certainly earned him more countenance than he might otherwise have had, not being a particularly handsome man. To make up for this, he had the most charming manner.

				‘So this is what it takes to get you here, Verne,’ he said quite seriously. ‘If only I’d known.’ As if to put Annemarie at her ease after the scolding, he turned a twinkling smile upon her, sharing the joke. ‘My lady,’ he said, taking her hand, ‘I can now see why he waited so long. A very discriminating man, our friend Jacques. Now I forgive him.’

				No ordinary welcome could have pleased her more. He was, as Verne had told her, actually a very likeable fellow. The unsavoury and very disparaging remarks her father had occasionally let fall about the Marquess’s adulterous escapades wandered through her mind as they were led into the Great Hall, yet her recent meeting with the Prince Regent had taught her, if anything, that she would do well to reserve her judgement of people’s characters.

				The motherly Lady Hertford linked her arm through hers. ‘It’s been a long journey for you, my dear. You must be tired. I’ll take you straight up to your room and have some refreshments sent up. Your maid arrived last night with Jacques’s valet, so all will be ready for you. We usually eat at seven. Plenty of time to relax.’

				To their delight, they had been given adjoining rooms connected by a door, an acknowledgement of their relationship that Verne had assured her would cause not the slightest lift of an eyebrow amongst the Hertfords. Yet it had been very late that night when they made good use of the convenience after hours that passed too quickly in talk and being shown art treasures which, they were told, were only a fraction of what the house contained. Wrapped in each others’ arms, she and Verne had slept between monogrammed silk sheets under a pale yellow canopy embroidered with buttercups, dandelions and daffodils, waking only once in the early hours to make love and then to sleep again until Evie had drawn the curtains.

				* * *

				The tall sash windows looked out across endless views of landscaped parkland that rolled away from the house over lawns, lakes and carefully placed trees into the morning haze of Warwickshire. Verne threw up the window-pane and placed an arm around Annemarie’s shoulders. ‘Would you like to go riding this morning? Hart has a well-stocked stable. I expect he’ll—’ He stopped, glancing at Annemarie’s expression. ‘What? What is it?’

				‘Over there...there...by that clump of trees. On horseback. See?’

				‘Yes, it looks as if Hert is already out there.’

				‘With a woman, Jacques. And it’s not Lady Hertford, either. They didn’t say they had another guest staying. Surely he doesn’t have a mistress here, does he? Lady Hertford would not allow that.’

				‘Out of the question,’ said Verne, turning her away. ‘Let’s get dressed and go down to breakfast. I’m hungry.’

				Annemarie was reluctant to move. ‘Yes, but who is she?’

				‘We’ll find out soon enough. We’ll join them when we’ve eaten.’ He disappeared into his room and closed the door, leaving her with the impression that he knew who the guest was, but would not say.

				‘Do you know who she is, Evie?’

				‘No, m’lady. I haven’t seen anyone else. No maid, either.’

				‘Strange.’

				* * *

				After breakfast, at which their hostess was not present, they rode with Lord Hertford on thoroughbred horses through the parkland, during which Annemarie broached the subject of guests in the hope that her host would elaborate. But he was as evasive as Verne, saying only that the lady was recovering from a slight indisposition and preferred to avoid company, and that they might meet her later on, if she was willing. With that, Annemarie had to be satisfied, and tried to put it out of her mind during their tour of the vast house and the family portraits by Sir Joshua Reynolds.

				* * *

				In the evening, after a memorable dinner and excellent conversation, Lady Hertford and Annemarie left the men to their port while they took tea in the drawing room, browsing through scrapbooks and several ancient account books belonging to the estate in its earliest days. Annemarie had not quite reached that level of familiarity that permitted her to ask, point-blank, about the extra unseen guest, so she was relieved when the Marchioness tugged at the bell-pull, whispered to the footman and told Annemarie that she had requested her other guest to join them, at last. ‘You may be surprised to see her here,’ she said, unaware of how much she understated the case after Annemarie’s year of anguish.

				The door opened to allow a tall graceful woman to enter, her bearing so elegant and poised that, even though she had once been more shapely than this, her identity was impossible to mistake. ‘Lady Benistone, m’lady,’ said the footman, bowing out.

				In retrospect, Annemarie thought, it might have been kinder if she’d been given some warning, or an option on where and how best to meet. Suddenly, like this, not only had her mind to adjust to the shock of seeing her mother after a whole year of absence and such a traumatic parting, but also to the change in the one she had last seen as a beauty in the full flower of maturity, rounded and luscious and brimming with good health. The woman was the same, and the beauty too, but now it filtered through months of grief and desperate worry, thinning her down to a shadow, saddening her lovely eyes and pinching her cheeks.

				She was hesitant, unsure of her reception, fearful of instant rejection. Her soft voice reflected her anxiety. ‘Annemarie,’ she said. ‘Dearest...oh, dearest!’ Holding out her arms, she pleaded for physical comfort and prayed that her daughter, at least for a moment or two, would grant it her.

				With a cry, Annemarie was on her feet, her face drained of all colour. ‘Mama...Mama!’ she whispered. ‘It is you. Tell me I’m not dreaming.’

				‘It’s me, love. Forgive me. Hold me...oh, hold me.’

				It was only a few steps into the motherly arms Annemarie had longed for, even while she had struggled to understand the treachery, the abandonment and the lack of communication: a year’s worth of anger and misery which, in these last few weeks, had changed to a greater need to know that Mama was safe and well. And now, that seemed not to be enough. In her arms, she wanted explanations that would justify her terrible period of pain. She wanted to know of Mama’s sufferings, too, for it was obvious that she had suffered, and to make her aware of the damage she had done for the sake of one mad Season of lust, excitement and a younger man’s admiration. That was what it was all about, wasn’t it? His admiration and her remaining power to attract a man away from a younger woman. And now, Mama was in the protection of an older man, a hardened womaniser whose misdemeanours, in Annemarie’s mind, all at once took precedence over his attributes. How could Mama have stooped so low? Again.

				Annemarie clung and sobbed, her face buried in the long neck that still gave off the familiar perfume of a rose garden. ‘Why?’ she cried. ‘Why did you?’

				Gently stroking her daughter’s back, Lady Benistone hardly knew where to start. ‘It’s a long story, my darling. It’s not at all what you think.’

				‘What am I supposed to think, Mama, when you’re here with...?’ She could hardly say what she meant with Lady Hertford standing by.

				‘Hush, love. Don’t weep. Please don’t weep any more. I can tell you everything, then you may begin to understand better. But will you tell me about my dear ones...the girls...and Papa? Are they well? I long for news of them. Shall we sit and talk?’

				She could not deny her mother this, although there was a side of her, the hurt side, that questioned whether this concern was truly genuine or whether it had emerged through a recent conscience. Lady Hertford must have suspected Annemarie’s cynicism. ‘That would be a good start, my dears,’ she said, laying a kindly hand on the young shoulder. ‘I’ve told your mama all I know, but that’s not a great deal. She needs to hear it from you. Be kind to her. She’s had a hard time. Perhaps I ought to have warned you.’

				So they sat close together, holding both hands and sharing a small handkerchief as names wove in and out, not happily, but forlorn, puzzled and cast adrift, with Father going through some kind of inexplicable change rather like an adolescent in love. When she added, with conviction, that he needed his wife back, Lady Benistone’s tears flowed faster. ‘I cannot,’ she cried, shaking her head. ‘Don’t you see? I can never return, Annemarie.’

				‘Why not? Is it the state of the house? It still upsets you?’

				‘No...oh, no! Not that. I’d go back to live anywhere with Papa, if I dared. But after what’s happened, how could I ever face him? I am quite disgraced now. I’ve dragged my lord’s name through the mud and made all society pity him. And my family, too. He’s always been so very good to me. How can I return now, as if nothing had happened?’

				The questions were left unanswered, interrupted by the return of the men, neither of them disconcerted to find three tear-streaked faces. Being a stickler for etiquette, the Marquess insisted on introducing Lord Verne to Lady Benistone, who could not otherwise have acknowledged him. Her apologies for her appearance at such a time were immediately set aside by Verne’s delight at meeting the mother of his mistress, and if she was rather puzzled when he said that this moment fulfilled an ambition of his, she did not pursue it when there were more pressing questions to be asked.

				Annemarie kept up the pressure, still certain that her mama must be rescued from Lord Hertford’s attentions as a matter of some priority, while not actually saying anything to insult her kind hosts. ‘Marguerite needs you, Mama,’ she said. ‘She’s sorely in need of your influence. Cecily has been a wonderful chaperon, but you know what Marguerite is like. So headstrong. And dear Oriel won’t set a date for her wedding until things are back to normal once more. You must put aside your fears, Mama. Papa grieves for you. I can hardly bear it. He’s sold some of the collection to the British Museum recently, but he won’t tell us why. I’m wondering if he intends to sell the house.’

				With downcast eyes, Lady Benistone shook her head. ‘It’s not possible,’ she whispered. ‘Too much has happened. I cannot believe he’ll take me back.’

				Frowning, Annemarie glanced across at the Marquess, who sat totally relaxed in his deep wing chair, following the conversation with interest and showing no sign of responsibility for any distress. The man was inhuman, she thought, convinced of his guilt. Verne came to the rescue, bringing the sad exchange round to a point where explanations could replace imminent accusations. Taking Annemarie’s hand in his, he held it on his knee and gave a gentle squeeze to indicate his support. ‘Lady Benistone,’ he said, ‘I think it would help your daughter to know something of the circumstances surrounding your decision to leave your family. If you’d rather I left the room...?’

				‘No, Lord Verne, please don’t. I cannot tell you how grateful I am for your support of Annemarie. Isabella has told me what you’ve done for her and I think you all ought to know what happened and how.’

				‘I know what happened,’ said Annemarie. ‘I was there, Mama.’

				‘Yes,’ said Lord Verne, gently, ‘but there are usually two sides to a story. I think you should hear your mother’s version.’

				‘I’m sorry, Mama. Please go on.’

				To revive the memories of the incident she had tried hard to forget was so painful that there were moments when Lady Benistone had to stop to recover herself. She had known there would have to be explanations and that Annemarie would be hurt all over again, but the Hertfords, the lady’s maid and their doctor were the only ones who knew about the stillbirth of a son at eight months, for they had disguised the pregnancy well, and the resulting illness was explained as ‘a problem common to women of a certain age’. No one else, they said, needed to know and this part of the sorry story she would spare her daughter.

				Nevertheless, there was yet another shock in store for Annemarie, which her mother believed could come from no one but herself, concerning the reason why Mytchett was so eager to lay his hands on Annemarie’s legacy from her late husband in retaliation for leaving a mistress, his sister-in-law, and her child without a penny to live on. ‘You would have seen it in your husband’s will, dearest, if he ever intended to leave them anything,’ said her mother. ‘And he obviously wanted you never to find out.’

				‘Mytchett?’ said Annemarie, horrified. ‘Mrs Mytchett?’

				‘Sir Lionel’s brother’s widow. Cecily and I found it out.’

				‘Then why could you not have told me, Mama?’

				‘Just before Marguerite’s ball, dearest? How could I do that? I thought it was best for all the attention to be on your sister than on your distress over your late husband’s scandal. Could you have concealed it? I doubt it. I had to prevent Mytchett declaring himself somehow, for I know you’d have accepted him in the excitement of the moment, only to regret it later.’ To her credit, she did not add, as she could have done, that there would have been no need to take matters into her own hands if she could have obtained Elmer’s attention. At that time, they had almost stopped discussing anything and certainly nothing personal or domestic, although she had tried. ‘I thought I was doing the right thing,’ she whispered through her tears, ‘but I see now that my plan was flawed from the start. In the end, we were all hurt, weren’t we? Do forgive me. I’ve missed your papa and his funny ways so much and I’ve never stopped loving him.’

				The hairs on Annemarie’s arms prickled as her mother voiced the same unsound scheme of getting a man to commit and then leaving him, which she, too, had thought of in her secret heart, except that Verne was no villain and had done nothing to deserve such shabby treatment. Nor would it be money he’d be left without, but her love, newly found and unconditional, a far more precious and rare commodity. How strange that their strategy had been so similar, and stranger still that they were doomed to failure. The startling news of Sir Richard’s mistress had been a shock, but less than it might have been if their marriage had been as sweet as her relationship with Verne. That would have been unbearable. ‘Don’t weep, Mama,’ she said, weeping herself. ‘Please don’t weep. If only we’d known. Could you not have sent us a message?’

				‘I was ill for weeks, dearest, and terribly ashamed. I pleaded with Isabella not to say where I was until I’d had time to recover. I knew what you and papa would be thinking, that I didn’t care about my loved ones, that I’d wrecked Marguerite’s big day and that I’d stolen the man you loved.’

				‘I did not love him, Mama. I didn’t know what love was, then.’

				Lady Hertford intervened. ‘I wanted to let you know she was safe, my dear, but I had to respect her wishes. I knew there would come a time.’

				Lady Benistone looked fondly at her friend. ‘She and Francis have been Good Samaritans,’ she said. ‘I could not have been better cared for.’

				Annemarie’s spontaneous admission that she now knew what it felt like to be in love was received by Verne with something like jubilation. In one respect, he thought it was a pity that it had taken such heartache within a family to expose the direction of her gentle heart. But such was the way love appeared. ‘Lady Hertford,’ he said, ‘could you not assure Lady Benistone that her family would gladly receive her with open arms just as her daughter has done? You and Hart have showered her with kindness, nursed her back to health and brought her up here for safety. Mytchett can have no more interest in her now.’

				‘Lord Verne,’ said Lady Benistone, ‘I know you mean well, but I have stretched the generosity of my family too far. Too much time has passed for me to expect forgiveness from them. I’ve done too much damage by my foolishness. People talk. The scandal will take years to die down. As for thinking Sir Lionel will let matters rest where they are...well...he won’t. It’s a matter of pride. He’ll make a nuisance of himself and my darling lord must not be any further humiliated or harassed than he has been already. Ragley Hall is safe. London isn’t.’

				On the last point, Annemarie was obliged to agree. Both Ragley Hall and the Hertfords were safe. No longer could she assume that the Marquess had designs on her mama’s virtue. Sadly, she had been guilty of misjudging almost everyone involved in this heartbreaking episode. She had learned that her parents adored each other and that it had taken this to remind them of it.

				The talking continued far into the evening with so much to tell, so many misconceptions to untangle, so many hurts to salve. Eventually, when stifled yawns made conversation difficult to follow, they went their separate ways although, for Annemarie, too much had emerged for her to let go of it easily in soothing sleep. No sooner had Samson and Evie been dismissed than she began a series of questions that soon began to sound more like protests. ‘You knew about Mama being here, didn’t you? You knew before we set off. Lady Hertford told you, didn’t she, and she had promised Mama not to betray her confidence. You could have told me, to spare me the shock. Couldn’t you?’

				‘Lady Hertford,’ said Verne, lounging half-naked across the end of the bed, ‘promised not to tell your family. Well, she didn’t. She told me instead. And what would you have done if I’d told you beforehand? You’d have dashed straight round to your family and told them. Wouldn’t you?’

				‘Of course I would. They...’

				‘Which is exactly what Lady Benistone wanted to avoid. So.’ He ducked as a sandal hurtled towards his head.

				‘So don’t be so damned logical!’ she said crisply. ‘I can’t stand it when you’re logical at this time of the night. And I expect you knew about the mistress, too, didn’t you? Don’t prevaricate.’

				‘I was not going to prevaricate. I did know, yes.’ Turning the sandal over in his hands, he appeared not to be taking her question seriously enough. ‘Can’t imagine how you keep these things on your feet. It looks more like a—’

				‘I thought as much.’ The second sandal flew, was caught and held against the other. ‘And you might put those down when I’m talking to you.’

				Lazily, he placed them on the floor and then, without the slightest warning, swooped across the space and picked her up like a feather, falling back with her in his arms into the soft embrace of a very large easy chair. Trapping one of her arms behind him, he caught her other hand before she could use it as a lever. ‘All right, that’s enough, my beauty. You’re upset and angry, and you’re quite entitled to be. But not with me. Be still now!’

				Wearing only a fine silk nightgown, her loose hair half-covering her tear-stained face, she struggled against the indignity and the severity of his command, thinking that a sympathetic hearing would have been more welcome than reasoning, at this late hour. But she was held in an iron grip with tears of helplessness and relief rolling off the end of her chin. Eventually, she buried her face in the smooth warm skin of his chest as she had wanted to do all evening, sobbing out things she could not have said before. ‘Poor...poor Mama...suffered so much...and we didn’t know. And...all for my sake...she’s not well...so thin and sad. We must get her home, Jacques. She needs us and we need her.’

				‘She’ll need time to get used to the idea, sweetheart. This is as much a shock to her as it is to you, remember. She can’t have known long that we were coming.’

				‘I feel so...so stupid,’ she whispered. ‘Why could I not...?’

				‘Not what?’

				‘Not have seen what a money-grabbing scoundrel the man was. And Sir Richard. What on earth was I thinking of not to know about...her? I’ve been so naïve, Jacques. And everyone laughing at my stupidity. And Mama and Cecily not telling me because they thought I was in love and not able to handle the truth. And I wasn’t. I only wanted to be married, with a house, and children, and...’

				‘Hush now. No more weeping. You can stop berating yourself. I dare say most women desire those things without knowing what love is. Most men, too. But if it’s taken all this to show you how it really feels, then none of it was wasted, was it? Do you know how it feels now?’

				The mass of black shining hair nodded below his chin and he felt the warmth of her lips upon his skin as she kissed his chest, sending vibrations tingling into his heart. ‘Good,’ he whispered. ‘That’s all right then.’

				‘How did you find out....about her...the Mytchett woman?’

				‘Barracks’ talk. Soldiers have little to do but gossip and her husband had been one of them. I hear what goes on.’

				‘I wish you’d told me.’

				‘There was no need for you to know at the time. It certainly would not have done my cause any good to malign your late husband. Your mama had a reason for telling you. I didn’t.’

				‘What cause?’

				‘To make you mine, my beauty. What else?’ he said, stroking back a sheet of hair from her face. ‘I told you at our first meeting, but you were not listening.’

				‘I was listening, but I assumed it was bravado. You came for the bureau.’

				His deep groaning sigh made her lift away from his chest to look up at him, but when she saw the twitch of his mouth at the corners she sank back again. ‘Tch!’ he said. ‘There’s nothing for it, is there? I shall simply have to take an axe to that damned bureau before we can get it out of the reckoning. Can we establish here and now, my darling girl, that after my first glance at you that day, I decided that you were going to be mine and that the bureau was no more than an excuse to stay close? And if you need it any plainer than that, I intended there and then that the title of Lady Verne would suit you better than Lady Golding. Since that moment, I’ve been crazily in love with you. Truly. So can we now forget the bureau and its contents? Good grief...you’re not weeping again, are you?’

				‘Oh, Jacques,’ she said, sitting up. ‘Doe. I’b dot weeping. But this was dot supposed to happen and dow my plan isn’t going to work.’

				‘Ah, the plan. Do you want to tell me about it?’

				‘It’s dot a very dice one.’

				‘I gathered as much. Tell me anyway. I promise not to co-operate.’

				‘Doe. I suppose I hoped you might dot. I was dot intending to fall in love with you, you see, and—’

				‘No one intends to fall in love, sweetheart.’

				‘No, I know. But I was intending not to fall in love with you.’

				‘Oh, I see.’

				‘And now I have. So I can’t walk off and leave you, which is what I planned to do, without hurting myself very badly. And you were not supposed to fall in love with me for months.’

				‘Months?’ he exclaimed. ‘As long as that?’

				‘Yes, by which time we’d have got the house up and running and you’d have invested a lot of money in it and in me, too, and you’d have been hurt and angry, and then I’d have been revenged for my hurts.’

				‘And that was the plan? To say goodbye and go back to Montague Street or your house in Brighton?’

				‘Well...yes.’

				‘You and your mama are more alike than I thought. I have to say, my love, that as plans go, they don’t come much dafter than that. Quite addle-brained, in fact. Was that really the best you could come up with? Eh?’ Tipping her back again into his arms, he kissed her soundly until she cried to be released.

				‘It’s not going to work, is it?’ she said, lamely, touching his lips with her fingertips. ‘Do you really want me to be your wife instead of your mistress, Jacques?’

				‘Could you ever doubt it, sweetheart? Your plan never stood a chance. And as for this need for retribution, I think you may have to let it go. You cannot punish the whole of mankind....well, me anyway...for the sins of other people. What’s done is done and one has to put it down to experience. I went along with the mistress thing because I could see from the beginning what that was all about. After all the resistance, it could only be about wanting my commitment and raising my expectations, and then the pleasure of ruining them. I could see your jealousy, too, sweetheart. That told me quite a lot.’

				‘I’m ashamed, Jacques. I thought love would be sweet and comfortable, but it can be painful, can’t it? I’ve never felt jealousy like that before. It was much worse than having Mama go off with that man. I felt humiliated by that, but it was nothing like the black despair I felt after the theatre débâcle. And I knew then that I adored you. Don’t ever leave me, Jacques. Please. Don’t hold this against me. I want to be your wife, but I don’t deserve you.’

				‘My tigress!’ His hand slipped beneath the loose silk and found the soft fullness of her breast, holding it possessively as he bent to kiss her again, dispelling any lingering doubts about who deserved who most. In her lover’s embrace, the heavy blanket of foreboding and uncertainty that had already begun to slip away now faded like a wintry fog, leaving her heart to overflow with a new lightness. Not knowing how, when, or even if she could safely readjust her plans for their future, she had kept all indications of her adoration concealed from him as far as she was able, not being as sure of his feelings as she would like to have been. Now, her doubts had flown. He loved her, wanted her and would be faithful to her. Of that she was sure. He had been waiting for her capitulation and who could blame him after all that defiance? His tigress, he had called her.

				Even so, he refrained from teasing her about her earlier resistance for he knew of the reasons, and there was so much more to content them than the abolition of problems. His loving that night was careful, slow, and perfectly tailored to her needs, her overworked emotions, her readjustment to personal security and the relief of the reunion with her beloved mother. She did not reach a climax of the same previous intensity, but he knew by her sighs and caresses that her enjoyment was in no way diminished when there were untold years of loving to look forward to. Sleep overcame them long before the list of urgent topics could be discussed, most of them to do with Mama and her return to the family who needed her. But their last words before sleep, mumbled into hair and against warm moist skin, were of a more personal nature, all the more treasured for being withheld on so many other occasions. Liberated, Annemarie’s sleep consoled her for all her foolishness while Verne’s dreamless sleep was more like a reward for his confidence and tenacity.

				* * *

				Their last day at Ragley Hall was spent in talks with Lady Benistone intended to persuade her of an ecstatic welcome at Montague Street, although Annemarie was not able to say with any conviction how much, or little, the living conditions had changed to make her future comfort greater than before. But with a year’s news to catch up on, the day flew past easily, with breakfast on the following day, a Monday, their last meal together for some time. Neither of them knew for how long.

				Just like Lord Benistone, Lord Hertford’s addiction to The Times at breakfast was excused; one was rarely expected to converse at such times, even with guests present. Spontaneous outbursts of information did emerge, however, when it was thought worth sharing. ‘Oh, listen to this,’ he said from behind the double pages.

				Annemarie exchanged glances with her mother and smiled. ‘My lord?’ she said, politely.

				‘Four people killed,’ he said. ‘That’s appalling!’

				‘Where is this?’ said Verne, mopping up his egg yolk.

				‘Vauxhall Gardens. Saturday night. The fireworks, you know. Prinny’s latest attempt to entertain the masses. Well, no one expected them to turn up in their thousands, apparently. Dreadful crush. Dangerous conditions,’ he read, picking through the most evocative words. ‘Carriages smashed. Clothing ripped to shreds. Two women crushed against the barriers. One man badly burned by a firework, died from injuries. Another fell into the river. Oh! What’s this? Good heavens above, Verne. You’re not going to believe it.’ The newspaper collapsed in a heap upon the Marquess’s empty plate, revealing a shocked expression and a pallor in stark contrast to the red hair. ‘Perhaps...?’ Deep with concern, his eyes indicated that the ladies might prefer to leave rather than hear the details.

				‘What is it, Francis?’ said Lady Benistone. ‘I’m not going to be shocked and nor is Annemarie. Read it to us, if you please.’

				‘I think you are,’ he said, lifting the newspaper. ‘A body, found downstream from Vauxhall, was identified as that of Sir Lionel Mytchett, well-known gamester and member of White’s Club. Well, they’ve got that wrong. He was thrown out last year. The body was badly lacerated, it says. Fell into the river and drowned. No witnesses. So that’s the last we’ll be seeing of him, then. Can’t say I’m heartbroken.’

				When there was no response from across the table, his lordship let The Times fall again to look at his guests before folding it up and laying it quietly down. Lady Benistone was being held in her daughter’s arms, with only one hand smoothing over her back to indicate the direction of their thoughts. Then, still with their arms around each other, they turned and left the room.

				‘No witnesses?’ said Verne, frowning. ‘At Vauxhall?’

				‘That’s what it says.’

				‘Rubbish! What do you make of it?’

				‘I think,’ said the Marquess, pulling at his whiskers, ‘that this makes the problem of Esme’s return to London a little less complicated. Wouldn’t you say so?’

				‘Imminent, Francis. I’ll do what I can to make it happen.’

				‘So Benistone’s selling up, is he?’

				‘I have yet to find out. He’s playing his cards very close to his chest, these days. What he’ll do when he finds she’d been under your roof for the last few months I cannot imagine. I hope he doesn’t jump to the same conclusions as Annemarie.’

				That idea gave the Marquess several moments of very loud and irreverent amusement, his wife not being in the room, entirely inappropriate to the news just imparted, ending with the flippant suggestion that he might have to go into hiding.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				For some reason, neither Evie nor Samson knew what, their master and mistress were delayed at Ragley Hall while they had been sent off at the appointed time a little after dawn with instructions to contact Lady Golding’s family and invite them to Curzon Street without delay. Both Evie and Samson knew what that was about. Lady Benistone had been found. So, with leather bags and boxes piled on the opposite seat of the coach, trunks behind and on top, and the groom sitting up there with the coachman, they’d been told to change horses as often as necessary to reach London before dinner. It was just as well, Evie said to herself, that she had begun to like Mr Samson again when such proximity for a whole day could be a severe test of one’s inclinations. She was pleased to find that her original opinions of the smart young man had been, on the whole, correct.

				Samson’s opinion of Miss Evie Ballard, despite the peppery encounter at the inn, was rather more basic than hers of him. In his book, she was a little cracker with a temper like a wildcat and a pair of eyes that flashed like lightning, a figure as trim as any stage-moll and a pair of lips that just skimmed a row of pearls, just ripe for kissing. In short, it had been worth his ride on the box with the supercilious groom and the outrageous fib he’d concocted to explain away the stinging handprint on his cheek. By the end of this journey, Samson was reasonably sure he could turn the fib into a reality.

				Since then, he had adhered strictly to ‘Miss Ballard’ but now, for no apparent reason, she had responded to ‘Evie’ without a murmur. ‘I suggest we take Lady Golding’s luggage to Curzon Street first,’ he said, ‘and then I’ll go on to Montague Street and Park Lane before I take his lordship’s things to Bedford Square.’

				‘Except for his overnight valise,’ said Evie. ‘I expect he’ll be staying...’

				‘He’s not spent one night at home since...’

				‘Since Brighton.’ They had changed horses for the third time and were now on the last stage of the journey, having taken cold food into the coach to save every last moment. Evie brushed the crumbs from her skirt and folded away the linen napkin.

				Passing her the water bottle, Samson adopted his helpless expression. ‘Where does this go?’ he said.

				‘Tch! Here.’ She leaned forwards to push it into one of the bags and found that, when she leaned back again, Samson’s arm was around her waist, pulling her gently to his side.

				‘There, that’s better,’ he said.

				With only the slightest hesitation, Evie relaxed against him.

				The coach rocked and bumped along the roads to London with only the briefest of halts at the turnpikes or to let a wide wagon squeeze past. Evie untied the ribbons under her chin and eased the bonnet off her head, allowing her dark curls to brush against Samson’s cheek. ‘Nice,’ he whispered. ‘Very nice.’

				* * *

				Behind Evie and Samson by about one hour, the occupants of the other more luxurious coach were similarly disposed to go over old ground, in the light of recent revelations, and then to nestle together for a few more miles of comfortable silence until the need for another discussion. Having no doubt at all of the family’s forthcoming delight at the news of Mama’s safety, Annemarie’s main concern was that her comfort at Montague Street would not be any more designed around her wishes than it was before. Although Mama’s sudden walkout was, on the face of it, for a very unselfish reason, there was also an element of desperation behind it which, the women of the family knew, had been growing through years of neglect from the man she adored. His insistence on using their home as a museum, where visitors to his collection were more important than his wife and daughters, had contributed in no small part to Lady Benistone’s assumption that her husband would hardly miss her. She had told them so last night. Without his help, her plan had been the best she could devise and not a very clever one at that. Annemarie found it hard to anticipate any expression of joy on her Mama’s lovely face when she returned to Montague Street after Papa’s recent changes, whatever they were. Annemarie had not had a chance to look, nor had the others been inclined.

				The news of Sir Lionel Mytchett’s death had been a shock to both mother and daughter, not a cause for rejoicing, but creating a kind of numbness. His not being there would take some getting used to. There had been many times, they said, when no death could have been too painful for him in their minds. Now, their relief was tinged with a sadness that any man’s death could be so ignominious. A fall into the river. What a lonely way to go.

				Verne’s thoughts ran along rather different lines. Lacerations on the body, The Times had reported. To him, that meant only one thing. A horsewhipping. In public. By whom? Another cuckolded husband, more recent than Benistone? Or Benistone himself? Almost certainly, the family would have read the report by now. The forthcoming meeting at Curzon Street promised to be interesting.

				* * *

				Sipping brandy from one of Annemarie’s new crystal glasses, Lord Benistone had already made up his mind that the hasty summons to Curzon Street could only be to discuss the news in The Times that morning. He would, of course, have to explain to Annemarie his part in the tragedy, if that’s what it was, and hope that she would understand their reasons for leaving Vauxhall Gardens without delay. In the circumstances, it would have been quite impossible in such a crush to find any witnesses willing to describe exactly what had happened without implicating themselves at the same time. Nor was he himself inclined to volunteer any information. Without going into all the painful reasons for his being there, that would be out of the question. If Esme had also seen the news, he wondered what effect it would have on her decisions for the future. Sighing, he took another sip.

				‘Elmer, my dear,’ said Cecily, entering the dining room as if the effort of responding to Annemarie’s message had been a little inconvenient, to say the least, ‘I wonder why this couldn’t have waited until tomorrow? What can there be to discuss? We had only just finished dining. Have you eaten yet?’

				‘No.’

				‘Then you ought not to be drinking that on an empty—’

				‘Leave him alone, Cecily,’ said Oriel. ‘Hello, Papa. You all right?’ With a kiss to both cheeks, her smile lingered as she searched his face for signs of tiredness. Marguerite followed, hugging her father without a word, saying more in that one embrace than she’d said in a year. He could see that she had slept badly, that the fidgeting and simpering was missing, that her gown was without the usual frill and fuss, her hair swept upwards from her neck into the tall crown of her bonnet, her eyelids still puffy with weeping, yet the blue eyes bold with a new wisdom. She had been given a brief view of a man’s world and it had both frightened and sobered her for, as her father’s man had told her, it was not a pretty sight to see her peaceable parent in such a vengeful role. She had never thought him capable of it. She had never heard a man scream before, either, nor the howling of a crowd for the blood of a man they didn’t even know. Had they thrown him into the river, too?

				Annemarie and Lord Verne were not far behind, their own news temporarily engulfed by hugs and handshakes and questions about who had read what and how that news was affecting them. ‘More than you might think, dear,’ said Cecily, helping herself from a plate of warm shortbread biscuits. ‘We were there, at Vauxhall Gardens. Elmer will tell you.’

				‘What, all of you?’ said Annemarie.

				‘Yes, all of us,’ said her father. ‘I was about to explain, thank you, Cecily. It was our Marguerite who orchestrated it. She’s the heroine in this.’

				Attention was immediately switched to Marguerite, but the young lady’s attention was firmly fixed on the complicated pattern of the Axminster and it was clear, after a pause, that she was not going to take advantage of the situation to explain what had happened. So Cecily and Oriel gave a very detailed account of what had occurred on that night and the one before, adding that no one other than themselves, Lord Benistone’s three men and a very uncaring crowd of hooligans knew exactly what part Father had played in causing Mytchett’s injuries, which he had apparently tried to bathe in the river. It was not, they said, a very sensible thing to do, was it? However, said Cecily as an afterthought, they could hardly be expected to help him, so they had hurried away from the scene without knowing what became of him. It had taken them almost as long to get home as it had to get there, and she had lost a shoe and Elmer, poor dear, was exhausted by his rage.

				And Marguerite, thought Annemarie, must have been shaken to the core to witness the brutality, however deserved. What was Father thinking of to allow her to see it? Was this more of the blindness that afflicted him where his family were concerned? Would he always put his own needs first? In a sudden outpouring of motherliness, she went to kneel before Marguerite, taking her into her arms and feeling the immediate response of softness in place of the resistance she had half-expected. Pressing her cheek against Marguerite’s, she crooned her sympathy as their mama had often done. ‘Oh, my sweet...oh, how dreadful for you...I’m so sorry it had to come to this.’

				She felt the head shake against hers. ‘No, don’t be, Annemarie. Really. It was not like that. I wanted to be there. I wanted to do my part. Papa knew how much I wanted to make amends.’

				‘Amends for what, love?’

				‘For all the times I’ve not behaved like a lady,’ she whispered, ‘and said the wrong things without thinking.’

				‘Oh, dearest. That’s all over now. But you should not have seen what you did.’

				‘It has not harmed me, Annemarie. Papa knew what he was doing. We were well protected and what I saw may not have got Mama back, but it’s made me very proud of my papa.’ Reaching out with one hand, she sought her father’s and was immediately clasped, warmed and caressed.

				‘You’re very courageous,’ said Annemarie, ‘and Mama will be proud of you.’

				There was something in the way she said ‘will be’ that made Lord Benistone focus intently on her face to watch the smile radiate like the sun from behind a cloud. ‘Will be?’ he said. ‘Annemarie?’

				‘Yes, Papa. Lord Verne and I have found her. Safe and well.’

				Incomprehension played around his eyes. ‘But you’ve been to Ragley Hall.’ He looked across to Verne for verification. ‘Haven’t you?’

				‘Yes, my lord,’ said Verne. ‘Lady Benistone is there. She’s been cared for by the Marchioness of Hertford since last year.’ There was never going to be an easy way to say this other than by leaving the Marquess’s name out of it, Verne thought, watching how his lordship’s eyes changed, hardened and challenged his.

				‘Has she, indeed?’ Lord Benistone said, quietly. ‘And how safe is safe, exactly? In the Hertfords’ care? Yes, well I can guess what that means.’ He stood up, dropping Marguerite’s hand, visibly shaking.

				‘She is safe, my lord,’ said Verne, glancing at Annemarie for help.

				‘Papa,’ she said. ‘Are you not glad?’

				He had turned white like parchment and, to hide his shock, held his face in his hands, his gnarled knuckles quivering. ‘Yes,’ he growled, ‘but I did not expect this, to be cuckolded twice...by...’

				‘Papa! Stop! Listen! Please listen!’

				But he was not listening. ‘I shall thrash the mangy little red-haired lecher!’ he yelled. ‘I shall take that whip to him and do as I did to—’

				‘Papa...please...no, you’re not listening to me. You’re wrong. Mama has not been in any way unfaithful to you, nor has Lord Hertford acted dishonourably towards her. Please sit down and let Jacques and me tell you about it. Come on, Papa darling. You’re tired and distraught, and jumping to all the wrong conclusions. There, sit down while I pour you another brandy. And for pity’s sake eat something. Have you eaten anything since yesterday?’

				The question was ignored as Lord Benistone’s confused emotions were engulfed in three pairs of loving arms that hugged and comforted, the sound of the women’s joyful cries eventually calming the fury that had not quite dissipated since Vauxhall. There were tears in his eyes, too, when he emerged, unashamedly sobbing. ‘Will she come back to us?’ he said. ‘Tell us what happened. Where’s she been all this time?’

				Between them, Annemarie and Lord Verne gave them the full story of what, how and why their mama’s plan had failed, including Lady Benistone’s own interpretation of her incompetence that took care not to direct any of the blame towards her husband, although his nods showed them how he suffered. ‘My fault,’ he murmured more than once. ‘My fault entirely. She’d rather go to Hertford than to me. Too bad...too bad!’

				‘It was Lady Hertford she needed,’ said Annemarie. ‘Her old friend. She was ashamed. She still is. She doesn’t believe you’ll take her back.’

				‘Not take her back?’ his lordship roared. ‘How could she ever think that?’

				‘Quite easily, my lord,’ said Verne, ‘after what happened to her. Mytchett made sure of her disgrace and now she doesn’t feel she deserves to be forgiven for it.’

				‘God’s truth, man! It’s not a question of my forgiveness, is it? She must come home to us. She belongs here. The longer she stays away, the more talk there’ll be. I’m the one who needs her forgiveness. Me. I’ve treated her shamefully, poor woman. Just imagine going to those lengths to protect her daughter when I could have done it with two well-chosen words. I shall go up there myself and demand—’

				‘Papa,’ said Marguerite, ‘do you think it might be better to ask rather than demand? Plead with her? Beg her? Tell her how we love and long for her? Tell her that in future you’ll pay her more attention, perhaps? And thank the Hertfords graciously for their care of her. You’ll have to accept their hospitality, remember, unless you stay overnight at the local inn.’

				‘Then I should take you with me, young lady. With that kind of diplomacy, you can stop me flying off the handle, can’t you?’ Since none of them had ever seen, or heard, Lord Benistone so much as raise his voice before he horsewhipped Sir Lionel Mytchett, this excuse sounded implausible, though they were heartily in favour of Marguerite escorting her father on this delicate mission. It was testament to her transformation that she was now being given the role of diplomat when, only a few days before, she might have been their last choice.

				‘Yes, Papa. I’ll go with you. We’ll bring her back together,’ she said.

				‘But not until you’ve had something to eat, Elmer,’ Cecily said, observing the arrival of plates of food. ‘Come on, there’s enough here to feed an army.’

				‘But I’m not dressed for dinner,’ his lordship said with a sideways glance at Annemarie. ‘Nor is Verne, I see.’

				‘Papa,’ said Oriel, severely. ‘Let this be the last time, then.’

				* * *

				With the issue of Lady Benistone’s return taking precedence, the astonishing drama at Vauxhall Gardens had been pushed to one side of the discussions that passed between mouthfuls at the informal dinner table. For Annemarie, however, her father’s violence towards Sir Lionel Mytchett was just about the most uncharacteristic response she could ever have imagined when, for a whole year, his manner had been more quietly grieving than boiling anger. Which made her aware, yet again, of how she had misjudged his feelings on the subject and how deeply he had been affected. Before Oriel, Cecily and Marguerite returned to Park Lane, she managed to have a quiet word with them while Papa was talking to Lord Verne.

				‘Something will have to be done about Montague Street,’ she said. ‘We cannot allow Mama to see it as it is, can we?’

				‘Well, how is it?’ said Cecily. ‘Have you been there lately?’

				‘No, I’ve been busy at Curzon Street and so have you. Then the four days in Warwickshire.’

				‘So while Papa and I are away, why not go and see if you can make it habitable?’ said Marguerite. ‘Make two or three rooms fit for their use, at least. And the kitchens. There won’t be any food. There never is. And I don’t suppose she’ll have much in the way of luggage, except what Lady Hertford has provided.’

				‘That’s what I thought, too,’ said Oriel. ‘We should go round there as soon as you’ve gone and see what’s to be done. Cecily?’

				‘Certainly, dearest. I know your papa has moved some stuff out, but no more than that. I could hardly bring myself to look at what he’s left behind. We’ll go. If he can persuade her to return, things will have to change.’

				‘I’ll persuade her,’ said Marguerite, quietly. ‘She’ll come.’

				Oriel hugged her sister. ‘Of course she will, love. Of course she’ll come.’

				* * *

				Verne was not quite as astonished by Lord Benistone’s merciless punishment of Sir Lionel as Annemarie was. Nor was he as surprised as she was to discover that the father who had allowed his marriage to deteriorate so badly should suddenly have found the energy and motivation to retaliate. ‘It’s as if he’s been thinking about it all this time,’ she said, ‘to see how long he could bear it.’

				‘It takes some men longer than others to realise what they must do about it, sweetheart.’ In the peace of their bedroom, shuttered but still curtainless, they rolled towards each other between herb-scented sheets to seek the warm comfort of arms, soft skin and accommodating curves.

				‘You don’t think the authorities will start asking questions about what happened that night, do you?’ Annemarie said, snuggling into him.

				‘They’ll do their best, I expect. But I would not be too concerned, if I were you. For one thing, Sir Lionel was found well downstream of Vauxhall, so they have no way of knowing exactly where he fell in. For another, even though they believe he’d been at Vauxhall, they’ll never find anyone to witness it in a crowd like that. They were all watching the fireworks, weren’t they? I don’t think your father is in any danger of being questioned. Accidental death, they’ll call it. Like the others.’

				‘Mama could hardly believe it. Sir Lionel’s death, I mean.’

				‘So wait till she hears what part your father played. I’ll wager she’s never seen that side of him.’

				‘I think, dear heart, that at least four of the Benistone family have revealed a different side of themselves recently. Don’t you?’ she said, sleepily.

				Verne slid his warm hand over the silky skin of her buttocks. ‘So might there yet be another side of this particular Benistone to be revealed, do you think? Or have I seen it all?’

				Teasingly, she smoothed the sole of her foot down his leg. ‘I have no objection to you investigating further,’ she whispered, ‘just to make sure. If I’m to be the new Lady Verne, it’s only fair that you should know these things before you commit yourself.’

				‘Sweetheart,’ he said, lifting himself up to rest on one elbow, ‘I was committed on that first day, even before you’d stopped snarling at me. Nothing’s changed. Nor will it.’

				Despite the late hour, their tiredness and the highly charged emotions of the last few days, their loving was raised to yet another level of ecstasy that night, with so many of Annemarie’s personal dilemmas now solved, easily, gracefully, as if there had never been a good reason for them in the first place. Released from the debilitating revenge which had drained her zest for life and kept her friends at arm’s length, she saw how foolish and unnecessary her plans had been, how unfair and unworthy. Verne was everything she had ever wanted and now she was able to tell him so in words of love and in the liberal giving of her lovely body. After such lavish generosity, he could not have doubted for a moment that her love for him was genuine, all-consuming and free at last from self-imposed obstacles.

				* * *

				There was still much to be done at Curzon Street for which Annemarie had expected to have plenty of time between shopping expeditions, excursions and visits to exhibitions and, in the evenings, dinners, theatres and balls. It now looked as if she might have to spend two or three more days at the family home on Montague Street in order to restore some kind of order before Lady Benistone’s return, though she could not resent the effort that would be needed to achieve this. With Evie beside her and two housemaids trotting behind, she reached the newly painted, red front door at the same time as Cecily and Oriel.

				Inside her former home, Annemarie found herself being one of an awestruck group who wandered slowly through room after room to admire and wonder at the space and light, the fashionable colours and handsome furnishings, the tasteful paintings of flowers, the sumptuous cushions, polished surfaces not seen for years and graceful ornaments that until now had been hidden behind the conglomeration of years. The spaciousness was almost overwhelming after the claustrophobic surroundings and the uncomfortable invasion of Lord Benistone’s treasures into their rooms. Her parents’ room had been transformed into a white haven of flowing curtains, lace, linen, brocade and silk, like a new page of a diary waiting to be written upon. A large bowl of white, cream and apricot roses stood on a low table by the sash window where the light caught the velvet petals, and Annemarie knew that this must have been described in detail by her father, for the colour scheme was Mama’s favourite, until it, too, had been swamped.

				She felt a lump form in her throat and, glancing at her sister, saw tears glistening in her eyes. ‘Oh, Oriel,’ she whispered, ‘I never...ever...thought he’d do this.’

				Oriel’s voice trembled. ‘He’s done it for Mama,’ she said. ‘Perhaps he thought that if he actually did something, something would happen for him, too.’

				‘And it has,’ said Cecily, ‘hasn’t it? Have you ever seen him so full of energy? It’s as if clearing his house out has cleared his mind at the same time. I would never have thought he’d thrash a younger man the way he did. And then threaten to do the same to Lord Hertford. He really does care, doesn’t he?’

				‘We just didn’t know what lengths he’d go to, to prove it. We may as well go home now. We’re not needed here.’

				‘More flowers?’ said Oriel. ‘She loves flowers everywhere.’

				‘Shall we go and interfere in the kitchen?’ said Cecily, impishly.

				‘Just to check the menus? Well, someone has to do it,’ said Annemarie.

				As it happened, they stayed the whole of the morning to check on things, to note the more personal details: soap, tissue-lined drawers, hangers in the wardrobe, her left-behind jewellery that needed a polish, her favourite tea in the caddy, her bone-china tea set, her music on the piano. They cast their eyes around Marguerite’s room, too, which she had not occupied for some time and which now had a beautiful Wilton carpet and matching curtains.

				The three of them went into town to buy her a new white quilted-satin bedspread, a very daring pink satin negligee and slippers to match, and new towels embroidered with M and pink butterflies that seemed to represent a passing phase in her young life..

				‘In Brighton,’ Annemarie said, ‘I met a rather dashing young cavalry officer. I think I shall ask Verne to invite him up to London. I would not be at all surprised if he took a shine to our new Marguerite.’

				Cecily was not so sure. ‘I cannot see Lord Verne going along with that plan,’ she said, pulling on her gloves. On this point, however, she was mistaken.

				* * *

				‘He’s already here,’ said Verne that evening.

				‘What, in London?’

				‘In London. Shall you invite him to dine with us? I owe him a favour.’

				‘By all means, if you think he’d regard it as a favour to dine with us. I could include him with the family,’ she added, with a studied nonchalance, ‘to chat with Marguerite? That would be doing me a favour.’

				The smile that had been held back suddenly broke. ‘Little schemer.’ He laughed. ‘You think they might get along together, don’t you? Well, I think so, too. Bock’s a very level-headed chap. He’d be better company for her than those niffy-naffy types she was with at the theatre. He’s been around a bit, too.’

				‘By which you mean he knows about women,’ said Annemarie, rather primly. She made as if to move away from his side, but was prevented by his arm slowly pushing her back into the sofa cushions, helplessly unbalanced, his body keeping her there.

				‘You have a problem with that, my lady? Men knowing about women?’ he said, taunting her with a serious face much too close for argument.

				‘No,’ she whispered.

				‘Good.’

				Hazily, at the back of her mind, she recalled how his own obvious experience had antagonised her, made her afraid and determined to be an exception to his rule, whatever that was. At the same time, it was useless to deny that his arrogance had excited and intrigued her, even while she tried to make it appear otherwise. And though she had never wished to know the details of his conquests, there was something tantalising about a man who had ‘been around a bit’ that had made her want to be the last one, the best, the hardest to catch. The prize. ‘Arrogant man,’ she said, just before his mouth slanted across hers, sending wave after wave of desire down to her womb, melting it, readying it for him.

				‘Confident,’ he replied, allowing her a breathing space. ‘I had to be confident or I’d have got nowhere near you, would I? I knew you’d be difficult. Volatile. Defensive. Worth all the effort, though.’

				‘Effort? What effort?’ she scoffed, anticipating his response. She had expected to be lifted up into his arms and carried upstairs, but not to be swung along the sofa with her legs somehow enclosing him, her head upon the tasselled bolster from which there was no escape. As she twisted and writhed under him, her struggle was used as fuel to feed her challenge, to move on past the tender preliminaries towards the effort she had just derided.

				Without a word, he contained her flailing arms in one hand, his other hand knowing the quickest route to the softness of her thighs and the shadowy moistening folds whose ache demanded instant satisfaction. His kisses emptied her mind as his deft and skilful fingers worked their magic, preparing her to the last possible moment before his entry, causing her to mew at the sweetness of it and the urgency they were sharing. He released her hands only after the last wild surge of power and the shuddering climax, the directionless rapture, his groan of emptiness and her long sigh of completion. Then it passed through his mind, no more than that, how she had once suffered such impulsive lovemaking at the hands of her late husband, and how much she had learned since then about love in all its forms, from him. He did not remind her of it, the moment being too delicate to hold such unhappy recollections.

				* * *

				After three days and with no communication from Lord Benistone concerning the success of his mission, or otherwise, they could only wait patiently, and hope, and make what small last-minute preparations they could without in any way changing those made by his lordship. But by mutual consent, Annemarie and Lord Verne, Cecily, Oriel and Colonel Harrow gathered at Number Eighteen Montague Street in the late afternoon on the off chance that, if they were coming at all, it would be about then.

				Their prediction was astonishingly accurate for, as the grandfather clock in the hall struck five, the sound of hooves and wheels rattled on the cobbles and came to a stop. Mr Quibly would have had the—mostly new—staff lined up to greet their master and mistress, but had been persuaded that Lady Benistone would prefer to be seen only by the closest members of her family, until later. It was Marguerite who emerged first with the happiest of smiles. In marked contrast to her previous childish manner, she stood back to allow them to see how Lord Benistone almost lifted his wife down the steps on to the pavement, setting her feet down safely, crooking his arm for her support and smiling like a bridegroom with his new bride.

				The embraces and cries of joy, although intended for the privacy of the hall, could not wait so long and, by the time they had moved inside, a small crowd of pedestrians were politely applauding Lady Benistone’s return before they could move on. Inevitably, tears flowed through laughter, relief and some considerable amazement concerning Lord Benistone’s secret renovations, a surprise to Marguerite as much as to her mama who, led by the hand into the drawing room, hardly recognised it. ‘The space...the light...ah, here’s my little china dog...and my music, too. Ah, this is...oh, Elmer!’ Unreserved, she threw her arms around his lordship’s neck and wept. ‘I don’t deserve it,’ she cried. ‘You are too kind, my love. Too...too kind.’

				‘Of course you do,’ he said, holding her close, like a lover. ‘I should have done this years ago, sweetness. I should have seen what was happening.’

				‘But all your treasures. What will you do without them? They meant so much to you.’

				‘Not as much as my lovely wife and daughters,’ he said, holding her elbows. ‘It began to look as if I was losing all of you at once. Even our dear Cecily didn’t call as often as she used to. And I missed you so,’ he said, plaintively. ‘I thought it was time I grew up, so Marguerite and I have done it together, haven’t we, love?’ Holding out his hand, he took his daughter’s fingers and kissed their tips. ‘We’ve had time to talk. Journeys are good for that. Neither of us could walk off. And now our lovely Oriel can marry her William, and Annemarie will....well, who knows what Annemarie will do next?’

				‘Papa! That’s unfair!’

				Verne came to her rescue with a possessive arm around her waist, laughing at her confusion. ‘With respect, my lord, we do know what Lady Golding will do next. She’ll marry me.’

				‘Weddings from Montague Street,’ said Lord Benistone. ‘I like the sound of that. But perhaps we might precede them with a pre-wedding ball, since the last event was not the unqualified success it ought to have been. We’ll do it again, properly this time. With Cecily to help, of course.’ Turning to Marguerite with a gentle shake of her hand, he exchanged smiles. ‘Happy now?’ he whispered.

				* * *

				With a younger and more innovative chef to replace the former one whose weariness had begun to show, dinner at Montague Street that evening was special in every way, from the carefully prepared menu with Lady Benistone’s favourite dishes to the elegance of the table setting and the meticulous evening dress of the diners. There were so many thoughts to express, so much to discuss, news to exchange, plans to be revealed for a future that had once seemed so bleak, that it was late when the family dispersed, happier than they’d been for far too long.

				Clinging together until the last moment, Annemarie and her mother had reached the point of intimate chatter that follows so easily after a surfeit of happiness, good company and wine, little exchanges that would be half-forgotten next day and would need to be elaborated on. The Prince Regent was always a source of such tales, though Lady Benistone had been touched, and amused, that he’d asked about her. ‘After all these years,’ she giggled, linking arms. ‘Perhaps it’s time he saw for himself, dearest. Lady Hertford told me... No, perhaps I ought not to say. Who he wrote to is not our concern, is it?’

				‘Who did he write to, Mama? Anyone we know?’

				‘He’s had his letters returned to him now. And what a good thing, too. Can you imagine, what a scandal if they’d been made public like Lord Nelson’s were in April? Poor dear. It would’ve been the end of him.’ Her arm squeezed against Annemarie’s. ‘Don’t you remember what a furor it caused?’

				‘For Emma Hamilton, you mean?’

				‘Of course. She’s been so indiscreet. But don’t for heaven’s sake let on that you know. Isabella only told me to make me smile.’

				‘And did you, Mama?’

				‘Well, yes. But not as much as Prinny, I expect. Goodnight, my love.’

				Embracing, and with a glance over her mother’s shoulder, Annemarie saw that Verne had been standing close enough to hear what had been said and that his face reflected all the concern she might have expected. Hardly able to believe her ears, she stared at him, shaking her head, then turning away, feeling her goodwill dissipate in a haze of confusion. Despite all she’d done to help, all she’d lost and gained, all she had believed in and the friends she’d trusted, her plan had come to nothing. Without her knowing it. Until now. ‘Cecily!’ she called across the hallway. ‘Don’t go yet. I need to speak—’

				But Verne was there before her, reading her intentions. ‘No,’ he said, softly. ‘Not now. Let her go. I’ll explain. Please, Annemarie.’ His emphatic plea was enough to prevent the confrontation that would surely have ensued before Cecily swirled out into the night air and the waiting carriage.

				‘I needed to speak to her,’ Annemarie said, angrily. ‘It’s important.’

				‘Yes, I know. We’ll discuss it alone.’

				‘Discuss?’ she retorted. ‘We’ll have to do better than that, my lord. I need some answers.’

				Verne had always hoped, with varying degrees of justification, that in time the letters would have been forgotten or, at least, pushed to the bottom of Annemarie’s list of important things to remember. Realistically, he realised that it was still too soon for this kind of miracle and that he might one day have to make up a convincing story that would exonerate Cecily from all blame. After her assistance, he could not allow that to happen. If lies were a bad thing, then surely the protection of a friend was some kind of excuse.

				* * *

				Back at Curzon Street, he was quite prepared for her first salvo fired as soon as the bedroom door was closed behind them.

				‘It was Cecily, wasn’t it?’ Annemarie began. ‘She was the one I gave them to. I trusted her and she unlocked my portmanteau and passed them on to you to give to the Prince Regent. So much for my trust. And all this time you’ve led me to believe I was doing a poor woman a good turn by returning what was her property. Laughing at me...the two of you...how could you do that? How else have you deceived me, my lord? No...let me guess...’ White faced, pacing the room while pulling off her earrings, she was about to launch into another series of assumptions when she felt Evie’s nimble fingers unhooking the high bodice of her evening gown. ‘You’d better leave us, Evie,’ she said, pulling away. ‘I’ll manage.’

				Evie had been hoping to remain invisible for as long as possible but now, almost as white-faced as her mistress, she could not allow this tirade to develop so far in the wrong direction, even if it cost her her position. ‘My lady,’ she whispered, avoiding Lord Verne’s frowns, ‘please may I speak? I can explain what happened.’

				‘Evie,’ said his lordship, ‘I think you’d better do as Lady Golding says.’

				‘But it was not Mrs Cardew’s fault, m’lady. Please let me tell you,’ Evie whispered, caught between the two of them. ‘It was all my fault.’

				‘You, Evie? What did you have to do with it? Surely it was—’

				‘No, m’lady. There was only a cushion in the portmanteau when Mrs Cardew took it out that afternoon. I don’t know where she was supposed to be taking it, but I know it wasn’t full of letters. She’d have got such a surprise when she opened it. Just that blue cushion from the inn. It weighed about the same, you see.’

				Half-undone with her bodice falling off one shoulder, Annemarie sat on the bed, looking from Evie’s distressed face to Verne’s combined expressions of disbelief and resignation. Clearly, this was not the story he’d been going to tell. ‘Exactly what are you telling me, Evie?’ Annemarie said. ‘That you unlocked my portmanteau?’

				‘Not me, m’lady. Not personally. But somebody did. You remember how the inn was packed with passengers from the mail coach? And how I had to go down and get my supper, and how long I had to wait? Well, it’s my belief that somebody got in and had a go at the portmanteau while I was out, m’lady, because when I returned it was open. Well, you were too tired and upset to be bothered about it that night, so I just took the cushion and put it inside. You said it had some jewellery in and I knew you’d discover the theft, sooner or later, but I thought it was best to say nothing until morning.’ Evie’s eyes filled with tears as she fumbled in her apron pocket for a handkerchief. ‘But I couldn’t. Not then.’

				‘And you locked the portmanteau up again?’ said Annemarie. ‘How?’

				‘The lock wasn’t broken, m’lady. Somebody knew what they were doing. I used your key to lock it. I’d have told you about it, only there didn’t seem to be a suitable time.’

				‘So you don’t know where the letters went, Evie?’ Verne asked.

				‘I didn’t see any letters, m’lord. Lady Golding told me it was jewellery, you see. And then Mrs Cardew was to take it somewhere, but nothing was said after that so I assumed Mrs Cardew had resolved the problem.’

				‘Yes, quite. So you think the contents were stolen by one of the guests?’

				‘Must’ve been, m’lord.’

				‘So,’ said Annemarie, ominously quiet, ‘how did the...er...contents...find their way to the Prince Regent, I wonder?’

				Evie glanced at Lord Verne while doing her utmost to clear her expression of all misgivings. ‘I can only suggest, m’lady, that whoever took them must have sent them on. Perhaps there’d be a reward of some kind.’

				‘Ye-es. I’m sure there would be. Indeed, it sounds extremely likely.’

				‘Rings true enough to me,’ said Verne. ‘Evie took every care...’

				‘Thank you, Evie. I think you should go now. It’s getting late.’

				‘Thank you, m’lady. You’ll not blame Mrs Cardew, will you?’

				‘Not at all, Evie. I’ve rarely heard such a concerted effort to save Mrs Cardew from any responsibility in the matter as I have just now. It’s almost too good to be true. Goodnight, Evie.’

				‘Goodnight, m’lady. M’lord.’

				Verne watched the door close, shaking his head and wondering whether Evie’s valiant story had made matters worse or better. He suspected the former, especially as the question of how the Prince got his letters back sounded as implausible as an honest thief. A squeak from the bed made him look up sharply. Annemarie had rolled over, face down into the white linen sheet, her arms bunched beneath her shaking body from which muffled sobs and yelps emerged, with the occasional moan.

				‘Sweetheart...oh, my darling girl. Don’t...don’t weep. Let me explain.’

				Another yelp. ‘Ah...not you, too,’ she squeaked. ‘I can’t bear it.’

				‘What?’ he said, placing a hand softly on her back to still the convulsions. ‘Can’t bear what? She meant to protect Cecily, that’s all. I knew you’d not believe her.’

				It was then, when she turned towards him in the foetal position to ease her aching ribs, that he saw how she could hardly speak for laughter and that the wailing and squeaking were the beginnings and endings of words with no middles. For it was if an unyielding barrier had disappeared, leaving behind an empty space, totally without substance, meaning or importance. As Evie’s ridiculously flawed explanation had been intended to excuse everyone except herself, even the thief, Annemarie was able to piece together the picture of that time in the Swan at Reigate when all was confusion and emotional turmoil, and an inexcusable unconcern for her maid’s personal comforts which had always mattered to her. She had not asked about her supper, she had left her in charge of ‘valuables’, and poor devoted Evie had had to fend for herself or find someone willing to help. The answer was obvious, wasn’t it? The young man she’d had a fierce argument with, had cold-shouldered, warmed to, and was now protecting from extreme anger. Verne’s own valet, following his master’s instructions, who was following his royal master’s instructions. How utterly absurd. What a comedy.

				For some moments longer, Annemarie could only gasp out the explanations Evie had offered, ‘Evie protecting you...and Samson...you protecting Cecily....Cecily protecting...me, and me protecting...Lady Hamilton. Oh, Jacques! It’s a wonder you could all keep track...of who...was protecting...whom! Oh dear. I’ve never heard anything so silly in all my life.’ Mopping at her eyes, she sat up and flopped her arms about his neck. ‘Can we forget about it now, please?’

				‘Darling, beloved! Do you mean that you don’t care that the Prince has them instead of her? Really?’

				‘Not any more, my love. I wanted to hurt him, but now I don’t. I wanted to help her, but it was already too late, wasn’t it? She was leaving.’

				‘You sent her money, Cecily says.’

				‘At least I know she got that. It would have paid for something.’

				‘But don’t lay any of the blame at Cecily’s door. She never saw the letters either. I had them by the time we left Reigate. She’s a loyal friend.’

				‘And I’m now protecting the disloyal one, am I not? The Prince who deserves it less than any of us. I could have ruined him. But I’m glad you stopped me.’

				‘Are you, love? Am I forgiven? I had to do something drastic.’

				‘I know. So maybe if you go and remove your evening clothes without your valet, we could do something drastic together before we sleep. Yes?’ She put up her face for his kiss, made all the sweeter for knowing that, after all her efforts, he was the one who held the reins. A man above men. A man whose direction she would enjoy. A man she would love for ever.

				Moments later, Verne emerged from his dressing room, tying the cord of his silk gown that concealed neither legs nor chest. Her lingering stare at the gaps made him smile. ‘Well?’ he said. ‘Waiting for me?’

				Annemarie pulled her own sheer negligee more tightly across her breasts. ‘No,’ she said, picking up her hairbrush. ‘I’m waiting for an exquisitely mannered gentleman to invite me, with some deference, to spend an hour or two in polite conversation with him. But I fear that life is scattered with such disappointments.’ She sighed, noisily.

				‘Is that so, my beauty?’ he replied, taking the brush from her hand as it rose to make the first sweep. ‘Then you’ll have to make do with me until he appears, won’t you?’ He sat himself behind her astride the long stool and took a fistful of her hair, sweeping down it expertly with the brush. ‘So what is this polite conversation to do with?’

				‘You wouldn’t understand.’

				‘Try me.’

				‘No. It’s to do with some jewellery I own.’

				‘Amethysts and diamonds, by any chance?’

				‘Could be.’

				‘You want them reset? Is that it?’

				‘No. I want to give them to someone.’

				‘I told you. I don’t think he’d appreciate the gesture.’

				‘I was intending them for a her, not a him.’

				‘Do I know her?’

				‘Apparently, you knew of her before I did. She must be sorely in need of funds. She has a small child. Children are expensive. She has no protector, as far as I know. She could make better use of the jewels than me. They must be worth thousands.’

				‘Very commendable, sweetheart,’ he said, brushing tenderly away from her temple. ‘But has it occurred to you that, if Mrs Mytchett were to take them to any jeweller, there would be questions asked about how she came by them? She’d be hard-pressed for a convincing answer, I should think.’

				‘Then I’d better sell them myself, hadn’t I?’

				‘Better still, let me take them back to Rundell and Bridges. They’ll give you a good price and they’ll be glad to see them again. There’ll be no questions asked.’

				‘You agree that it would be a good thing to do? To help her out?’

				The brushing continued. ‘An excellent thing. Generous. Typically charitable.’

				‘She’s been badly used, but I hope she won’t regard it as charity.’

				‘What, then?’

				‘Recompense. Her deserts. I bear her no grudges. She need not know who the money comes from. In fact, I’d rather she didn’t.’

				‘She might guess, though.’

				‘I don’t see how. It’s worth a try.’

				The brushing stopped as his arms enclosed her, his face nuzzling into her neck where he held the hair away. ‘It is indeed, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘Now, are you still waiting for that exquisitely mannered gentleman to turn up?’

				‘Too late,’ she murmured. ‘Perhaps I should make do with you, after all.’

				‘Come to bed, then,’ he said, sliding the silk negligee off her shoulders. ‘We’ve had enough polite conversation for one night. Don’t you agree?’

				‘Mmm,’ she said, leaning her head back to receive his kiss.

				* * *

				In her own white bedroom, Esme Benistone also made use of her husband’s services as lady’s maid, a task stretching way beyond the usual time with each detail of the room to be examined and reflected upon. ‘This thing,’ said his lordship, referring to her corset, ‘is not going to come off unless you stand still and allow me to unlace it. Is it?’

				‘Dearest, I can unhook it from the front. Didn’t you know?’

				He sighed. ‘How am I supposed to know that, after...?’

				She turned to face him. ‘Don’t say it, love. We have some catching up to do, don’t we? It’ll be like old times when we were just finding out about each other.’

				‘And loving what we found.’

				‘I never stopped loving you, Elmer. I so wanted your love.’

				‘Oh, dear heart, you never lost it. I’ve been so foolish. Please forgive me.’

				‘We both have. Come to bed. Just your arms, your warmth, your love. The rest will come, in time. Will you give me some time, dearest?’

				‘All the time in the world. I shall not lose you again. Come, lass.’

				* * *

				With so much else happening that summer—fêtes and garden parties, processions and massively over-subscribed dinners followed by balls, displays and exhibitions—the Benistone Ball, as it came to be known, was an exclusive affair to which only family and good friends were invited to celebrate the restoration of a divided generation. The Hertfords found it a perfect opportunity to reconnect with Verne’s family from Salisbury, the Marquess and Marchioness of Simonstoke, their younger sons, Robbie and Christopher, and the elder sister, her husband and young ones all of whom were overjoyed to know that, at last, Jacques had found a woman for whom he’d had to make rather more effort than usual. The scandal attached to her and her mama only added to their fascination, particularly in the case of the two young men whose immediate interest in Lady Golding’s younger sister caused a certain rivalry with Lord Bockington.

				Bock had already won an advantage by being present at several family dinners in the preceding weeks, since when he had called on Marguerite almost daily, with her parents’ approval, to take her driving, with and without Cecily. By this time Marguerite’s affections were fully engaged by the handsome cavalry officer who had seen some action and who now understood the value of his information to Lord Verne. Smitten by Marguerite’s good looks, and already in love with her, he found himself enchanted by the fusion of innocence and finesse which had begun to show and which, quite naturally, she was learning to cultivate as a far more successful and attractive lure than her previous gaucherie.

				‘I can hardly believe the change in her,’ said Verne, throwing down his riding gloves and whip. ‘She’s actually talking sense at last. She’ll be quite a woman in a year or two.’

				Untying the veil knotted behind her head, Annemarie lifted off her riding hat to loose a river of black silk over her shoulders, at once softening the austere dark brown of her habit. Unbidden, the memory of that terrible episode after the theatre reminded her of how far she, too, had come when even something as meaningless as Marguerite’s girlish boast had set her afire with jealousy. Now, she could accept Verne’s praise of her sister without a qualm. She took his hand and led him into the morning room, recalling how her fortunes had changed so dramatically and how proud she had been riding beside him in the park, how striking he looked, how attentive, well liked by everyone and loved by her. ‘Have I told you...recently...?’ she said, closing the door and placing a hand on his lapel.

				‘No,’ he said, automatically. ‘What?’

				‘That I love you. Adore you. Is there another grade upwards of that?’

				‘If there is, sweetheart,’ he said, taking her waist between his hands, ‘I don’t need to hear it. Love and adoration will do very nicely, thank you. It’s more than I ever expected, more than I ever dared to hope for and much more than I deserve.’

				‘Oh...’ she smiled, tracing a line round his jaw with her thumb ‘...nobody said anything about deserving, my lord. No, you probably don’t deserve it, but there it is. Unconditional. Free. All yours.’

				‘All mine,’ he whispered. ‘My glorious, scandalous woman.’ There was more than a hint of laughter behind the kiss that surfaced once before being submerged in a deeper passion that told them both how permanent their love had grown.

				‘And there’s more,’ she said.

				She had no need to elaborate when the way she said it, half-shyly, half-proud, gave him all the clue he needed. Sliding one hand down between them, he rested it below her waist, his eyes searching hers, questioning. ‘Truly?’ he said. ‘You’re sure?’

				‘Fairly sure. Yes.’

				‘Oh, my darling...sweetest...most wonderful creature!’ Tenderly, he held her close to him, the finest and rarest treasure he had ever beheld in all his searches.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				The summer of 1814, as the story indicates, was packed with events to celebrate Napoleon’s defeat, although no one at the time believed he would ever escape from his confinement on Elba to organise another army in 1815. Annemarie had partly relied on these hectic celebrations to help her find her mother, thinking that, somewhere in the crowds, there would surely be a sighting. The discontent of the Prince Regent and his unpopularity is no exaggeration, and I chose to pity him rather than to mock, his unloving parents having a lot to answer for in making him the irresponsible man he became. It was part of Annemarie’s transformation to find in him the opposite of what she had expected.

				His friend, the Marquess of Hertford, was in many ways the same, living a life of dissipation while indulging in a genuine love and appreciation of art, and Ragley Hall in Warwickshire is now open to the public, still full of the treasures Annemarie would have seen. The Hertfords’ London home is known as Manchester House, though Carlton House was demolished, after all the money spent on it. Brighton Pavilion is still there, thriving, recently renovated and utterly splendid.

				Montague Street lies behind the British Museum, which was then a fledgling institute, and the recipient of several collections, including Lord Townley’s and the library of the Prince Regent’s father, George III. In 1814, the British Museum was not quite the thriving organised place I have made it out to be. The public were only reluctantly admitted on certain days and in limited numbers, hustled round by guides far less knowledgeable than those of today. However, it suited my story to endow them with an eagerness to acquire Lord Benistone’s treasures which, only a few years later, they would have deserved.

				Lady Emma Hamilton spent some years, on and off, in various debtors’ prisons after the demise of her protector, Lord Nelson in 1805. The story of the publication of letters from him to her is true, though she gained only publicity and scorn by it. But then, I do not believe she was responsible for that catastrophe, except by neglecting to keep them more safely. There is no record of any letters from the Prince Regent to Lady Hamilton; I have invented that because it sounded like a possibility. After the Prince’s death, thousands of trinkets, jewellery, letters and locks of hair were discovered amongst his belongings, most of which were destroyed.

				On July 1st 1814, Lady Emma Hamilton and her daughter Horatia escaped by night on a chartered boat to Calais. She died in the following January, penniless and suffering from a debilitating illness.

				Lord and Lady Verne’s marriage took place on the same day as that of her elder sister to Colonel Harrow, though it was Annemarie’s son who was born only a month before Oriel’s. The Vernes had two more sons after that.

				Marguerite and Lord Bockington married in the following year on her eighteenth birthday, by which time the scandal surrounding the Benistones had been well and truly eclipsed by the Battle of Waterloo and all its repercussions.

				* * * * *
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