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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The road was a ribbon of moonlight over the purple moor, 
 
    And the highwayman came riding--------- 
 
                    Riding------- riding……. 
 
    The Highwayman 
 
    Alfred Noyes 
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage came to a sudden halt, throwing its passenger about in the carriage.  Loud curses could be heard coming from within the interior of the coach as the occupant swung open the door only to find himself staring at the muzzle of a pistol trained directly at his chest.  Damn, he thought. 
 
    “Stand and deliver,” the gruff voice stated.  The hand that held the pistol was steady. 
 
    Lord Colin Hallwell, Duke of Worthingston better known to all as Worth, let out a breath of frustration.  He looked up to the person who dared to stop and rob him.  He could not make out more than a dark shape on a dark horse with a gun pointed at his chest.  He caught a brief sight of another horseman at the front of his coach with a gun trained on his driver. Damn, he thought again. 
 
    “We dinna hae all night.  Ye valuables, me lord, and dinna ye be try nothin’.” 
 
    The voice that requested his valuables was young and disguised.  All the years, he had spent working for the war department made him observant to many out of the ordinary things, things most people would not notice. 
 
    “I’m going to slowly get out of my coach,” stated Worth. 
 
    The gun waved him down.  Slowly, Worth stepped down from his coach. 
 
     “Ye valuables me lord, ye purse first and no tricks.” 
 
    Worth slowly removed a small bag of coins from a pocket in his jacket.  He had not carried his pistol on this trip as he usually did.  His extra lay with his clothes under the seat he had just vacated. 
 
    Quickly, a hand grabbed the bag, the horse and rider turned and was gone into the darkness.  A voice from the darkness called back, “Thank ye me lord,” followed by a laugh, a laugh that had a very feminine tone to it.  The hand was small, too.  A woman? questioned Worth. 
 
    Bennings from atop the coach asked, “Your grace, are you alright?” 
 
    Worth chuckled, suddenly tickled by the fact, he had just been robbed.  He was certain, for he had depended on his skill for too many years to quickly access a situation and all the people involved, that he had just been robbed by a young female. 
 
    “Yes, Bennings. I am fine.  Let us get on to the next town and stop for the night.” 
 
    “Of course, your grace,” replied Bennings. 
 
    Worth climbed back into his coach and sat back in his seat.  The coach started back on its way again.  It had been an unusual last few weeks even for him.  First, he had attended his good friend, Beck’s wedding which had ended with the bride being poisoned by Beck’s mother’s maid.      
 
    Upon Beck’s request, he had escorted Beck’s mother and her maid to Northcutt Hall.  He smiled as he remembered how irritated the Dowager Countess Shefley was when they finally arrived.  Northcutt Hall was as far away from London as one could get according to the Countess. Exactly what Beck wanted. 
 
    It had taken him nearly a fortnight to get Northcutt Hall into some semblance of order.  Unused rooms were cleaned and set to rights.  Extra staff was hired.  Serious instructions were given to the staff concerning the Countess’s stay.  He made it abundantly clear, the Countess was not allowed to leave the Hall, unless under Beck’s instruction.  He could not see that happening any time soon. Even, the local magistrate had been notified. 
 
    To say, the Countess was displeased with the relocation was an understatement. He had to admit, he had rather enjoyed the assignment.  Her constant pleas and demands had fallen on his deaf ears.  That had not sat well with her either.  When he left earlier, he could still hear her angry shouts echoing in the hall.  He had smiled as he walked out.  It felt like he had finally avenged his sister, Caroline’s death. 
 
    The Countess had not directly caused Caroline’s death, just as she had not directly poisoned Dulcey, Beck’s wife, but she had been responsible.  Now, she was somewhere, where she could not hurt people directly or indirectly.  In plain speaking, the Dowager Countess was to be held prisoner at one of the Shefley estates. 
 
    And now to top it all off, to have been robbed.  He began laughing.  He should have been furious, but for some strange reason, he found it amusing.  After having dealt with the Countess, this was just the mystery he needed.  A highwayman, no a highwaywoman.  She had a Scottish brogue.  The thought intrigued him.  He would search till he found her.  The Scottish border was not that far. 
 
     His coach came to a stop and he looked out.  It appeared, they had stopped at a small inn.  Worth climbed down and walked into the Black Crow.  It was small but clean.  He could feel Bennings right behind him.  
 
    The innkeeper, a portly bald headed man, came in from the back room.  
 
    Before Worth could say anything, Bennings began. “Innkeeper, we have just been robbed.  This is the Duke of Worthingston.” 
 
    Worth remembered now, why Bennings stayed in England, when he went across the Channel to do his spying.  Bennings would have gotten him killed his first assignment. Worth let out a sigh of frustration.  If he was going to find his highwaywoman, he was going to need to send Bennings back home. 
 
    “Your grace, what happened?  We have never had a highwayman in this area in all the years I have lived here.  Are you certain?” asked the innkeeper upset with the news. 
 
    Worth watched the reaction of the innkeeper.  He was truly shocked.  The innkeeper did not know of this highwaywoman.  His reaction was genuine. 
 
    “Yes, my good man.  No one was harmed, but I would like a room for the night and a good hot meal, if you please,” replied Worth.  He would play the exemplar duke for the time being, just in case the innkeeper was better at hiding than he, Worth, believed he was. 
 
    “Your grace, we have been robbed,” decried Bennings in annoyance.  The duke did not appear to be affected by the robbery, but Bennings found himself to be flustered by what had happened.  
 
    “Yes, Bennings, but no one was hurt.  The few coins the robber took were of no consequence to me,” lied Worth.  It was not the coins that bothered him.  It was the fact this highwaywoman had the audacity to rob him.  No, he was determined to find this highwaywoman.  He just did not want anyone to know what he was about.     
 
    “I do so apologize, your grace.  We have never had such happen here before and I have lived here all of my life,” reiterated the innkeeper, flustered there had been a robbery in their district.  “Shall I have my son, Ben, go for the magistrate?”   
 
    Worth shook his head.  “No, that won’t be necessary------” he waited for the innkeeper to introduce himself. 
 
    “Harman, your grace.  My name is Harman.” answered the inn keeper. 
 
    “As I requested earlier, a room and a good hot meal would be deeply appreciated.” 
 
    The inn keeper shook himself.  “Of course, your grace. The private parlor or the tap room? I will have Ella, my wife, ready your room while I serve you your meal myself.” 
 
    “The tap room will be fine,” replied Worth.  He wanted to see if perhaps any of the locals knew of his mystery highwaywoman.  
 
    Bennings raised his eyebrows.  His grace simply did not eat in the tap room. 
 
    Worth looked at Bennings and smiled.  Bennings was the epitome of a valet. In London, he was everything Worth needed, but traveling, sometimes Bennings was a bit too formal. 
 
    Worth followed Harmon as he led him to a table set off to side.  Worth nodded as he sat down and watched the innkeeper go off to get his food.  There were a couple of locals drinking a pint of ale at the table by the fireplace. Each nodded in turn when he came in.   
 
    This was just a small village along the road he found himself traveling on.  The innkeeper brought back a bowl of mutton stew and served him. He didn’t realize how hungry he was.  It was very good.  He complimented the innkeeper who beamed with pride and informed him his wife had cooked it.    
 
    Worth sat at his table, lit a thin cheroot, sat back and listened to the locals talk.  Again, he was convinced his highwaywoman was not from the area.  Everyone was just as surprised at a highwayman in the area.  It would mean having to use some of his skills learned while spying in France to his advantage to find his highwaywoman.  The thrill of the hunt entered his blood and he could think of nothing else now.  He needed this diversion.  His life had been rather boring of late.  This was exactly what he needed, after having spent the last few weeks with the Countess.  Yes, the more he thought on it, the more he was determined to find his highwaywoman.  
 
    After he finished his smoke, he complimented Harmon again and his wife Ella who was by his side. The meal had been simple but good.  There had been many a time, he would have loved to have had such simple fair.  Those times made him appreciate even the simple things. 
 
    He met Bennings on the landing.  “I have set out your valise on the bed.  It appears to be a rather nice inn, your grace.  Clean.  The innkeeper’s wife is meticulous.  If there is nothing more you require from me tonight, your grace, I will see to my own meal and room.” 
 
    “Yes, Bennings.  That is all for tonight.  Tell Hugh, as well.”   
 
    Worth walked into his room.  Rather spacious for an inn.  His valise sat on his bed.  He noticed the bottle of whiskey and glass on the table beside the bed.  Worth undid his cravat, removed his jacket and boots and poured himself a stiff drink.  He sat in the chair before the fire and stared into the flames.  He slowly sipped his whiskey and replayed the robbery in slow motion, recalling every detail. 
 
    What was it that made him conclude this highwayman was a woman?  It was several little things.  Even though it had been dark, he analyzed the figure on the horse. The great coat worn was big, as though hiding the slight frame it covered.  The disguised voice had a feminine undertone.  The laugh as they rode away, definitely had a feminine ring.  The hand that grabbed his bag of coins was small and slender.  
 
    Yes, his highwayman was a woman, a Scottish one at that.  He smiled at the deductions he came to. He was not interested in recouping his coin.   He was more interested in discovering why a woman would be forced to become a highwayman.  There were other occupations a woman could use in order to get money.  Why had this particular woman gone this route? 
 
    In the morning, he would go about disguising himself and set off tracking this highwaywoman.  She was a mystery.  He enjoyed solving mysteries.  He swallowed the last sip of whiskey and retired to bed.  For the first time in several weeks, he looked forward to the coming days.  That he would have a hard time finding her never entered his mind. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Worth woke just as the sun was rising in the eastern sky.  Bennings would not like what he was about to do, more he would not like how he would dress, to do what he was about to do.  He was going to change from the Duke of Worthingston to Colin Wells, one of his aliases he had used before.  It was the one, he was most comfortable in. 
 
    Worth walked into carriage house. Hugh, his driver was already up and getting the carriage ready. 
 
    “Your grace, I’ll have it ready shortly,” Hugh explained. 
 
    “Take your time, Hugh. I am just looking for a valise I keep under the seat.  You and Bennings will be going on without me, so you may take your time,” explained Worth, as he opened the door. He pulled up the carriage seat and pulled a canvas bag from its depths.  
 
    “You are staying here, your grace?” asked Hugh confused.  “Is it because of the robbery last night?  I have asked around, and everyone was shocked to hear of it.  I believe it was no one about here.” 
 
    Worth nodded.  “I tend to agree with you, Hugh. I do not think our highwayman is from around here.  But I do intend to find her.” 
 
    Hugh looked confused.  “Her, your grace?” 
 
    Damn, thought Worth.  He had let that slip by mistake.  He was just that obsessed with finding her.  He was not paying enough attention to his speech.  That was not like him.  She was affecting his thoughts and actions.  He needed to be more careful. 
 
    “Did I say her?  My mistake.” 
 
    “Your grace, what are doing out here?  Are we leaving now?  I am sorry.  I went to your room and you were not there.  You did not say we were leaving early last night,” spluttered Bennings.  Sometimes, his grace acted very oddly.  It made working for him rather difficult at times.   
 
    Worth was glad for Bennings’ interruption.  He did not have to explain to Hugh his mistake. 
 
    “I was just telling Hugh, you and he will be going on to Stoneybrook as planned.  I will be staying behind for the time being,” explained Worth. 
 
    Bennings looked at him as though he had lost his mind.  Maybe he had, but the mystery of his highwaywoman had piqued his curiosity.  Worth was determined to find out if his hunch was correct.  
 
    “But why, your grace?” asked Bennings. 
 
    “The robbery, last night,” answered Hugh.  “His grace thinks it’s a woman.” 
 
    Damn, again!   
 
    “What?” questioned Bennings, startled by the revelation. 
 
    “It was just a slip. I am not sure who robbed us. But I do want to try and find out who it is.” 
 
    Bennings stared at the Duke. “Surely, that could be dangerous, your grace.”  After all, the two robbers had been brandishing pistols. 
 
    Worth smiled knowingly.  No, this was not dangerous.  This was just intriguing.  “Do not worry over this Bennings.  This is just a diversion for me.  Say, it’s an alleviation of my boredom and aggravation of the past few weeks.” 
 
    Bennings shook his head in disbelief.  He had been with the duke for many years and knew he often went off on his own for weeks often months at a time. He knew the duke worked for the war department, but he never knew what he did nor did he question him about it. 
 
    Worth watched Bennings face. He knew Bennings was completely confused just as he always was when he went off on one of his assignments.  Bennings though the perfect valet in London had no clue to what his employer truly did. 
 
    “You and Hugh will return to Stoneybrook.  I may send you word to meet me in London instead.  I am not certain at the moment what my plans will be.  No one is to know where I am or what I am doing,” instructed Worth. 
 
    Bennings shrugged and shook his head.  “I am not certain at all, your grace, what you are about.” 
 
    Worth smiled.  “Exactly, Bennings.” 
 
    “Well, your grace, we will stay until you go on your way.” 
 
    Hugh nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Very well, then. Have breakfast while I change.” 
 
    “I shall help, your grace.”  replied Bennings.  His grace would need his assistance in changing his attire. 
 
    Worth chuckled.  Bennings would be of no help with this.  “Thank you, but no, Bennings.” 
 
    They walked back into inn. Worth left Hugh and Bennings eating breakfast while he went back upstairs to his room to change.   He took the clothes out of the canvas bag. He changed to something more ordinary, plain brown trousers, an ordinary plain linen shirt, topped with brown waistcoat and frock coat. He would wear his boots but he took some cold ash from the fireplace and rubbed some soot on his boots to dull the shine.  Worth looked at his reflection in the mirror.  His beard was beginning to shadow his face.  He did not look anything like a duke, just some ordinary traveler.  Worth nodded, packed his ducal clothes in his valise and grabbed the bag.  In it, he left an extra change of plain clothes.   
 
    He would use his greatcoat.  It was black, plain.  Bennings had complained when he took it along, instead of the fur trimmed one he usually used in London.  Lastly, he took his two pistols and placed them inside his great coat.  He would not be caught unarmed again. 
 
    Downstairs in the tap room, both Bennings and Hugh both looked up and gasped. It was just the reaction he had hoped to get from them. 
 
    Bennings was up on his feet. “Your grace, why are you dressed in such a manner?” 
 
    “Colin Wells, my good man. I have no idea who this duke is, you speak of.”  There was just the slightest hint of a Scottish brogue. 
 
    Bennings eyes grew wide with disbelief.  Hugh smiled.  He had seen the duke a couple of times return to Stoneybrook or Mannery House in London.  Once, he had not even recognized him. 
 
    “Mr. Harman, I would like some breakfast myself.  Could you have your dear wife prepare some I can take with me and then I will settle my bill.  Also, where can I purchase a very good horse?” Harman looked at the duke in confusion. 
 
    “My driver and my valet are to go on ahead, and I am following later.  I am not wanting anyone to know, I am the Duke of Worthingston.  I have a place I would like to check on but I don’t want anyone to know I am there.” 
 
    “Very good, your grace,” replied Harman.  Sometimes, he did not understand these noble folks.   
 
    Worth broke his fast and saw Bennings and Hugh off.  Bennings complained about leaving him behind but Worth reassured him, he would see him soon. 
 
    Harmon had him meet with the local blacksmith.  He was more than willing to sell him this huge dapple gray someone had left with him months ago as payment.  The blacksmith was glad to be rid of the horse for his upkeep cost him money.   Worth made friends immediately with the horse. The blacksmith told him his name was Gray.  So much for his previous owner’s inventiveness, thought Worth.  But, he was exactly what Worth was looking for  
 
    Having settled the bill with the innkeeper and the blacksmith, Worth rode off to the spot where he was robbed.  He began his search for his highwayman, or highwaywoman, as he truly believed. Having given the area a good look around, he headed off in the direction his highwaymen had gone.  It had not been hard to find their trail.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Ah, there are moments for us here, when seeing 
 
          Life’s inequalities, and woe, and care,       
 
    The burdens laid upon our mortal being 
 
          Seem heavier than the human heart can bear. 
 
    Phoebe Cary 
 
      
 
    The duo rode steady through the night, slowing every hour or so to allow the horses to rest.  For nearly five hours, they rode, neither talking.  Finally, in the early morning hours, the outline of the keep came into view.  They entered the barn, both riders and horses glad to be home.  The younger of the two, slowly slipped down from the black hessian, laid a weary head against the hessian withers, and sighed deeply, her breath causing condensation in the cold air.  She was so cold. It seemed to have penetrated every part of her body.  Her fingers were so numb she wondered how she had even held on these last few miles. 
 
    The older man turned and said, “Lass, A’ll see to the horses.  Ye go up to the house.  Ma will still be up awaitin’ us.”  He gazed at the young lass that stood already taking the saddle off her horse.  He could see she was cold and completely worn out. 
 
    “No, Rab, I will see to Athena.”  She grabbed the saddle and nearly collapsed under its weight. 
 
    Rab quickly grabbed it from her hands.  “Lass, A have it.” 
 
    Lilias McGowan nodded and watched wearily, as Rab easily took the saddle from her arms.  The big burly Scot had taken care of her for as long as she could remember.  He was very simple in his beliefs and manners, but she never doubted his devotion to her family.  Now, it was just Rab and his mother, Elsbeth, here at Glendenning taking care of herself and her twin siblings, Aiden and Alysa.   
 
    Since her father’s death over two years ago, things had been difficult.  But last summer, Mother’s half- brother Edward Brikley had showed up.   He had stayed nearly two weeks and when he left, mother’s jewels left with him along with anything of any worth from Glendenning.  Supposedly, he was setting it up in London for her and the twins to live there.  She was adamant about not going.  Actually, she was adamant about not going anywhere with Edward.   
 
    She shuddered at the thought of Edward.  He had left them with nothing.  Well not exactly, she had hidden several silver pieces in the dungeons.  It had cost her dearly.  She pushed that memory to the far recesses of her mind.  But the pieces had only lasted so long.   
 
    She had been forced to act as she had tonight.  It had been their second time.  She had been scared to death each time, but especially tonight.  Tonight, they had gone far, into unfamiliar area.  But it had proven to be profitable. 
 
    She took the small bag and opened it.  There were three gold guineas, six crowns and about a dozen shillings.   It was in fact, more than she first believed.  It would probably get them through thru till summer, if she was very frugal.  But then she had been very frugal for such a long time.  It was second nature to her now. 
 
    “Hoo much did we get lass?” asked Rab after he had put the horses up. 
 
    Lilias smiled.  “Enough to last us unitl beginning of summer.  Maybe by then I will have figured out something else.” 
 
    “Aye, lass.  T’is not good we do this.”  Rab worried about the wee lass.  This was too much for her to deal with.  He was not very smart, but he was smart enough to know, this was not good for her.  She did not like this, neither did he, but he would be there at her side always, to protect her.   
 
    He followed her into the keep.  Elsbeth sat in her rocker by the fireplace sound asleep.  She woke up immediately when she heard them come in.   
 
    “Thank ye good Lord for bringin’ them home safely,” she replied.  “Come sit by the fire and warm yerselves.  Did ye get what---------”  
 
    Lilias nodded and emptied the bag on the table.  A handful of coins fell on the table.  
 
    All three looked at the pile of coins in awe.  Lilias hand shook when she put the coins back in the bag.  It suddenly occurred to her exactly what she had done.  She had robbed someone.  What if this person needed these coins as she did?  She had just taken his hope.   
 
    “Ye best hide it, m’lady in case that Edward comes back like he said he would,” suggested Elsbeth.  “And dinnae tell us so we can tell him we dinnae know.”  Elsbeth had not liked Edward from his arrival but more so after what he had done to Lilias.   
 
    Lilias nodded.  She grabbed the coins and put them back in the bag.   
 
    “Ye go get some sleep, the both of ye.  A’ll see to the twins when they wake up.  Ye get some rest.  We canna go into town when ye wake up.”  Elsbeth shooed Lilias up to her bed and once she had left the room turned to her son. 
 
    “Ye took a long time?” she asked. 
 
    “Aye, Ma.  We went fur to make sure we wadna be followed.  We werna, but we cannae keep deein’ this Ma.” 
 
    “A no, son.  But A just dinnae no what else we can do.”  Elsbeth was worried about her son and about Lilias, especially Lilias.  She is the laird’s daughter.  She had been there the day Lilias was born and had seen to her welfare ever since.  But things had changed after the laird died and the dire financial troubles of the keep became known.   
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Lilias walked wearily into her bedroom.  She reached behind her bed to the small loose board on the wall.  She pulled the board loose and placed the bag of coins in it and replaced the board.  She had found that hiding place as a child and often hid her childhood treasures there.  No one knew about it.  
 
    She quickly undressed from the black jacket and pants she wore.  She would put it back in father’s wardrobe in the morning.  She smiled wryly, it was already morning.  She dressed in her warmest woolen nightshift, climbed into her bed and pulled the covers about her.  She was so cold.  She had been so very cold all night long.  It wasn’t just the weather but the after effects of what she had done that made her shiver uncontrollably.  She curled into the fetal position, her fingers clutched the moonstone necklace at her neck for solace and cried herself to sleep. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Lilias woke up to the sound of “Shhhh.  She’s still sleeping.  Do you think she’s dead?” Lilias smiled. She recognized Alysa’s voice. 
 
    Aiden’s voice whispered loudly. “Don’t be a silly goose, Ali.  Lili’s just sleeping.” 
 
    “But Aiden, Lili never sleeps late.” 
 
    Lilias could hear the worry in her voice.  Alysa was her worrier.  Aiden, her twin brother, was the leader and the laird of the keep at the age of eight.  Sometimes, she felt he was old beyond his age and took the responsibility of being the laird very seriously, too seriously.  He was just a child. 
 
    Lilias opened her eyes a mere crack and watched as they as they slowly crept closer to her bed.  They were the reason she did what she did.  She was their older sister.  She felt her responsibility just as seriously as her younger brother, more so, because she knew how desperate their predicament was.  
 
    She waited till they were at her bedside, leaning over her, trying very hard to be quiet. 
 
    “Gotcha,” she said, as she grabbed each of them and pulled them into her bed.   
 
    Alysa screamed in fright, Aiden screamed startled.  Both started laughing when they saw Lili was smiling. 
 
    “See, I told she wasn’t dead, just sleeping” stated Aiden to his twin Alysa. 
 
    “You scared us, Lili,” and turned to her twin, “I knew she was not dead.” 
 
    “No, you did not” argued Aiden. 
 
    “I am not dead and do not argue,” replied Lilias as she sat up.  “If you are both good and allow me to get up and get dressed, I will see if Rab can drive us into Hawick to do a little shopping.” 
 
    Lilias watched their faces beam with joy.  This is how it should be.  They should not, neither one of them, be worrying about having shoes to wear or more important food on the table.  If it meant her having to do what she did last night again, she would.  She would do whatever it took, to keep them here in their home. 
 
    “Honest?” asked Aiden suddenly, looking at Lili strangely. 
 
    “Yes,” answered Lili.  “Now off you both go, so I may dress.  Aiden, please go down and tell Rab we are going into town and tell him to get the wagon ready.  Now off with you.”  Lili hurried to get Aiden busy, before he began asking too many questions.  She felt he was beginning to become suspicious.  He was a smart lad and she wondered how much longer, she could continue to fool him. 
 
    Aiden nodded but gave her a narrowed eyed look.  “Come, Ali.”  He took his sister hand and left Lili’s room. 
 
    Lili sighed in relief.  She went about her toilet in quick work.  She dressed in her thick brown wool dress.   It had been her mother’s at one time.  In fact, all of her clothes had been her mother’s at one time.  She and Elsbeth had altered them to fit her.  She was much thinner than her mother.  Besides there had been no money for new clothes.  She took the brush to her unruly hair.  It curled naturally and tangled so easily.  She hated the color, even though her father said it reminded him of a dark sunset touched by the sun.  He said it was just like his mother’s hair.  But she did not like it.  She would have rather have the golden brown the twins had.  No, she had to be cursed with this red hair of hers. 
 
    After putting on her stout leather boots, she pulled the covers over her bed as she did every morning and straightened her room.  From behind her bed in its hiding place, Lili removed the bag of coins from last night.  She removed a couple and placed them in the hidden pocket of her dress. She touched the moonstone of her necklace. It was the only piece of jewelry she had been able to hide from Edward.  It was her talisman.  
 
     The black clothes she had worn the night before, she pulled from under her bed.  In her father’s room, she placed them in the bottom of his wardrobe.  She hoped, no prayed she would not have to repeat her actions of last night, but she was afraid, if they were to survive, she would in all likelihood, be forced to go out again.  No, she would worry about that, when the time came.  For the moment, she had enough coin for them to survive until summer. 
 
    She walked down into the great room.  A fire burned brightly in the fireplace.  Elsbeth was cooking some mutton stew.  They had been living on mutton now for weeks.  What used to be herds of sheep was now just more than a handful.  There would be very little wool to sell this spring.  Another thing to worry about thought, Lili.  But at least they had mutton to eat. The three cows still left were their provider of milk and butter. 
 
    “Good morning, Elsbeth.” 
 
    Elsbeth smiled.  “Tis nearly noon, my lady.” 
 
    Lili smiled. “It appears, I have been rather lazy this morning.  Alysa thought I had died since I had not awakened at my usual earliness.” 
 
    “Ach, her and Lord Aiden were most curious.  A held back for as long as A could.  A told them ye had gone out to tend to a sick neighbor.  When Aiden asked who, A dinnae answer,” explained Elsbeth. 
 
    “Yes, he is beginning to be suspicious,” answered Lili.  “We will have to take greater care with him.” 
 
    Elsbeth nodded as she brought a bowl of gruel to the table in front of Lili. 
 
    Lili sat quietly and ate her breakfast.  She watched as Elsbeth went about her duties.  Elsbeth had been born at the keep.  Her mother had been the stewardess of the keep.  When her mother died, Elsbeth took her mother’s place.  She had so many abilities, cooking, medicines, keeping track of everything that went on at the keep.  She often surprised Lili with her knowledge.   
 
    When Lili’s mother died shortly after the twins were born, Elsbeth had become mother to all three of them.  Lili had only been ten at the time.  Lili truly looked at Elsbeth. She was thin but strong as an ox.  Her hair was nearly completely white now.  There were lines in her face that she had never truly noticed.  But the clear amber eyes of hers still held the love in them Lili had known all her life. Those eyes of Elsbeth saw everything as well, sometimes thought Lili, too much.  
 
    Lili often wondered how she and the twins would have survived the past two years since her father death without Elsbeth and her son Rab.  They were her family now.  Rab was Elsbeth only son.  Elsbeth never said who Rab’s father was.  Rab was rather slow in thinking but he was amazing dealing with the horses.  It was he that thought of hiding Athena when Edward had showed up. As thin as Elsbeth was, Rab was stout with light brown eyes dark curly hair. A gentler soul did not walk this earth.  He was devoted to her and the twins.  He would do whatever it took to protect them including riding at her side, as she played the highwayman. 
 
    Lili sighed.  This was her family.  She would do whatever it took to keep them all together, to keep Glendenning alive until Aiden could inherit. 
 
    The twins came running in.  
 
    “The wagon is ready, Lili,” said Aiden. 
 
    “Rab is waiting,” said Alysa. 
 
    Lili looked to Elsbeth.   
 
    “No, A’ll not be coming with ye today. But we need some flour, sugar, salt, tea, coffee if ye can afford it,” listed Elsbeth. 
 
    Lili nodded and walked out the door with the twins in tow.  
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    The twins ran in with Lili close behind them, 
 
    “We got new boots, Elsbeth,” said the twins in unison.  They raised their feet to show her. 
 
    “Ach, that is very fine lookin’ boots.”  Elsbeth looked over their heads to Lili in question. 
 
    Lili nodded.  “The cobbler had some that fit.  Theirs were falling apart.  We still have much of the winter left.” 
 
    Elsbeth nodded and watched as her son brought in some much needed supplies. She had a difficult time accepting how they were forced to live.  She worried so about Lili, about what she may be forced to do in order for them to survive.  Lili had been forced to give up so much already. 
 
      “Ach, perhaps spring will be comin’ early this year,” said Elsbeth, knowing a long winter would be difficult for them to survive even with the coin my lady had managed to obtain during last night’s endeavors.  “Food be on the table for ye.  Tis the last of the bread.  Tomorrow A will be able bake some more bread with the flour ye have brought.” 
 
    Aiden sat down at the table and when Elsbeth placed a bowl of mutton stew in front of him made a face.  “Mutton stew again.  Ughh!” 
 
    Lili looked at him sternly.  But deep down, she felt just like him.  It was all they had to eat, but at least they had something to eat.  With the added supplies she had bought today, they would be able to add a little variety, not much but at least a little. 
 
    “Tomorrow, I will go down to the river and fish,” stated Aiden forcefully. 
 
    Lili turned in a heartbeat to face him.  “You will not.  The river is dangerous and you will not go there.”  Lili saw the mutinous look on his face.  Aiden had become more demanding since Edward had visited.  It was as though he had suddenly decided, he was the man of the keep.  He was only eight years old.  Lili softened and explained, “I will take you in a couple of days, I promise.  Just not tomorrow.” 
 
    Aiden eyes looked at her as though deciding whether she was telling him the truth.  Lili had become very protective of him and Alysa ever since Uncle Edward had come.  He did not like Uncle Edward.   He had made Lili cry.  Next time Uncle Edward came, he would not let him make Lili cry.  He would stop him. 
 
    Aiden nodded his acceptance. 
 
    “Can I come, too?” asked Alysa.  She was not about to be left behind. 
 
    Lili sighed.  “Yes, when we go.”  
 
    She did not like fishing by the river.  It was dangerous especially during the winter months.  So far the winter had not been a hard one, but there were still a couple of months for them to survive. 
 
    Fresh fish would be a pleasant change for certain but was it worth the chance.  She would think about it and maybe tomorrow check the river.  She looked to Rab who nodded.  He would check the river for her.   
 
    “Enough of this talk of fishing,” said Elsbeth.  “T’is time for all to sit and eat.” 
 
    Lili sat at the head of the table as she had done since her father’s death.  Aiden and Alysa sat at her right, Elsbeth and Rab at her left.  She nodded to Alysa and she said the short prayer over their meal as it was her turn to do so. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Through hollow lands and hilly lands 
 
    I will find out where she has gone;…… 
 
    The Song of Wandering Angus 
 
    W.B. Yeats 
 
      
 
    Worth had been on the trail for two days.  He had lost the trail yesterday afternoon at the river’s edge.  He had thoughts of crossing the river but had found no safe place to cross.  He had continued on, in the direction he felt they had headed. He was certain he would come across something that would tell him, he was on the right course. He felt it in his gut.  He trusted his gut.  It had led him in the right direction too many times.  He followed the river’s edge hoping to pick up the trail again.  
 
    He came across a young lad at the river’s edge fishing.  No, attempting to fish was a better description.  He watched as he climbed over the rocks and came dangerously close to the edge.  He held his breath once when the boy came much too close and his foot slipped slightly, but the young lad caught his balance easily.  Worth knew the waters to be frigid and should the boy fall, it would mean disaster. 
 
    Quietly, he dismounted and slowly approached the boy.  He did not wish to startle him. He was much too close to the water’s edge.  He was afraid, if he called out to him, he would turn and lose his balance.  He waited till the boy took several steps away from the edge.   
 
    “Hello, there,” stated Worth, in a normal voice, as not to frighten the young boy.  He was young, perhaps seven or eight, light golden brown hair.   Blue-gray eyes stared up to him.  “Are you having any luck, lad?”  
 
    The boy shook his head. 
 
    Worth smiled.  “Maybe I can be of help then.  Me dad showed me a trick to make the fish come to the hook,” he said as he dismounted his horse. 
 
    The boy looked at him with skepticism.  
 
    Worth held out his hand to him.  “I be Colin Wells.  Just passing through and saw you fishing.  Thought, maybe, I could be of some help to ye.” 
 
    The young boy took the offered hand and gave it a good shake.  He was still suspicious of the stranger but if he could help him catch some fish to bring home, it would be glorious. 
 
    “I am Aiden McGowan, laird of Glendenning.” 
 
    Worth raised his eyebrow in question. “Well then, my lord, if you will allow me to show the trick I know, we shall catch some fish.”  He wondered what the young laird was doing here at the river’s edge with no one to accompany him.  
 
    “Yes, please.  I’m tired of eating mutton.  We have had mutton everything,” explained Aiden. 
 
    “Well I can understand how that can be very tiresome.  Fresh fish would indeed be a pleasant change.”  Worth took the line from the boy’s hands and carefully began to ply the fly upon the water.  No sooner had it hit the water it was struck by a trout.  Worth brought it in. 
 
    Aiden did a little jig on the rocks much to Worth’s discomfort.  “Ye got one.” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” as he unhooked the fish and placed in the basket near the boy’s feet. 
 
    “Here, let me show you how,” said Worth as he put the rod in the boy’s hands and showed him how to dance the fly upon the water. It was struck just as soon as Worth’s one had.  “Careful boy as you bring him in,” instructed Worth.  “Do you live near here?” 
 
    “Aye, at Glendenning keep up the road,” answered Aiden as he brought in another fish.  “with Elspeth and Rab and my sisters, Lili and Ali.  Alysa is my twin.” 
 
    “Elsbeth and Rab?” 
 
    “Elsbeth is Elsbeth. She takes care of us. Rab is her son.  He talks to the horses.” 
 
    Worth nodded.  “And Lili, your sister?” 
 
    Aiden frowned.  “Lili tells us all what to do.” 
 
    Worth smiled.  “Lili is older, I take it.” 
 
    “Yes, she’s old.  Elsbeth says she should be married by now, but Papa didn’t want her to and now Papa has died.  Uncle Edward came last summer and made Lili cry.  I don’t like him.”    
 
    Worth nodded as he helped him bring in another fish. It seemed the McGowans’ had hit on hard times.  This Uncle Edward, the young lad spoke of, had not helped them any.  
 
    “Where did this Uncle Edward come from?”  asked Worth.  
 
    “I think London.  Far away.  He said he would be comin’ back, but I’m not gonna to let him make Lili cry when he comes back,” stated Aiden with a frown. 
 
    Worth looked at the young lad with compassion.  He wanted to protect his sister.  He understood those feelings.  How he had so wanted to protect Caroline but in the end, he felt like he had failed her.  Perhaps, he could help young Aiden protect his. 
 
    “Maybe he won’t return.” 
 
    “The basket’s full Mr. Wells.” 
 
    “So it is.”  
 
    “Will ye come, sir, with me to the keep and share the fish we’ve caught?  Lili will not scold me, if ye’re with me.  Elsbeth is a good cook,” stated Aiden as he grabbed the basket.  “This way, follow me.” 
 
    Now, the truth came out.  He was not supposed to be fishing at the river.  Worth grabbed the reins of his horse and walked along side of the young boy.   
 
    “It will be so good to have fish.  Everybody’s going to be so happy not to be eating mutton again.  Thank ye for showing me yer dad’s trick.  I wasn’t catchin’ any till ye come along.” 
 
    Worth nodded. 
 
    They turned the corner past a small grove of trees and the keep came into view.  It was rather small, square three stories high, with a square tower at one corner.  The stone wall about the place was missing in several places.  The closer they got to the keep, the more Worth could see the signs of neglect and disrepair. 
 
    At the door to the barn, Aiden turned, “You can put your horse up in the barn.” 
 
    Worth nodded and led his horse into the barn and put him in the closest stall.  He looked over the three other horses in the barn.  A big roan colored work horse.  No doubt used to pull the wagon outside the door.  Another dark gray horse stood in the next stall.  But the one that caught his attention was in the last stall.  The last stall was occupied by a black hessian.   
 
    He may not have gotten a good look at this highwaywoman, but he had gotten a good look at her horse and this was her horse.  He smiled.  He had found his highwaywoman.  This was going to be interesting. 
 
    Aiden was waiting for him at the door.   
 
    “I’ll see to my horse and my things later,” explained Worth. 
 
    Aiden nodded.  “Follow me, Mr. Wells.” 
 
    “I think Colin will do.  After all we have fished together.” 
 
    Aiden smiled.  He liked Mr. Wells, no Colin. He was not like his Uncle Edward.  Maybe, he could help Lili.  He knew she was trying her best but he also knew she was just a girl.  There were things she could not do. 
 
    Aiden walked into the kitchen and placed the basket of fish on the table.  Elsbeth turned and saw the basket of fish and shook her head but smiled slightly.  She looked up to the man at his side and hoped he had caught the fish but she knew Aiden had been involved in some way. 
 
    “Master Aiden have ye been by the river fishin’ when your sister forbade you?” asked Elsbeth. 
 
    “No, he was with me. He came across me fishing at the river and has offered me a place to stay in exchange for the fish.  I am on my way to Edinburgh,” explained Worth, hoping Aiden would support his story.  The elderly woman who stood before him, reminded him of Mrs. Warren, his housekeeper at Stoneybrook.  He had never been able to pull one over on her and he was certain Elsbeth was the same. 
 
    Aiden’s eyes widened for a moment then he shook his head in agreement.  “Yes and he showed me how to catch fish, too.  He’s gonna to stay with us.  I’ve invited him. ” 
 
    Elsbeth looked from this stranger to Aiden and knew there was more to this story, but she was not about to question it further.  The basket of fresh fish on the table was too good a deal to pass up.  It would be a pleasant change for their table. 
 
    “I am Colin Wells.  You must be Elsbeth,” introduced Worth.  He knew if he was to stay and learn the secrets here, he was going to have to have Elsbeth on his side. He could see her eyeing him and reserving her judgement. 
 
    “Thank ye Mr. Wells, for the fish and takin’ care of Master Aiden here.  Lady Lilias would be very upset with him, if she found out he had been fishin’ on the river all alone after she told him not to.”                                                
 
    A large burly man walked in from a door to the back of the kitchen.  He eyed the stranger who stood with his mother and Aiden.   
 
    Worth looked him over quickly.  Yes, this was probably the other highwayman that night. He didn’t want to be recognized as the titled lord they had robbed several nights ago.  He was certain he would not.  He was dressed in ordinary clothes.  The stubble of a beard covered his face.  His disguise had gotten him through better scrutiny than this.   
 
    “Mr. Wells, this be my son, Rab.  Rab, we have a guest, Master Aiden has brought home.” 
 
    Rab nodded and held out his hand. 
 
    Worth shook his hand.  Big strong hands.  From the look on Rab’s face, he knew he was safe from discovery. “Good to meet you, Rab.” 
 
    “Rab, Mr. Wells left his horse in the born,” stated Aiden. 
 
    “Don’t bother, Rab.  I will see to my horse myself later.” 
 
    “Aiden James William McGowan what is going here?” a feminine voice asked from the doorway.   
 
    Worth turned and found himself staring into clear light blue eyes.  He watched as the young woman walked into the kitchen with a female replica of Aiden at her side.  She was taller than most women he knew, tall, thin, willowy, a riot of hair the color of a dark sunset.  Hair of red, he heard Dulcey’s voice in his head. Damn, he thought.  Dulcey, had not told him she would be so young and in so much trouble. 
 
    “Lili, this is Mr. Colin Wells.  I met him at the river fishing.  He caught some fish for us.  I told him he could stay with us.  He’s going to Edinburgh,” explained Aiden in a rush.  He knew he was in trouble ‘cause Lili never used all of his names. 
 
    Lili narrowed her eyes as she looked from Aiden to this Mr. Wells of his.  There was more to this, of that, she was certain. 
 
    “Welcome to Glendenning, Mr. Wells.  Aiden, you and I will speak later,” stated Lili.  Glendenning had never turned away a traveler but this would put an additional strain on their larder.  She looked to Elsbeth and knew she was thinking the same thing.  Well at least, he had come bearing gifts.  A basket of fresh fish was a welcome change. 
 
    “You’re in trouble Aiden,” stated Alysa. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” argued Aiden. 
 
    “Quiet, you two,” admonished Lili.  She gazed at their new guest.  Why did she think of a lion when she saw him.  She had seen one years ago at a fair she had attended with her father in Edinburgh.  Was it the golden streaks in his hair or was it the brown eyes with gold flecks that reminded her.  Whatever, she felt this man was strong both physically and mentally.  There was an air of authority about him, even though his clothes were plain. She would need to tread carefully around him.  
 
    “Again, welcome, Mr. Wells.  We don’t usually get many visitors about here.  We are off the regular road to Edinburgh,” stated Lili.  She was curious. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady MacGowan.  I am not familiar to the area and took the wrong road sometime yesterday and ended up here.  Young Aiden here, has invited me to spend the night, but if that is inconvenient for you, I will certainly understand and I can be on my way,” explained Worth, as he watched her reaction closely.   He saw the slight blush to her cheeks.   
 
    “Lili, I invited him.  You can’t turn him away.  He taught me how to fish.  I am the laird and I say he stays.”  Aiden looked at her through narrow eyes. 
 
    Lili looked at Aiden and saw how serious he was.  For this stranger to have taken the time to teach Aiden to fish was a plus in his favor.  “No, Mr. Wells. You are most welcome here.  You come bringing a gift, a basket of fish. As you see, I have a mutiny on my hands should I refuse and I heartily do not.” 
 
    Aiden nodded at his sister.  
 
    Lili smiled at her little brother, trying to be the laird.  She was not usually so suspicious of people, but since Edward’s visit last summer, she was wary of strangers. 
 
    Worth watched the smile she gave her younger brother transform her face to the young girl she should be.  It was fleeting, only to be replaced again by the serious face of the lady of the keep.   
 
    “Thank you, again, my lady.  I shall be more than willing to help with any of the chores here.” 
 
    “Well, let’s see about cleaning all these wonderful fish first.  Let us make a grand meal of it. It is a special treat,”   replied Lili.  She thought they all needed a change.   
 
    “Yes, Rab and Master Aiden you can help me clean them.  Can you, Lady MacGowan and Mistress Elsbeth and you,-------” Worth bent down in front of feminine twin version of Aiden.   
 
    “Alysa.  I am Alysa,” she stated. 
 
    Worth smiled.  She reminded him of his niece Abby. “Very nice to meet you, Miss Alysa MacGowan.”  He held out his hand to her. 
 
    Alysa took his hand and nodded.  “Very nice to meet you, Mr. Wells.” 
 
    Lili smiled a little.  This Mr. Wells appeared to be charmer.  Again, Lili thought, she needed to be wary of this man.  Already, he was taking charge of things.  She watched as Rab and Aiden followed Mr. Wells out the door with the basket of fish. 
 
    Lili immediately turned to Elsbeth.  “What do you think of our guest?” 
 
    Elsbeth sighed.  She did not know what to tell Lili.  He appeared to be someone who was used to getting his way.  He was not a lost traveler.  Of that, she was fairly certain.  Just who he was, she did not know.  For the time being, she would keep a close eye on him.   
 
    “Donnae know, m’lady.  Master Aiden has taken to him. He’s lookin’ for someone to look up to.  A man.  Mr. Wells has been kind to him.” 
 
    Lili closed her eyes.  She knew Elsbeth was right.  But there was no way that could happen.   
 
    “I like him, too, Lili,” said Alysa.  “He’s nice.” 
 
    Lili sighed.  Well, she had honored Aiden invitation to the wayward traveler.  He was their guest for the night. 
 
    “Let’s make the best of this.  Fresh fish will be a pleasant change.  What do we have in the cellar?  Do we have any dried fruit left?  Maybe we could make some pudding,” suggested Lili.  She had been able to get some supplies yesterday.   
 
    “I think we have some dried apples.”  It would be good to have some sort of celebration.  The house had been so melancholy for so long, more so, after the visit of that Edward.  She prayed he did not return like he promised he would.        
 
    By the time the men came back in with the fish cleaned, the women had the beginnings of a feast.  Everyone helped and the mood in the kitchen lightened.   
 
    Worth told them he had been a soldier in the war, which really wasn’t far from the truth. Informed them, he worked for the Duke of Worthingston and was on his way to Edinburgh on business for the Duke.  That wasn’t exactly a lie either.  He had learned long ago to keep his lies close to the truth.  It made them easier to remember.  They appeared to accept all he told them. 
 
    Aiden was quiet inquisitive about the war.  Instead Worth told him some stories of his childhood when he was about Aiden’s age.  He had them all laughing when he told them story of him being chased up the tree during a fox hunt, him and the fox. 
 
    As they sat at the table to eat, Aiden had seen to it that Worth had sat between him and Lili. 
 
    Lili looked out upon the table and smiled to see it bountiful for a change.  It had been such a long time since they had been privileged.  It was her turn to give the blessing.  She bent her head.  “Thank you, dear Lord above, for the feast you have so provided us.  Thank you for bringing our guest and his most generous supply of fish to us.   Keep us safe. Amen.” 
 
    All at the table replied, “Amen.” 
 
    Lili watched as Aiden tore into his fish with such relish.  He had been so tired of mutton. Lili took a bite and let the delicious taste savor in her mouth. She had not realized how truly tired she was of eating mutton, too. She closed her eyes and licked her lips with pleasure.  This was so delicious.  She couldn’t remember fish ever tasting so good. She looked at the twins, Elsbeth and Rab.  They had the look of pure pleasure on their faces.  For a moment, she realized how dismal their life had become.  No, she would not think of that now.  Now, she would just enjoy this special feast that had been given them by their guest.  
 
     Worth watched her and when she licked her lips, he felt it deep within him.  His manhood responded instantly. No, he must not think along those lines.  Remember this was the highwaywoman who had robbed him.  But he kept hearing Dulcey’s voice in his head, “Hair of red.” 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Wells, thank you.  This is so good,” said Alysa with the juice dripping down her chin.  She used her fingers to capture the drip and licked her fingers clean. 
 
    “It is good, Colin.  I’m glad you came to the river,” said Aiden. 
 
    “Mr. Wells, Aiden,” corrected Lili.  But she could already see Aiden forming an attachment to the stranger.  She knew Aiden needed a male to look up to, to teach him manly things, she nor Rab could teach him. But it would be very hard on Aiden, if he formed an attachment to their guest.  He would be gone soon.  Another thing to worry about. Just not tonight. 
 
    “He said I could call him Colin,” argued Aiden, looking at his sister, as though she did not understand. 
 
    “Can I call him Colin, too?” asked Alysa not wanting to be left out.  “We call Elsbeth and Rab by their names.” 
 
    “We do,” added Aiden to the argument. 
 
    “I did tell young Aiden here, he could call me by my Christian name,” offered Worth. 
 
    Lili looked to the set of eyes that looked to her, all of them, awaiting her decision.  She let out a sigh of surrender.  “Very well, then.  It seems, I am outnumbered.” 
 
    “Good,” replied Elsbeth. “That’s settled. Let’s finish eatin’ our fish cause A made apple dumplings.” 
 
    “Yeah!”  the twins called out in unison. 
 
    Lili smiled.  It was good to hear the twins excited again, even if was about apple dumplings.  Aiden began telling stories of picking apples and Worth added some of his own that made them laugh. 
 
    Worth watched the worry line between Lady Lilias eyebrows disappear.  A couple of times he heard her soft laugh.  Why did it touch his soul?  He blamed Dulcey for making him look at Lady Lilias in a different light.  Dulcey and her talk of red hair and a merry chase.  No, Lady Lilias was much too young and he much too old, in age and in experience.  He would stay for a few days and find out what she needed to keep her and her family safe.  He would make certain, she did not roam as a highwayman again.  He cringed at the thought of what could happen to her, if she continued on with these escapades of hers. 
 
    After everyone had finished eating and the table had been cleared, they all sat in the great room near the fireplace.   
 
    “Will you read to us tonight, Lili?” asked Alysa as she climbed into Lili’s lap, as she sat in one of the rockers near the fire. 
 
    “Please, Lili,” pleaded Aiden. 
 
    Lili looked to Elsbeth and Rab who nodded.  They had enjoyed her reading, as well.  
 
    “Get the book Aiden,” replied Lili. 
 
    Aiden brought her the book and sat down at her feet.  Elsbeth sat in the other rocker and Rab brought his chair next to his mother.   
 
    Elsbeth watched as their guest pulled up a chair next to Lili and motioned Aiden to come and sit with him after he brought Lili the book off the shelf. 
 
    Worth noticed the title Robinson Crusoe and smiled.  It appeared this was a nightly routine for them.   
 
    He sat back and listened as Lili began the story, apparently where they had left off.  Her voice was soft and lilting.  Her voice changed as she became the different characters in the story.  He sat and listened to her just as the others did.  He watched as Alysa nodded off.  Aiden tried valiantly to stay awake, but soon he had nodded off as well. 
 
    “They never make it through the first few pages,” said Elsbeth with a smile. 
 
     Lili smiled.  “Yes, it will take us many a month before we finish this book.” 
 
    “Aye, lass,” Rab replied as he stood up.  He came over to Alysa and picked her up out of Lili’s lap. 
 
    Worth looked at Lili.  “Can you carry him up?” she asked. 
 
    Worth nodded and followed Rab. 
 
    “Good night, Elsbeth.” 
 
    “Good night, m’lady,” answered Elsbeth. 
 
    Lili looked at her oddly.  Elsbeth very seldom called her by title.  She supposed it was because of their guest.    
 
    Once in the twins’ rooms, Rab placed Alysa in her bed.  Lili undressed her to shift and pulled her woolen nightdress over her.  Worth was intrigued.  Alysa never made a sound.  He placed Aiden in his bed and watched as Lili did the same with him.  Aiden murmured something in his sleep.  It seemed this was another nightly ritual.  Rab banked the fire for the night and quietly left. 
 
    Worth followed Lili quietly out into the hall.  
 
    “Mr. Wells, I hope you found everything you need in your room.  I am sorry if it is still a little dusty.  We were not expecting guests.” 
 
    Worth reassured her.  “It is fine.  I have slept in worse conditions, believe me.  This will be most luxurious.” 
 
    Lili smiled when she looked up at him.  But she quickly looked down.  There was something about those golden eyes of his that seemed to see right through her.  There was something about him that intrigued her.  She had to keep reminding herself, he would be gone soon.  But he had brought some welcome diversion to the keep. 
 
    “Why have you not married, Lady Lili?” he asked.  It would solve so many of her problems.  For some reason, he wanted to know.  Younger than her had been married off. 
 
    Lili shook her head and looked past him. “I will never marry, Mr. Wells.  It is not possible,” she answered.  At one time, she had longed for marriage but not now.   She had resolved herself to the fact that was no longer possible.  No man would want damaged goods and she was now damaged goods. 
 
    “Why ever not?” he asked, curious to find out her reasons.  Someone as warm and caring as her should have a husband, someone who would take care of her. 
 
    “Sometimes one must do what one must do.  Sometimes one does not have any other choice,” said Lili, knowing the things she had been forced to do.  It made it impossible for her to ever consider marriage. 
 
    “One always has a choice.” 
 
    Lili shook her head.  “You are a man, Mr. Wells.  You always have a choice.  I do not.”  Lili hated that being born female her choices were limited.  It had not always been that way in her life.  She hated the fact, but this was not something she could discuss with this stranger. 
 
    She was right.  But why was she adamant about not marrying.  Had she been forced to marry and she had refused.  There were too many questions, he wanted answers to.  He watched her shiver. 
 
    “Lili?”  he put his hand on her arm. 
 
    She shivered again this time not from the cold but from his touch.  “It is nothing.  I feel the cold more than most.  You may be forced to spend several more days with us, Mr. Wells.  We will most likely wake up to snow in the morning.”  She wondered how good an idea that would be.  If he was stranded with them because of the snow, she was left with little choice in the matter of allowing him to stay.  There was something about him, his strength that made it so very tempting to lean on him.  No, she could not.  He was a stranger.  She had learned with Edward, she had no one to lean on but herself, no matter how tempting Mr. Wells appeared to be.    
 
    Good, thought Worth.  He would not need to come up with an excuse to stay longer.  He was determined to find out more about what was going on here.  They were hiding something and he was determined to find out what, something more than the highway robbery.  There was something too, about this Edward fellow.  According to Aiden, he had made Lili cry.  He wanted to learn more.   
 
    “Then I am glad I stopped to fish at the river.” 
 
    Lili smiled.  “I am aware that Aiden was fishing all by himself.  I am grateful you were there to help him.” 
 
    Worth smiled.  “I didn’t wish for him to get into trouble.” 
 
    “Thank you again.  Good night.”  Lili looked up again.  He still had his hand on her arm.  There was an aura of power about him.  She could feel it.  She wondered what it all meant.  She had never felt such strange feelings as these before.  This kind of strength in a man.  She could not trust herself any longer.  All she knew was this Colin Wells, was playing havoc with her senses.  That made her all the more leery of him. 
 
    “Good night, Lili.”  Worth let go of her arm and watched her turn and walk away.  She entered a room a couple of doors down.  He heard her door close. 
 
    Worth turned and walked to his room.  He would be here for a while longer.  The room he had been given was just down the hall from hers. Lady Lilias and Elsbeth had both apologized that is was rather dusty.  Their quick clean had been more than enough and had told them so. If they knew of some of the flea bitten places he had slept in on the continent while spying for the war department, they would be appalled.  He banked the fire and stripped down to his pants and climbed into bed. Just before sleep claimed him, Dulcey’s voice echoed in his head, “Hair of red” and “a merry chase.”  He smiled.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Many are the men whose hearts are powerfully moved 
 
    By the mere suffering of a woman. 
 
    Epigram 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Worth woke up the wind whistling about the keep.  The temperature had dropped during the night.  The room had gotten chilled.  Worth walked over to the fire and added more wood until he had it blazing once again. He stood before the fire to warm himself and tried to decide how best to handle this situation he now found himself in. 
 
    He was certain, this was his highway woman.  If matters here were as desperate as they appeared to be, he could understand her desperation to protect and provide for her family.  But she was going down a very dangerous road, a possible deadly one, if she were caught. 
 
    He knew he had to help her and the twins.  For some strange, unknown reason, he knew he had to.  Why was it Dulcey’s words that kept repeating themselves in his head?  It made him look at this whole situation in a different light.  Lady Lilias was much too young and innocent for an old bachelor rogue like him.  But marriage would be an answer for Lady Lilias.  Maybe someone in the area.  Why did that idea not sit well with him?  He shrugged those thoughts aside. 
 
    Worth dressed quickly.  The sun would be hiding for the day no doubt.  He walked into great room to find Elsbeth and Rab up.   
 
    Elsbeth looked up and smiled.  “Just finished cookin’ some porridge Mr. Wells.” 
 
    “Good morning, Elsbeth.  Good morning, Rab. Porridge sounds good. Is that coffee I smell as well?” 
 
    Elsbeth motioned him to sit down at the table and she brought him porridge, scrambled eggs, oatcakes and coffee. He noticed the lack of meat.  Aiden was right.  It appeared all they had was mutton.  He had not noticed any cattle near the keep, just the three in the barn.  He wondered how the hunting was in the area.  He would talk to Rab about it later.   
 
    Worth took the drink in his hands and let the aroma soak into his brain.  He took a sip.  It was strong and hot just like he liked it.  “It seems it began snowing during the night.” 
 
    “Aye, that it did.  A’ve seen to the animals,” said Rab. 
 
    Worth noticed the snow on his greatcoat that hung by the back door.  It appeared Rab and his mother were early risers.  He ate his breakfast.   
 
    He was sitting enjoying his second cup of coffee, when Lili came walking in.  He noticed she wore a thick wool dress of brown over another of cream color that laced up the front with a brown belt about her waist.  About her shoulders, she carried a brown plaid shawl.  It was not from the fashion books of London society, but it was practical and warm.  It appeared she had made a valiant attempt to tame her riotous curls.  She had braided it and wrapped it about her head, but still some wayward tendrils escaped about her face. He wondered what it looked like unbound and wrapped around her.  He mentally shook his head to get the picture out of his mind. 
 
    “Good morning, Lady Lili,” he said.  “You were correct last night when you predicted snow.” 
 
    Lili nodded and reached for the cup of hot tea Elsbeth handed her.  She cupped her hand about the cup and took a sip.  The hot liquid warmed its way down and slowly began to warm her body from the inside out. She sipped some more of her tea. Sometimes the cold seemed to seep into every part of her body.  
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Wells.  I apologize but I so needed my hot tea this morning to warm me.  I am feeling the cold more so than usual.”  Lili sat down at her usual seat at the head of the table. 
 
    Worth watched her intently. He knew of other ways to warm her, he thought.  More pleasurable ways.  Again, he cursed himself for letting his mind wander in that direction.  No, she was young and innocent.   He was old and jaded.  He was here to help her, not bed her.  But damn, she made it difficult for him to concentrate on that fact.  Damn, Dulcey, too, for putting those thoughts in his head.  
 
    “Yes, it has gotten colder,” replied Worth.  
 
    “It’s still snowing, lass.  A’ve already taken care of the animals.  Best we stay in till it stops,” added Rab. 
 
    Lili nodded and took another sip of her tea.  She had never been able to drink coffee.  Her rather was hot chocolate, but she saved that for the twins on special occasions.  They could not afford it for daily use.  There were so many things they could no longer afford.  She sighed. 
 
    What was that deep sigh for, wondered Worth as he watched her.  “I am very grateful for your hospitality, Lady Lili.  I would like to help with any of the chores.  I am more than glad to pay my way.”  He realized he was an extra mouth to feed.    
 
    Lili watched him closely.  Glendenning hospitality did not include having their guest work for their keep.  But having an extra mouth to feed did put a strain on her limited resources.  She may be forced to accept his offer, if he stayed for any length of time.  What made her think he would be staying?  The weather would not last and then he would be on his way again.  For some reason, she felt it would not be soon.     
 
    “Thank you for the offer, Mr. Wells.  I cannot refuse your assistance, as much I would like to,” she replied. 
 
    Before Worth could reply, the twins walked in arguing. 
 
    “Quiet, remember we have a guest,” admonished Lili. “Good morning, Aiden.  Good morning Alysa.” 
 
    Aiden gave his sister a disgruntled look, then turned to Mr. Wells with a smile.  “Good morning, Colin.” 
 
    Alysa said, “Good morning everybody.” 
 
    “How about a good morning to you sister, Aiden,” instructed Worth, before Lili had a chance to correct him. 
 
    Aiden looked at his sister, only to find her frowning at him.  Then he looked at his new friend to find him looking at him with a raised eyebrow.  “Good morning, Lili. Good morning everyone.”   
 
    “Thank you, Aiden.  Now let’s eat our breakfast and since it is snowing and we will not be able to go outside, we may be able to catch up on our studies afterwards.” 
 
    “Aww, Lili, we do our studies all the time,” argued Aiden. 
 
    Again, Worth stepped in before Lili could say anything.  “Are you the laird here?” 
 
    Aiden looked at him uncertain.  “Yes.” 
 
    “Then as the laird, it is your duty to learn everything you can, so you can be the best laird you can be.  Even as old as I am, I try to learn something new every day,” explained Worth. 
 
    Lili did not like the fact, Mr. Wells was taking charge of the situation, but there wasn’t anything she could disagree with.  Everything, he told Aiden was correct. Then, why did this upset her.  Because, he was taking charge after being here less than twenty-four hours. 
 
    “You do want to be the best laird?” asked Worth. 
 
    Aiden nodded. 
 
    Worth smiled.  He remembered not liking his studies either, but he knew had he not had the education his father insisted he have, he would have never been able to do the things he had done in his life.  “Good then after you eat, I will help you with your studies.” 
 
    “You’ll help me?” asked Aiden. 
 
    “Mr. Wells, you don’t have to do this.” interrupted Lili. 
 
    “No, I don’t, but I would like to,” Worth replied looking directly at Lili.  This would be one less problem she had to shoulder.  Then, why was she looking at him in vexation.   
 
    “Please Lili, I’ll do my studies if Colin will teach me,” pleaded Aiden. 
 
    “Mr. Wells,” corrected Lili frustrated.  She let out a sigh of exasperation. 
 
    “He said I could call him Colin,” argued Aiden. 
 
    “Very well,” replied Lili, truly exasperated at the feeling of losing control.  “Now, finish you breakfast.” 
 
    Lili looked at Mr. Wells.  That strength she had noticed in him last night also had the ring of an authoritative take charge attitude.  She wasn’t sure she liked that.  Those gold flecked eyes of his stared back at her as though daring her to argue with him.  She would give in this time, for Aiden’s sake.  But she would need to talk to him.  She was the one in authority here.  Besides, he would be leaving in a few days, once the snow cleared. 
 
    Worth smiled.  He could almost read what she was thinking.  She did not like him coming in and usurping her authority.  He would need to be a little more cautious in handling things here.  He would need to include her but he was not used to doing things that way.  
 
    “What about me?” asked Alysa. 
 
    “You’re a girl.  You don’t need to learn nothin’,” argued Aiden. 
 
    Lili was about to correct him, but Mr. Wells beat her to it, again. 
 
    “Now Aiden, your sister Alysa needs to learn things just as much as you do.  Just because she is a girl, does not mean it is not important for her, as well.  Some people think that way but they are wrong.”  He looked directly at Lili.  He meant every word he said and wanted her to know it. 
 
    Lili stared at him for a moment, pleased with his response.  Maybe, she was judging him too harshly, too fast.   
 
    After breakfast, Worth looked at Lili. 
 
    “Why don’t you teach them something, you like and know,” suggested Lili. She thought maybe, he would tell them something different, something he knew about.  Maybe, she could learn something about him in the process. 
 
    Worth looked at the three eager faces, well, two young eager ones and one with suspicion.  It was the suspicious one he needed to win over to his side.  Those clear light blue eyes of hers hid very little from him. 
 
    “Have you studied the Greek gods?”  He looked to Lili, who shook her head slightly.  “They have always been a favorite of mine.” 
 
    “That sounds like an excellent idea.  Twins set everything up near the fireplace and I will get some books out of the library for us.” 
 
    The twins nodded and went about setting up the corner where they had been holding their studies.  It meant having one less fireplace to use wood and peat, which was could be used elsewhere, if they didn’t use the library. Lili walked off heading for the library and the books they would need. 
 
    Worth saw the twins were busy setting up their study area and quietly followed Lili down the hall to the library.  He watched, as she went to a shelf in the library.  He had noticed the graceful way she walked last night.  She was taller than most young women he knew, thinner.  He noticed when she reached for the book on the higher shelf, the fabric of her dress was stretched taut across her small round breast.  He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to block out the image of her without the dress that covered her from his sight. He opened his eyes and she stood before him with the book in her hands.   
 
    Lili had noticed he had followed her into the library.  She walked over and handed him the book.  He had his eyes closed and when he opened them she noticed a strange look in his eyes, he quickly shielded from her. He smiled.  She wanted to trust him but she had learned a hard lesson during Edward’s visit about trust. 
 
    His hands covered hers as he took the book from her hands.  She shivered again. It was not from the cold but from his touch.  Why was that, she wondered.  Quickly, she let go of the book. She turned to cover her reaction to him.  “There are a couple of more I would like to bring.” 
 
    Lili pulled out two more books and turned to find Mr. Wells at her side.  “Mr. Wells?” 
 
    “I thought we had agreed on Colin,” said Worth softly.  He could see the slight blush to her cheeks.  Those clear blue eyes of hers did not hide her feelings.  What he saw reflected in them stirred his soul. Vulnerability and defiance with an underlying desperation and fear. How could so many different emotions be reflected in those eyes?  “I can help, Lili.  I would never hurt you.” 
 
    He needed to make her understand that fact.  He wanted her to know, she could depend on him. It had become important to him. 
 
    Lili looked up and felt herself drowning in those gold flecked eyes of his.  She saw strength and determination reflected in them plus something she did not quite understand. A very big part of her desperately, wanted to lean her head against that broad chest of his and just let him take control, but she knew she couldn’t.  She had done that earlier.  She had leaned on Edward and look what it had gotten her.  No, she would not let her guard down again and trust someone.   
 
    She quickly looked away.  No, she had to think of the twins and Elsbeth and Rab.  They depended on her to be the strong one. 
 
    “So you say.  I know you not, Mr. Wells 
 
    Worth took her face gently between his hands and turned her till she faced him again.  “Colin.” 
 
    Lili licked her bottom lip and whispered, “Colin.”  She saw his look of determination. 
 
    Worth inhaled sharply.  He nearly lost it as he watched her.  Slowly, he told himself.  Do not rush her.  He needed to gain her trust first.  There would be time enough, later. 
 
    He noticed the small round moonstone that hung from a small round leather cord about her neck. He took it and rubbed it between his fingers. “Moonstone?” he asked. 
 
    She wanted to take it from his fingers but she held the books in her hands.  Where his fingers had softly touched her throat felt like it had been burned with fire.  All, she could do was nod. She could feel her heartbeat quicken.   
 
    “‘The fairies catched the moonbeams and put them in the stone,’” stated Worth.               
 
    Lili gave him a quizzical look. 
 
    Worth smiled at her look.  “My five year old niece gave me that explanation at Christmas time.  Seems she was given a teardrop one by Dulcey whom she believes speaks to those fairies,” explained Worth. 
 
    Lili smiled.  “I like that explanation.  I shall have to remember it.  My father bought it for me the last time we went to Edinburgh.  It is most precious to me.”  Lili remembered it was the only jewel Edward had not taken.  Simply, because he believed it was of not worth anything.  But it was to her, very much.  It was the last thing her father had given her. 
 
    He took the books from her hands.  Lilli’s hand immediately went to her moonstone and held it in her fingertips just as he had done.  She could still feel the warmth of his fingers on it. 
 
    Worth looked at her for a long moment.  She should be dressed in the finest silks and adorned with more elegant jewels than a simple moonstone.  But he doubted, she would enjoy such things. 
 
    “Let’s get back, before they come looking for us.”  He stepped aside and allowed her to go first. 
 
    Lili walked out the library with Colin right behind her.  She could no longer think of him as Mr. Wells.  She just wished, she could do the other things he asked of her, to trust him, but she just couldn’t take that step.  The hurt of betrayal was too fresh, too new.  Besides, she knew nothing about him.  He could be a friend of Edwards’. 
 
    Aiden and Alysa were seated by a small make shift desk near the fireplace.    
 
    Worth pulled a chair over to where they sat.   
 
    “Why do we have to study those people?” asked Aiden with a frown. 
 
    Worth raised an eyebrow.  But then, he seemed to remember asking the same questions of his tutor.  “Because we need to study our past to know where we come from.  Besides, if you are to be the laird, you need to know just as much as or more than the people you must deal with.” 
 
    Aiden looked at Lili.  “Do you know about these people?” 
 
    Lili nodded. “Yes, Pappa taught me.  They were some of his favorite.” 
 
    “I miss Pappa,” said Alysa. 
 
    Lili smiled down at her little sister.  She was the quiet one.  She was the follower, where Aiden was the leader.  She was also the one that felt things strongly.  She had been Pappa’s little girl.  Sometimes, she forgot the death of their father had affected the twins, as well.  She had been so busy, trying to keep food on the table and all the rest that went with it, she had forgotten the twins and their feelings.  She needed to make it up to them somehow.  She just didn’t know how.  It was another thing for her to deal with. 
 
    Worth watched the exchange between Lili and the twins.  He could see how the death of their father had left its mark.  He knew that feeling.  His own father had died when he was at school.  It had been a difficult time. 
 
    “I lost my father too, when I was young,” stated Worth. 
 
    Lili looked up.  Maybe, he did understand how much things had changed for them.   
 
    “Let’s get started on these gods.  You will find some amazing stories about them, fights and monsters,” he told Aiden, “and kings and queens and twins,” he told Alysa. 
 
    Their eyes grew wide with wonder. 
 
    For the rest of the morning until the early afternoon, Worth told them stories of Zeus and his wife Hera and how they lived on Mount Olympus.  Zeus ruled from the mountain using his lighting rod.  Hermes, the messenger, was a trickster.  He explained about Poseidon and how he ruled the seas and wielded a three prong spear called a trident.  He mentioned Athena. 
 
    “That’s Lili’s horse.  Only Lili can ride her,” stated Alysa.  “Aiden tried to ride her and he fell off.” 
 
    Aiden looked at Alysa and frowned.  “That was a long time ago.” 
 
    Worth looked up at Lili who was trying hard to suppress a smile.  It appeared, she knew about the escapade.  “Some horses are like that.  I’ll have to remember that.  Athena is Lili’s horse.”    
 
    He talked of Apollo and his twin sister Artemis.  The twins sat listening with wide-eyed interest.  He explained to them Artemis was the protector of children.  She was the goddess of the hunt. She armed herself with a bow and arrows as did her brother Apollo.  Artemis was born first. 
 
    Alysa looked at Aiden.  “I was born first Ali, so I have to protect you,” stated Aiden. 
 
    “But I need to learn to shoot the bow so I can protect all of us,” replied Alysa.  She was not about to be left out.  “Do you know how to shoot a bow and arrow Colin?” 
 
    Colin looked at the twins.  “Yes. Maybe, when the snow stops falling we can see what we can do.” 
 
    “We have some bows in the dungeon, don’t we, Lili?  Maybe, we can get them after our studies.” asked Aiden. 
 
    Worth noticed Lili’s face pale and fear flicker in her eyes.  Why was she afraid of the dungeons?  She had lived here all of her life.     
 
    “How do you know about the bows?” asked Lili. 
 
    Aiden looked sheepishly down at his shoes.  
 
    “Did you go down to the dungeons, when I have specifically told you not to?” asked Lili, though she knew the answer.  She did not want anyone going into the dungeons anymore. She was afraid something would happen and she would be unable to go down there to help them. 
 
    Aiden did not answer. 
 
    Alysa chimed in, “We went down right after Uncle Edward left.” 
 
    Lili looked at Alysa then back to Aiden. 
 
    “We haven’t been down again, Lili,” corrected Aiden. 
 
    “Neither of you are to go down into the dungeon without an adult with you. That means, me, Elsbeth or Rab.  It is too dangerous.”  Lili was in a panic, thinking she would have to go back down into the dungeons.  She had done it for the silver candlesticks she had hidden down there.  It had taken everything in her to go down there.  If they hadn’t been so desperate, she would have never gone down there again.  She truly doubted, she could go down one more time without going into hysterics.  She was not the hysterical type. 
 
    Worth watched the panic engulf her.  He had seen it so many times on the battlefront.  She was terrified about going into the dungeons.  Of that, he was certain.  He was determined to find out why.  What secrets were hiding in the dungeon that had her so terrified? 
 
    “Colin can come with us,” offered Aiden. 
 
    “I will have to talk this over with Lili,” answered Worth.  He watched the relief cross her face at the possibility of him going into the dungeon instead of her. 
 
    Aiden and Alysa looked up hopefully to Lili. 
 
    “Yes, Colin and I will talk about it.  Neither of you can do anything today with the snow falling.  Maybe once it clears and we can go outside, we can see about getting them out of the dungeon.  We may also have some stored elsewhere.”  Lili realized she shouldn’t have added that last part because she knew what would happen next. 
 
    “Where are the other ones, Lili?  Can we get them now?”  asked Aiden.  Alysa nodded. 
 
    “Lili said we would not be using them today, so there is no need for us to get them now,” stated Worth.  He needed to support Lili and her decision.  He wanted her to realize, he was on her side. 
 
    Elsbeth had heard the conversation and interrupted.  “Lunch is on the table. A think we have had enough talk of Greek gods.  Them be long dead and buried.” 
 
    Worth took the interruption and ended the studies for today.  “Yes, let’s leave the rest of these gods for tomorrow’s studies.” 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Lili eager to stop this talk about the dungeon.  “Let’s sit down and eat.”  She could see their long faces and was never so glad to have it snowing outside.   
 
    “What do we have to eat?” asked Aiden. 
 
    “A made a fish stew with the fish we had left over from yesterday,” answered Elsbeth. 
 
    “It’s not mutton,” muttered Aiden.     
 
    Lili shook her head, but silently had to agree with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    He that is thy friend indeed, 
 
    He will help thee in thy need. 
 
    William Shakespeare 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For the next several days, the snow fell intermittently, keeping everyone indoors except for Rab and Worth, who checked on the animals in the morning and again in the evening.  During the day, Worth taught them about the Greek gods.  After the evening meal, Lili pulled out Robinson Crusoe and read to everyone. Each night, Worth carried Aiden while Rab carried Alysa to bed. 
 
    Worth stood at the door and watched as Lili put them to bed.  The more time he spent with them, the more he came to realize exactly how desperate things were for Lili.  Each night, he walked Lili to the door of her room. She quietly bid him goodnight.  He in turn, returned to his room to lie in his bed for several hours, trying to figure out how to help her and the twins without letting them know who he truly was.   
 
    The one thing he was certain of, Lili would balk at any interference on his part, if it did not come as her idea.  If nothing else, in the last couple of days, her stubborn streak had been very apparent. Several things he had suggested had been met with an icy glare from those beautiful clear blue eyes and a definite shake of her head. This was proving harder than he first imagined. 
 
     Finally after five days of snow, the sun came out and shone its face brightly.  After being ensconced within the walls of the castle for days, the twins were anxious to be out of the keep.  As soon as breakfast was over, they were out the door.   Worth followed them shortly. 
 
    Lili talked with Elsbeth about what to cook, not that they had much of a choice.  She walked out the door of the keep into the side yard to the sounds of shouts and laughter.  She looked around and saw no one about. Three heads popped up in different places. Snowballs flew from all three directions to hit her in the midsection. 
 
    Startled, Lili screamed. She heard laughter from her attackers. Alysa was by the barn not far from Colin’s side.  Aiden was closer to her.  Lili ran to Aiden’s side, picking up snow along the way, balling it into a tight ball of snow.  With all the force she could muster, she threw her snowball straight at Alysa.  She watched as Colin rushed to block her throw from hitting Alysa in the face.  She hadn’t meant to hit Alysa there but at the very last second Alysa moved. She hit Colin mid back.  
 
    Lili watched as he bent down.  It appeared he whispered something to Alysa.  He turned around.  The look in his eyes, Lili knew she was in trouble.  She turned around searching for a hiding place but there was none to be found.  She looked to Aiden for help but he had eased over to their side.  She was on her own.  She bent down grabbing some snow balling it up, but it was only one ball.  She threw it at Colin and hit him in the chest. 
 
    She turned her back knowing retaliation was in the making.  She felt her back hit by one, then two and finally three snowballs.  She turned as she grabbed some more snow only to have Aiden and Alysa racing toward her.  She ran and tried to avoid them.  She felt herself falling, only to feel strong arms grab her.  When she landed, she lay against a strong hard body.  Two small bodies landed on top of her.  
 
    The fall knocked the breath out her.  She opened her eyes to find herself staring into gold flecked eyes that shone with humor.  When the twins jumped on top of her pounding her against his strong hard body beneath her, every part that touched him felt like she touching burning embers.  Her heart began to pound in her chest, her breath became chaotic.  She had never felt like this before.  It had to be from the running.  
 
    The twins were chattering above her but she could not focus on what they were saying.  All she could do was feel.  She closed her eyes afraid to continue to look in his eyes, afraid of what she would see there. 
 
    “Aiden, Ali, off me.”  Lili said brusquely.  When Aiden and Ali got off and started apologizing, she realized just how brusque she was. Colin rose and pulled her to her feet with him. 
 
    She looked at them smiled.  “How about we get Elsbeth to make us some hot chocolate to warm us up and maybe we can convince her to make some of her shortbread.  What do you think?”  She needed to make up for the brusque tone she had used.   She desperately needed to get her mind off her body’s reaction to Colin. 
 
    Her harsh words were immediately forgotten by the twins as they ran circles around her. 
 
    “And what about me?  What’s my reward for breaking your fall?” asked Colin. 
 
    Lili had no choice but to look up.  She found laughter reflected in his eyes as though he could read her thoughts and feelings. She also saw something more in them.  She did not want to go down that path. She was afraid of where that path would lead. 
 
    Lili started to answer him, but Colin answered, “I think I already have my reward, well maybe partial reward for now.  I’ll collect my full reward at a later time, my Lili.” 
 
    Again, Lili tried to answer him, but Alysa grabbed Colin’s hand and led him back to keep.  Lili was left standing there, abandoned. She let out a deep sigh of frustration and followed them in. 
 
    When she walked in, Elsbeth was serving the twins hot chocolate.  Colin sat at the table a cup of coffee in his hands.  That same look was in his eyes when they met hers.  She quickly looked away.  She heard a soft chuckle.  She wanted to throw something at him to wipe that smug look off his face. 
 
    “As soon as you finish your chocolate, we’ll begin your studies for today,” stated Colin. 
 
    The twins started asking him questions which he answered easily.  Lili only half listened to his answers.  She took the cup of hot chocolate Elsbeth handed her and sipped it trying to calm her chaotic thoughts.  She needed to stop thinking about Colin.   
 
    “I’ll be in Papa’s study,” she announced, turned and walked out.   
 
    She sat in the chair her father always used.  She always felt closer to him when she sat here, but today she was restless.  It was because she had been cooped up in the keep.  No, her mind said, it was because of Colin.   He had only been at the keep but a few days, but his presence seemed to overshadow everything now.  How could that be?  The twins were quickly becoming attached to him. He was a strong man in more ways than one.  She could tell he was used to being in charge.  In fact, in many ways, he had already taken charge here at the keep.  But was that such a bad thing, she wondered.  She was so tired.   
 
    She pulled the ledger out of the top left drawer.  She opened it and looked at the numbers.  The money she had gotten from the robbery days ago would only last so long.  And then what was she to do?  She leaned her head back in the chair and let out a deep sigh of despair. With Colin as a guest, she would not be able to go out again.  Not that she wanted to.  In fact, she dreaded the thought of it.  She had been terrified each time, but it was the only thing she could think of.  It still was.  She sighed again.  She would just have to let things play out.  Lili closed her eyes.  Tears prickled behind her lids.  She shook her head.  She did not have the luxury of wallowing in self-pity.  This burden was hers to carry, hers to carry alone.   
 
    Now that the snow had stopped, they would need to go into town for more supplies again. Bare necessities.  But for how much longer?  Lili put both hands in her hair and rubbed the sides of her head.  So many things to worry about. 
 
    “Oh, papa, I did not realize you had so much to deal with.” 
 
    With a deep sigh, she put the ledger away in the drawer.  She walked out the study and headed across the keep to the far corner stairs that lead up to the tower.  The tower had always been one her favorite places.  From there she could see across the countryside that surrounded Glendenning.  She leaned against the balustrade and looked out over the land.  The snow made the countryside look pristine.  This was her home.  This was the only place she had ever known. She could not imagine selling it, but it was a possibility, a very real possibility.  She was deep in thought and did not hear him come up. 
 
    “T’is beautiful.  I can see why you love it so,” said Worth softly. He noticed the look of terror in her eyes when she turned.  She closed them for a moment and when she looked at him the terror was replaced with wariness.  
 
    Lili nodded.  She did not trust her voice. When he came up behind, she had felt startled and that momentary terror gripped her again. She did not like being approached from behind.  For some reason, she was emotional today.  She didn’t understand why. 
 
    “Can we talk?”  Worth watched her closely.  He could tell she was worried.  He wanted to relieve that worry.  But how exactly, he wasn’t sure.  He had an idea.  He just hoped she agreed to it. 
 
    “I may have a solution to both our problems,” began Worth .  
 
    “Both of our problems?”  she asked.  What kind of problems did he have?  She knew hers all too well. 
 
     “The twins need a tutor.  Rab needs help as well.” 
 
    “Yes, I am aware of what is needed here,” she said impatiently.  She looked at him questioningly. 
 
    Worth  paused a moment.   “I am willing to help.” 
 
    “I cannae pay you.” 
 
    Worth noticed that when she became upset or stressed, her Scottish brogue became more pronounced.  “No, it is I, who is looking for a place to stay.  I find I am weary of traveling, the war and such and I find myself liking it here.  I have some coin and I am happy to pay my way, for my food and board.”  Worth explained, hoping she would accept his offer of help. 
 
    Lili looked at him caught off balance by his request. 
 
    “I’ve found I have enjoyed tutoring the twins. Glendenning, you, Elsbeth, Rab, the twins have made me feel welcome. This has felt like, I could be content here.  I haven’t felt that in a very long time.  I thought, if I stayed, it would be of help to both of us.”  He hoped he was convincing her to allow him to stay. 
 
    Lili stared at him trying to assess his motives.  She had become leery since Edward’s visit.  Could she trust him?  Colin had not given her any reason to distrust him.  In fact, he had tried very hard to be helpful.  The twins were becoming attached to him, especially Aiden.  They had not liked Edward and neither had Edward liked them.  It was definitely different with Colin.  
 
    He spoke of the war.  Did he have bad memories, too?  She heard the war was very hard on the soldiers coming home.  Maybe, he was in need of them, as much as she was in need of him. 
 
    Worth could see her weakening.  “How about we try it for a month?  If for some reason either of us does not like the arrangement, I will be on my way.”  Hopefully, this would convince her.   
 
    She stared deep into those gold flecked brown eyes.  She saw sincerity reflected in them.  She wanted desperately to believe him, but a part of her was hesitant.  Finally, she nodded.  “Very well, we can try it for a month.”   She turned to leave but he caught her arm.  She felt the warmth go up her arm and her heart beat faster. She looked down at his hand and watched him reluctantly let her go.  Why did his touch affect her so? 
 
    “Thank you,” replied Worth.  She had agreed to the month.  It was up to him now to make sure he was able to stay longer.  He offered his arm.  “Shall we go downstairs and check on what Elsbeth has fixed for lunch.” 
 
    Lili nodded and placed her hand on his arm.  Then she stopped.  “Didn’t you say you were on your way to Edinburgh for some duke or something?”  
 
    Worth stopped.  “Yes, the Duke of Worthingston.  I will write him and explained to him I have been delayed.  It wasn’t a very important missive, so I am certain, he will understand, if I tell him, I will check into it at some later time.”  She would remember that.  He hated lying to her.  In actuality, he was not.  Lili was his missive and he was aware of what she needed. It appeared, he was in the process of seeing to it. 
 
    Lili looked dismayed.  “He sounds like an easy man to work for.” She had believed dukes were powerful men who were to be feared. 
 
    Worth smiled slightly. “He can be.”  He placed his hand over hers as they walked back to the great room in companionable silence.  He wondered, what was going on in her head.  He had thought it might take a bit more convincing on his part. 
 
    Lili wondered why she had agreed to this.  Colin was very persuasive.  He made her feel nervous, not like Edward.    No, it was more than nervousness.  She didn’t understand what, but she would find out.  She had a month to decide 
 
    In the kitchen, four pairs of eye looked up in expectation as they walked in. 
 
    Lili looked at them.  “Colin will be staying with us for the next month to help us.”  
 
    The twins screamed their approval.  Alysa came over and hugged Worth.  Aiden smiled at this sister.  Elsbeth smiled and nodded.  Rab grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    When I saw you, I was afraid to meet you… 
 
    When I met you, I was afraid to kiss you… 
 
    When I kissed you, I was afraid to love you… 
 
    Anon 
 
      
 
    As the days came and went, a different routine established itself at the keep. Everyone settled in as though it had been the routine all along.  The weather improved, as spring made is appearance known to the countryside.  Slowly, Lili began depending on Colin, little things without realizing it.  He came to her every morning, telling her what he and Rab had planned for the day.  Elsbeth had breakfast waiting for them in the morning.  Morning chores were done.  Lili gave Aiden and Alysa their morning lesson.  Aiden helped Colin and Rab with afternoon chores.  Lili taught Alysa womanly duties, cooking with Elsbeth help, sewing.  At the end of the day while Elsbeth and Lili prepared the evening meal, Colin gave the twins their evening lessons.   
 
    The first thing Colin and Rab repaired was the leak in the corner of the roof on the north side of the keep.  Lili watched from the ground, amazed by his agility.  She and Rab had made an attempt at it prior to winter setting in, but had only managed to repair it enough to keep the snow out. 
 
    Days turned to weeks.  The only thing Lili had trouble with was the feelings she felt slowly growing concerning Colin.  His touch sent her pulses racing.  He was forever using every excuse to take her hand in his, to put her arm through his.  She no longer jumped at his touch as she did at first.  Slowly, she became used to them.  She desperately tried to ignore the feelings but each day, each time, the feelings grew stronger.   
 
    Lili also worried that Colin was developing feelings for her, as well.  It hurt that there was nothing she could give him.  Everything she had, everything that was hers to give had been taken from her. No man would ever want a woman that had no dowry and was tarnished, damaged, even if she was lady of the keep. 
 
    Every night, Colin escorted her to her room after putting the twins to bed.  Nearly every night, she tossed and turned wondering, wishing it was all different.  But it wasn’t.  Her life had changed that afternoon last fall, the day her uncle took everything.  No amount of wishing was going to change what happened.  Instead she learned to make the best of what was there for her.  She had to, for the twins’ sake.  But her feelings where Colin was concerned, every day, they grew stronger and became more and more difficult to deal with. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Worth settled into an easy routine at the keep.  There were so many repairs that required his attention.  He discussed his plans every morning with Lili.  It had come to be the best part of his day.  He felt, if he included her in his decisions, he could slowly win her trust.  When he and Rab went into town for supplies, little did she know, he supplemented what she gave him.  He knew, she would not have accepted it.  Rab knew and Worth was certain Rab had told his mother, but neither let it be known to Lili. 
 
    Soon, he would have to go into Edinburgh for more supplies.  He had sent a letter via courier to his barrister in London to have funds transferred and deposited in his name in Edinburgh.  He would need those funds to continue the work here. 
 
    He knew he was shirking his duties back home.  But here at Glendenning, he was Colin and not the Duke of Worthingston.  The peace and quiet and the simplicity of life here was a balm to his soul. 
 
    He hadn’t known he needed this time to heal until now. After all he had seen in the war, then Caroline and Grayson death, all had affected him more than he cared to admit.  He had not liked the jaded, hardened person he had become.   
 
      And there was Lili.  His red head, Dulcey had told him, warned him about.  Every day he watched her and admired her, her bravery in all she did for her family and for the keep.  Knowing, she had gone out as a highwayman frightened him.  He was ever so grateful it was he, she had robbed.  Someone else and it could all have gone so terribly wrong.  He was bound and determined, she was never going to take to the road again. 
 
    Lili was beginning to affect him more and more with each passing day, affect him as a woman affects a man.  He had felt the connection from the very beginning but spending day in and day out with her in close proximity was beginning to take toll on his manhood. After walking her to her room, she invaded his dreams at night.  All he could think about was bedding her. 
 
    But he feared bedding her, for once was not going to be enough.  He was afraid that once would only lead to forever.  He was not ready for forever.  He was so much older than she, not only in years, but in experience both worldly and intimately.                                                                                                  
 
    Would she understand about his past?  Would she understand about his present?  He was a duke with duke responsibilities.  As much as he enjoyed his life here and the simplicity of it, he knew he could not stay here.  Eventually, he would have to return to his old life.  He knew this life could not go on for forever.  In the meantime, he would enjoy every day as a gift given him by the gods. 
 
      
 
    Lili woke up to the spring sun shining through her bedroom windows.  She smiled as she remembered the whispers of the past couple of days. She knew the twins nor Elsbeth would not let this day pass without some celebration of sorts.  Today was her birthday, her twentieth birthday.  She was quickly becoming what many would consider spinster.  The last few months, Lili accepted this fact.  Soon, she would no longer be considered of marriageable age.  She shook her head.  She resigned herself to living the rest of her life as the spinster aunt.  
 
    Quickly, she did her morning absolutions and dressed for the day.  She wore her light blue soft wool dress.  She usually saved it for special occasions, but then wasn’t her birthday a special occasion. 
 
    Lili walked into the great room.  Aiden, Alysa, and Colin were already seated breaking their morning fast. 
 
    “Good morning to ye,” she said. 
 
    Colin just nodded and grunted something that sounded like, “Good morning.” 
 
    “Good morning, Lili,” answered the twins in unison but immediately looked down into their bowl of porridge as though the answers to all their prayers lay in the bottom of the bowl. 
 
    Lili looked to Elsbeth and Rab but no one would look at her.  Elsbeth was busy with the pot of porridge on the fire.  Rab had walked out as she walked in and had not looked at her.  Something was definitely amiss. 
 
    Lili sat down with a sigh.  Elsbeth placed a bowl of porridge on the table in front of her with a cup of hot chocolate.  Lili looked up.  Elsbeth had that secretive smile on her face.   Yes, something was definitely afoot.  She watched the twins gulp their food and look at Colin to see he had finished eating. 
 
      “We promised Rab and Colin we would help them this morning,” stated Aiden with Alysa nodding her head. 
 
    Colin looked to her expecting her to disagree.  
 
    “I see no problem with that.  It’s too pretty a day to spend indoors.” Lili replied. 
 
    Colin nodded.  “Good.”  He walked out the door with the twins close on his heels. 
 
    Lili turned to Elsbeth.  “What is going on?” 
 
    Elsbeth shook her head and smiled.  “A cannae say.”  She turned back to the fire. 
 
    Lili sat sipping her chocolate wondering what everyone up to.  She would just wait and let it play out.  She would forego lessons for today. A day of leisure would be a welcome change.  
 
    “I think I’ll go the library.  It needs airing out.  I think tis a good day,” stated Lili. 
 
    Elsbeth nodded. 
 
    Lili walked into the library.  She walked over to the windows, drew back the curtains, and opened the windows with a flourish.  The freshness of the spring air filled the room.   Lili went about the room, dusting, humming as she worked.  She felt the doldrums of long winter months was finally leaving the keep.  The wild flowers and the blue bells were beginning to bloom on the hills.  Spring was here at last.  
 
    She worked enjoying the quiet and the peace.  A few times, it crossed her mind, she wondered what the twins were up to.  Instead, she decided to enjoy the alone time.  It was something she had not had in a very long time, peace.  She had often wondered if it still existed. 
 
    Lili turned and gasped, her hand went immediately to her heart.  Colin stood in the doorway.   
 
    Colin walked in.  “I’m sorry, Lili.  I did not intend to startle you.”  She had looked so relaxed when he walked in.  He had not wanted to disturb her.  He had enjoyed watching her for those few moments.  She was more relaxed than he had ever seen her.  He watched her walk about the room.  She had a natural grace that most women he knew would envy.  The soft blue wool of her dress hugged her body.  The blue of her dress brought out the blue of her eyes.  Those eyes that haunted his dreams at night.     
 
    “I did not hear you.”  He was alone.  Where were the twins? 
 
    “I have been instructed to bring you somewhere.  I am not to tell to where or why,” he said with a smile and a twinkle in his eyes. 
 
    Lili looked at him suspiciously.  “You have?” 
 
    Colin nodded and offered her his arm.  “My lady, your presence is requested by the laird of the keep.” 
 
    Lili smiled as she took his arm. Why did being near him make her heart beat faster?  She walked with him through the empty keep out into the yard.   When they walked on out of the yard into the nearby field, Lili looked to Colin.  “Where are we going?” 
 
    Colin smiled.  “Trust me.” 
 
    Lili looked at him through narrowed eyes.  She did trust him, did she not? 
 
    Colin chuckled and continued walking.   
 
    Lili followed where he led, wondering where he was going.  She knew the area.  She just wondered, exactly where he was taking her.  They rounded a small copse of trees that opened to a small open meadow that has been cleared.   
 
    “Happy Birthday Lili!” shouted everyone. 
 
    The twins, Rab and Elsbeth had a large picnic set up.  Lili smiled. 
 
    Colin leaned over and whispered in ear.  “I told you to trust me.” 
 
     His breath against her ear made her shiver in a good way. 
 
    The twins came over and each grabbed at hand to lead her to the blanket they had set up.  She sat down where they directed her to.  Aiden and Alysa spoke at once. 
 
    “Did we surprise you?” 
 
     “Do you like it?” 
 
    Lili laughed. “Yes, I love it.  Thank you all, so very much.” 
 
    “Colin thought of it,” announced Aiden.  Everyone added their words of agreement, everyone except Colin.   
 
     Lili turned to him as he sat down beside her.  “Thank you.” 
 
     “Don’t thank me. Elsbeth made you a cake.” 
 
    Alysa chimed in.  “I helped Elsbeth.” 
 
    “And I helped Rab and Colin clear this,” added Aiden. 
 
    “Thank you again, all of you.  This is the best birthday ever.”  She hugged Aiden and Alysa.   
 
    Elsbeth passed out plates of food.  Colin had killed several quails and had them roasting on an open fire he had built.   
 
      
 
    Colin sat back and watched.  Lili’s face softened.  The worry lines disappeared from her face.  She turned into a beautiful young woman. The ton would find fault with her red hair and the light cream of her skin instead of that pasty paleness that was so in favor.  But he could not.  She was taller, thinner than most of the women he was drawn to.  Nor was she as full-bosomed, as the women he spent time with.  But then the women he entertained himself with, were not young innocents such as Lili. 
 
    He sat watching her as she sat laughing with the twins. It was hard to imagine, she had been out that night playing at being a highwayman.  She could have well been shot and killed that night.  No, he would make certain, she would not be out doing such a stunt again.  
 
    They ate and talked and laughed.  Colin listened and learned about their life when Lili’s father was the laird.  He was glad she and the twins had for the most part, a happy childhood.  Their father had cared for them while alive.  He should have made certain they would be taken care of after his death. 
 
    Alysa sat down beside him.  “Can we give Lili her present now?” 
 
    Colin looked around to everyone who nodded. 
 
    Lili looked at them suspiciously. 
 
    “Yes, why don’t you get it Ali,” said Colin. 
 
    Aiden followed Alysa to another unopened basket.  Lili had seen it, but thought it held more food.   Ali brought her present wrapped in a piece of cloth and placed it in her lap.   
 
    Lili looked to each one of them.  Carefully, under five pairs of watchful eyes, she unwrapped her package.  She pulled out a carved wooden box. 
 
    “Rab carved it,” volunteered Aiden.  “Then he and Colin helped me paint it and put it together.” 
 
    “Open it Lili,” said Ali.  “Elsbeth and I put the velvet in.  Aiden and I glued the stones on the top.”  Ali leaned over and whispered, “They not real Lili, but they are pretty.” 
 
     Lili smiled with tears in her eyes.  It was a beautiful jewelry box.  Their thoughtfulness touched her heart.   
 
    “Do you like it Lil?” asked Aiden.  He was worried.  She hadn’t said a thing. 
 
    She pulled Aiden and Ali to her and hugged them both tightly.  “I love it.  It is the best birthday present I have ever gotten.” 
 
    Aiden hugged his sister.  “Colin thought of it.” 
 
    Lili looked over to Colin and mouth, “Thank you.” 
 
    Colin smiled and nodded. How many women had he known would have loved a gift such as this?  None, that he could remember.  They would have wanted the jewels.  
 
    Aiden and Ali opened it for her, explaining everything each of them had done.  Lili listened and complimented them on what a great job.  
 
    They spent the rest of the afternoon at the picnic. Rab had made a kite for Aiden and Alysa.  Amid much laughter, Colin assisted Aiden in its flight. It took several attempts before it soared in the air. 
 
    While Aiden flew the kite, Alysa gathered wildflowers.  Lili showed Alysa how to braid the wildflowers into wreath for her hair.  Alysa and Aiden with Colin encouragements convinced Lili she needed one as well. 
 
    The sun was slowly setting in the western sky when everyone made their way slowly back to the keep.  Lili could see how tired the twins were.  
 
    “I think you two need to go up to your room and get ready for bed.”  Lili knew they were worn out when they didn’t argue and climbed the stairs to their room.       
 
    Lili turned to Elsbeth, “What kind of help do you need to clean up?” 
 
    Elsbeth shook her head.  “A dinnae need ye. T’will not take long.  Ye go put the twins to bed.” 
 
    “A’ll see to the animals,” said Rab.  “T’wont need no help,” he said to Colin. 
 
    Colin nodded. 
 
    Lili looked to Colin as he offered her his arm to escort her upstairs.  She placed her hand on his arm.  Why did touching him always make her heart beat faster?   
 
     “I would like to thank you for your help with the jewelry box.” 
 
    “It was Ali’s idea but Aiden had some definite ideas about it.  He and Rab had some serious discussions concerning it,” Colin smiled. 
 
     She smiled. Yes, she could see that happening.  “Thank you, anyway.” 
 
    They approached the twins’ rooms.  She could hear them chattering away. 
 
    “Did you both wash up?”  Lili asked as she entered the room. 
 
    Both nodded and hurriedly climbed into each their bed. 
 
    “You do truly like your present?” asked Aiden. 
 
     Lili sat at his bedside.  She hugged him tight.  “It is the best birthday ever.  I love my present. I thank you very much for it.”  She tucked him in. “Angels to watch over thee.” 
 
    “And thee,” replied Aiden. 
 
    Lili walked over to Ali’s bed.  She removed Ali’s flower crown and placed it on spindle of her bed.  She leaned over and hugged Ali. 
 
    “I’m happy you liked your present Lili,” said Ali. 
 
    Lili looked into those beautiful big grey blue eyes of Ali’s. She looked over to Aiden’s.  For the first time in a very long time, they both looked happy.  That was the best birthday present she could have. 
 
     She tucked Ali in.  “Angels to watch over thee.” 
 
    “And thee,” replied Ali. 
 
    “And thee,” said Colin.  It was a nightly ritual Colin had quickly learned, one that reminded him of his own mother and their nightly routine.       
 
     Colin walked Lili back to her room as he was want to do every night.  
 
    Lili stopped at her door.  She had thought Colin would just go on to his room but he had not.  She raised her eyes, her big mistake because the look in his eyes mesmerized her.  She felt like she was losing herself.   
 
    “Happy birthday, Lili.” 
 
    Lili held her breath and closed her eyes.  She felt his lips claim hers softly.  She wanted-----, she didn’t know what she wanted.  When his lips left hers, again she didn’t know what to think, what to feel.  No, she felt strange but a good strange, not like, her mind shut the door and refused to go down that path. 
 
    Colin watched the myriad of emotions cross her face.  It was the hardest thing he thought he ever had to do.  “Good night, Lili.” 
 
    Lili looked at him and felt confused.  “Good night.  Thank you.”  Slowly she entered her room and closed her door. For a moment she leaned back against the closed door till she heard him walk away.  A part of her wanted to call him back but she didn’t.  He had kissed her.  She touched her lips.  Colin was beginning to have effect on her.  No, it wasn’t the beginning.  It had been slowly happening since he came. 
 
    Colin walked away from Lili.  It was the hardest thing he could remember doing in a very long time.  He knew if he kissed her it would bring to the surface all these feelings he was keeping a tight rein on.  He went to his room, grabbed his towel and strode purposely downstairs. 
 
    Elsbeth and Rab were still up.  Elsbeth looked up surprised. 
 
    “I’m going to the river to bathe,” growled Colin. 
 
    “The water is still cold,” warned Elsbeth. 
 
    “Yes.  The colder the better,” snapped Colin as he walked out the back door. Elsbeth’s chuckle followed him into the night air.  It only made him realize how truly dangerous this was beginning to be.  His body was demanding release.  It had been much too long since he had been with a woman his body was telling him.  But his mind and his heart were telling him the only woman he wanted was Lili.    
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Lili stood at the open side door and watched as Colin worked alongside of Rab as they fixed the fence near the barn of the keep.  She wondered why, he made her feel the way he did. She shouldn’t have any feelings.  But Colin managed to bring about strange feelings.  That kiss on her birthday was seared in her brain.  Feelings she did not understand.  But memories of the past stood like brick wall between what she wanted and what she could have. 
 
    “Ach, tis a braw lad there, Lady Lili.  Tis no harm in wantin’ the lad. He looks at ye, wantin’ ye too.  He could be big help to ye,” encouraged Elsbeth.  She believed him to be a good man.   She could sense the goodness in him.  And the way he watched Lady Lili. The way she watched him, Elsbeth knew it was only a matter of time before the two came together as a man and woman.  
 
    Lili glanced at Elsbeth at her side in disbelief.  “You of all people know that is impossible. I cannae be with him.  And you know why.” 
 
    Elsbeth looked at Lili with sadness.  “Edward.”  
 
    Elsbeth was the only one who knew what had happened with Edward.  Not all the details.  Lili could not tell anyone of the details. Some she did not know herself.   What she did remember she had pushed to the far reaches of her mind.  Only when she attempted to go down into the dungeon, did they rear their ugly heads and take over.  She had not made it past the first few steps at the top before the monster made its appearance. 
 
    No, there was nothing for Colin with her.  She was damaged. No good man wanted damaged goods.  She believed Colin was a good man, a good man with a domineering attitude that drove her mad.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter  7 
 
      
 
    One had to take action against fear 
 
    When once it laid hold of one. 
 
    Rainer Maria Rilke 
 
      
 
    Lili came down the stairs and entered the great room.  She noticed a slight movement by the door to the dungeon.  It was Aiden slipping through the slightly open door.  He had nervously looked around but had not seen her.  She quickly approached the slightly open door.  She could feel her breathing become more difficult as though there was not enough air.  She could hear her heartbeat pounding in her ears.  She reached for the door.  Her hands shook uncontrollably.   
 
    Aiden was in the dungeons alone.  What if he slipped and fell?  She looked around, but no one was about.  There was no one here to go down to the dungeons after Aiden.  No one, but her.  But she couldn’t.  No, there was no way she could go down there.  But what if he was hurt, her mind asked again.     
 
    She took a step to the door at the head of the stairs.  She looked down into the abyss of darkness.  Aiden was down there.  She closed her eyes and shook her head.  She walked through the door and stood at the tops of the stairs.  Her whole body began trembling.  Slowly, she began going down the stairs, one stair carefully at a time.  She held on the rail with one hand, her other covered her heart as though in protection. Her breathing became more labored with each step she took.  The passage way was dim, a small window on the upper wall gave a small ray of sunlight but it did not reach the lower cells.  
 
    With each step she took going lower into the belly of the beast, Lili felt the memories, the ghosts of the past all around her, wrapping their clinging arms about her, smothering the life out her.  The closer she came to the bottom, the stronger the ghosts became.  At the bottom of the stairs, she smelled him, that sweaty smell of stale tobacco and ale.  She closed her eyes.  He was here. Edward was back.  She felt his hand on her shoulder.  She turned, opened her eyes, but she didn’t see him.  He must be in the shadows.   
 
    Where was Aiden?  Did he have Aiden?  Lili looked about.  Aiden was nowhere to be found.  Where was he? 
 
    The panic engulfed her.  Edward had Aiden.  She began to shake uncontrollably.  She could not breathe.  There was no air.  The smell of him filled her nostrils.  He was here, deep in the shadows.  She felt his hands grab her from behind.  She tried to scream but no sound came out.  The darkness was closing in around her.  She couldn’t see.  All she could feel was terror wrapping itself around her, suffocating her.  There was a far away voice calling her name but she was paralyzed.  She could not move.   
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Aiden came out of the room that held the weapons with a bow and arrows in his hands.    Lili had said no, but he would show her, he wasn’t afraid of the dungeons. He had never been down to the cells.  With this bow and arrows he could go hunting with Colin. All he wanted to do was get the bow and arrows.  He had remembered they were down in the dungeon.  There was a room that held them right off the bottom of the stairs.  He did not need Lili’s permission to go down the stairs, to get the bow and arrows.  Just because Lili was afraid of the dungeons didn’t mean he was.   
 
    When he came out of the room with the bow and arrows he had come down for, Lili leaned against the wall that led down to the cells.  He stopped short.  He had been caught.  He waited for a moment for Lili to begin scolding him.  But she didn’t.  She just stood there like one of the statues in the library.  
 
    “Lili, I got the bow and arrows.  I’m sorry, I came down but I got them.”  But Lili didn’t move.  She just stood there, unmoving staring into space. He called her name again, several times, getting louder each time.  He tried shaking her but she just stood there like a frozen statue. She frightened him.    
 
    Something was wrong with Lili. Elsbeth had told him of all the spirits of long ago inhabited the cells and often could be seen about in the cells.  Maybe that’s what had frightened Lili, he thought. 
 
    “I’m gonnae get help, Lili,” he cried and ran up the stairs, his heart feeling like it wanted to beat out of his chest.   
 
    Aiden ran straight into the strong body of Colin and nearly fell back down the stairs behind him from the force.   
 
    Colin grabbed Aiden to steady him to keep him from falling backwards.  “Whoa, there Aiden.  What’s your hurry?” asked Colin . 
 
    “It’s Lili,” stated Aiden, his voice shaking as well as his whole body.  He was frightened, panicked. 
 
    “What about Lili?” asked Colin with concern.  “Where is she?”  Aiden was pale and shaking like a leaf.   
 
    Aiden pointed down the stairs to the dungeon, afraid to speak. 
 
    Elsbeth came to their side. “Ye have ben to the dungeon. Ye no ye dinnae suppose to go down there.” 
 
    Aiden nodded shakily and looked from one to the other.  “Lili’s down there. But she’s not moving.” 
 
    Colin pushed past him and down the stairs two at a time.  Even in broad daylight outside, very little light made it into the dungeon.  Fear gripped his heart.  All he could think of, was somehow Lili had fallen down these stairs and lay in a heap at the bottom.  A small slit in the upper wall let a ray of sunshine seep in.  Colin’s eyes adjusted to the lack of light and was able to see his surroundings. 
 
    He saw her at the bottom of the stairs at the far wall near one of the cells.  She sat in a huddled heap on the floor.  Not a heap like she had fallen.  No, like a huddled heap of one who had crawled so deep within one’s self. 
 
    Colin was at her side in seconds.  “Lili,” he called.  What his eyes beheld frightened his soul.  She stared straight ahead and had not heard him call her name.  The look in her eyes was one of pure terror.  He had seen that look in too many soldiers out in the field not to recognize it for what it was. 
 
    “Lili,” he repeated, only more demanding this time.  There was no reaction from her.  That hand that squeezed his heart tightened its grip.  He took her by the shoulders and with gentle fingers on her chin turned her head to face him.  Her eyes stared right through him as though he wasn’t there in front of her. 
 
    He shook her slightly. “Lili look at me,” he demanded. 
 
    Her eyes grew wide with fright and she began to shake.  “No!” she whispered.  “No!  No!”  Suddenly, she started beating her fist against his chest. 
 
    “Lili, it’s me, Colin. Look at me.”  He grabbed her hands and brought them to his lips.  She continued to stare at him wild eyed and lost.  He so desperately needed to get through to her. He was at a loss of how. Her eye lids fluttered and she collapsed in his arms, unconscious.  He gathered her close. 
 
    Colin turned to Elsbeth at his side in question as he gathered her up in his arms.   
 
    “Let’s get her upstairs and away from this place,” suggested Elsbeth. 
 
    Colin nodded and quickly walked up the stairs with Elsbeth close on his heels.  At the top of the stairs, Aiden and Alyssa awaited them with Rab nearby.   
 
     Aiden’s eyes were wide with fear and guilt to see Lili being carried by Colin.  She looked asleep.  He was about to say something but the look Colin gave him stopped him.  He knew he was in big trouble.   
 
    Alyssa not aware of anything that had gone on cried out, “Lili?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine, Ali,” reassured Colin, hoping, praying he was right.  “You and Aiden stay down here with Rab while I take Lili to her room.”  He crossed the great room in long strides, up the stairs and straight to Lili’s room.  Elsbeth hurried to stay at his side.  She opened the door for him to stride in.  He laid Lili gently on her bed.  She was pale, her eyes still closed, her breathing was soft but regular. 
 
    Colin turned to Elsbeth.  “What happened?” 
 
    Elsbeth shrugged slightly, but she could see he was not satisfied.  “Lady Lili has been afeard of dungeon since she was a wee lass.  She got accidently locked in one and------”   
 
    Colin looked at her shrewdly.  Something was not adding up.  Something was being left out to this story.  “And what?” he asked. 
 
    Elsbeth looked passed him to the window.  “Tis best she tell ye herself cause I donnae know all of it.” 
 
    Colin looked at her through narrowed eyes.  What was it that Elsbeth was trying to tell him?  “Then tell me what you do know.”   He always suspected there was something Lili was hiding, beside the fact she had set about as a highwayman. 
 
    Elsbeth shook her head.  “A cannae.  Has to do with that Uncle, that Edward that come to visit.  Tis all A can say.”   
 
    He saw the pleading look in her eyes and knew he was questioning her loyalty to Lili.  He could not, would not force the issue. Not with Elsbeth, but with Lili, he would.  Whatever secret she was hiding, he was bound and determined to seek it out.  He had his suspicions.  He prayed he was wrong but that gut feeling, he so often relied on, told him he was not.  
 
    Colin took her small hand in his and rubbed her wrist. He had never had to deal with the vapors.  Vapors were not something one dealt with on the battlefield.  He was at a complete loss of what to do.  Would she awaken soon, on her own?  Would she remember being in the dungeons?  But most important would she awaken to being Lili or that shell of her that was down in the dungeon before she collapsed?   
 
    “What do we do?”  He looked to Elsbeth for help.  
 
    Elsbeth poured some water on a cloth and handed it to Worth.  “Put it across her head.  A’ll go downstairs and brew some tea, that should help when she wakes up.  Talk to her Master Colin.  She’ll listen to ye.” 
 
    Colin nodded.  He pushed the hair from her face with tender fingers and placed the cloth across her forehead as Elsbeth instructed.  He heard the door open and close as Elsbeth left the room.  He heard Aiden’s voice in the hall. He would tend to Aiden later.  Lili had to take priority at the moment 
 
    “Lili. It’s me, Colin.  You are safe.  You are back in your room.  I am here.  I promise you, I will not let anything or anyone harm you.  Wake up, my sweet.”  He rubbed her hand between his.  This had him more frightened than anything he had dealt with on the continent during the war.  He knew how to handle that kind of situation.  This left him clueless. He sighed in frustration. 
 
    He brought her hand to his lips and placed a kiss in the palm.  There was no reaction.  “Lili, wake up!” he demanded, hoping he would get through to her.  He patted her hand.  “Open your eyes, Lili.” She moaned. “Please, Lili, open your eyes.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Lili heard a voice coming from down a long dark tunnel.  She knew that voice.  Why was it so demanding?  The darkness surrounded her, comforting darkness.  She wanted to stay but the voice would not allow her to.  That voice would not let her go, would not let her succumb to the darkness.  The voice, the light kept calling.  No, there were monsters out there.  But that voice would not let her be.  Slowly, she went toward the light, toward the voice.  She didn’t want to open her eyes.  She was afraid of what awaited her when she opened her eyes. But that voice, that insistent voice would not let it be, would not let her be. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered.  She was in her room. How had she gotten to her room? She remembered following Aiden down into the dungeons. She opened her eyes wide.  She was in her room.  Colin was sitting on her bed at her side.  He held her hand in his. His was the voice that was calling her back.  Why did it have to be him?  She sat up and pushed back against the head of her bed, trying desperately to pull her hand out of his but he had a strong hold of it and would not let it go. 
 
    “What-----?” 
 
    Colin smiled to see sanity back in her eyes.  There was fear and confusion but not the wild all-encompassing terror. 
 
    “Lili,----”  Colin began. 
 
    “Where’s Aiden?”  her voice trembled. 
 
    “Aiden is fine.  Well fine for the moment, until I talk to him about disobeying your orders of going down to the dungeons.”  He was going to give Aiden a severe talking to about this. 
 
    Lili sat up and pulled her hand out of his.  “You will not say or do anything to Aiden.  He is my responsibility not yours.  You are not the laird here.  You are a guest, a tenant.  How dare you think you can discipline Aiden!”  
 
    Lili knew she was being irrational but the terror she had felt in the dungeon was just below the surface.  She was mortified that Colin had seen her weakness, her lack of control over her fears.  If she turned her anger on him, she could deal with this.  It was the only way she could get through this. 
 
    Colin looked at her strangely.  “I dare because of what he did.  I have disciplined him before.  He needs to be made aware of how dangerous his actions were to you.” 
 
    Lili slipped off the opposite side of the bed.  Having Colin sitting on her bed was also playing havoc with her emotions. He was too close.  She wanted to scream at him and she didn’t understand why. Too many emotions were warring within her and none of them made any sense. 
 
    Colin stood up and started towards her. 
 
    “No, I think it’s time for you to leave.  Go please!” 
 
    “Lili, you’ve just been through------“ began Colin trying to calm her.  She had to still be in some sort of shock. 
 
    Lili put her hand up to stop him from proceeding further.  “No, you need to leave now.  I need you gone from here in the morning.  You were only to be here temporarily.  You are not laird of the keep, yet you keep telling us what to do.”  Lili knew she was being irrational but her emotions were on high and she couldn’t stop the words from coming out of her mouth. 
 
    Colin looked her like he was dealing with a petulant child.  But he would rather deal with an angry Lili than the despondent Lili of earlier.  
 
    Elsbeth walked in with a pot of tea and looked from one to the other.  She left the door partially open. 
 
    “Where’s Aiden?” asked Lili. 
 
    Aiden heard his name from just outside the door and rushed in with Alysa right on his heels.  “Lili, I’m sorry.  I dinnae mean to scare you.  I just wanted the bow and arrows.” He pleaded.   
 
    Nothing good happened in the dungeons.  She knelt and opened her arms to hold Aiden and Alysa.  She hugged them tight and looked over their heads at Colin.   Why was he still here? 
 
    “I am all right Aiden.” 
 
    Aiden backed a few steps out of her arms and looked at her hesitatingly.  “You wouldn’t talk to me.  I kept calling you but you wouldn’t answer.”  
 
    “I know.  I’m sorry I frightened you.  I got confused and lost my way,” she explained.  She didn’t know how else to explain it to him so that he would understand.  In fact, she did not understand herself what had happened. 
 
    Aiden turned to Colin.  “Colin saved ye.” 
 
    “He carried ye, Lili,” replied Alysa. 
 
                “Yes.” 
 
    “But I heard you tell him he had to leave, Lili,” argued Aiden, looking at Lili through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Yes, well,” began Lili. 
 
    Aiden took in a deep breath and puffed out his chest and replied, “You cannae tell him to leave. I am the laird.  I invited him and I say he stays.” 
 
    Lili closed her eyes for a moment.  When she opened them, she found Colin still at the door his eyebrow raised in question.  She took a deep breath.  “Aiden we shall talk of this later.” 
 
    Aiden was about to reply when Colin said, “Come Aiden, you and I need to talk, man to man.  Let us leave Lili to get some rest.  She is still upset by what happened.”  He stared at Lili daring her to contradict him. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes as she stared back at him and pursed her lips in a frown.  This was the very thing she was complaining about earlier.  This take charge attitude of his.  She watched as Aiden walked to Colin’s side and both of them walked out of the door. 
 
    “A have some tea for ye, Lili.  It will help calm yer nerves.  Let ye rest,” offered Elsbeth. 
 
    “Yes, Lili, please rest.  You scared us,” pleaded Alysa.   
 
    Lili looked at that sweet little face of Alysa.  She could see the worry in her eyes.  Ali was her worrier.  She was the one that felt things strongest.  When had she lost control of things here?  She sighed deeply.  Maybe she did need some rest.  So many thoughts, emotions going through her. 
 
    “Very well, then.”  Lili capitulated.  Maybe after she rested, she would be better able to deal with what had happened.  She had lost it with Colin, but he was just so controlling.  No, it wasn’t control, it was the fact, he was always right.  She put her fingers to her temples and rubbed them in hopes it would relieve the tension she felt there. 
 
    “See your head hurts,” stated  Alysa. 
 
    Elsbeth handed her the cup of tea she had poured.  “Alysa is right.  Ye need to be abed and rest.”  She had put something extra in the tea, something that would calm Lili’s nerves and help her rest.   
 
    Lili sipped her tea.  The warmth felt good as it made its way down to her stomach.  She hadn’t realized how cold she was. She drank it all under the watchful eyes of Elsbeth and Alysa. 
 
    “Come, I will help you Lili,” Alysa pulled her by the hand to her bed. 
 
    Lili let her guide her back to her bed.  “You need to take yer shoes off Lili.”  She pulled the covers down. 
 
    “I was just going to lie down on top the covers.  It is only late afternoon.” 
 
    Ali shook her head.  “To rest we get under the covers.” 
 
    Lili smiled. It was what she told the twins all the time. 
 
    “Alright then,” replied Lili. She tried to bend down but Ali was there ready to pull her boots off.  Lili allowed her to help her disrobe to her under dress.   
 
    Once in bed, Ali tucked the covers around her with a smile.  “The angels will keep ye safe.” 
 
    Another thing she told the twins when she tucked them in at night.  She closed her eyes. She heard Elsbeth and Ali walk out of her room.  She would just rest for a little while and then she would talk with Colin.  Once she rested, she would be able to deal with all of it. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Lili awakened to darkness in her room.  She realized she had slept the afternoon away.  Elsbeth must have put something in her tea to help her sleep.  But it did not erase the events of earlier.  She remembered it all.  Every last detail.  Lili shivered. 
 
    She rolled on to her back and stared at the canopy of her bed.  As bad as the moments in the dungeon were, her words to Colin bothered her more.  She had ordered him to leave.  Deep in her heart, she knew she had struck out in fear and anger.  Fear that he would find out her secret about the dungeon.  She was so angry at herself that she had lost control. She had allowed Colin to see her in that condition. 
 
    Maybe, it was best he leave before he found out her secret.  Before he learned it and looked at her with disgust or worse with pity.  She could not abide the look of pity in his eyes.  As much as she had tried to not let it happen, Colin had come to be very special to her.  That was not good for either of them. 
 
    But now that her anger had abated, could she truly want him gone?  Her head said he must go.  She could never be anything to him.  She had nothing to offer him.  But her heart said, let him stay. 
 
    No longer able to tolerate the thoughts going round in her head, Lili rose from her bed.  A supper tray sat on the chest at the foot of her bed.  She took a bite of bread.  She felt the tea pot.  It was still warm.  She poured herself a cup and drank thirstily from it.  She poured herself another and this time sipped it slowly.   
 
    Lili walked to her window and sat on her window seat.  She stared into the nighttime sky that surrounded the keep.  The full moon was just climbing the horizon.  A big pale ball in the dark sky. She leaned back against the wall and pulled her feet under her. Her fingers automatically went to the moonstone about her neck and rubbed it between her fingers as was her habit.   
 
    She heard his voice in her head telling her the fairies put the moonbeams in the stone.  She liked that story.  She wondered if the fairies out there that put moonbeams into stones, could they help her.  Could they show her the way?  She brought the stone to her lips and wished upon the moon for a sign to show her the way.  She sighed with resignation.  There was no sign, no fairies.  She knew what she had to do.  She and Colin had to talk. 
 
    The keep was quiet.  From the time on the clock on the mantle, everyone should be settled down for the night.  Hopefully, Colin would still be up.  
 
     With Alysa’s help earlier, she had removed her overdress and stays.  She was in her woolen under shift.  She gazed at her reflection in her mirror.  Her hair was its usual riot of curls about her head.  It took a few moments for her to brush some semblance of order to it.  She braided it and wrapped it around her head.  It made her look older.  
 
     She grabbed her brown and blue plaid shawl, wrapped it about her and walked out her door before her courage deserted her.  In the hall, she listened.  The keep was quiet, settled for the night.  On stocking feet, she approached Collin’s door.  
 
    With her heartbeat pounding in her ears, she softly tapped on his door.  She waited for a moment.  She had waited too long.  He was abed already.  She was about to turn and run back to her room, when the door opened before her.  
 
    Colin stood before her in opened shirt and pants.  Light brown hair dusted his chest through the opening of his shirt.   His hair was damp as though he had just washed up.   
 
    Lili could feel her heartbeat quicken and her mouth go dry.  She swallowed hard.  Before her courage completely deserted her, she breathlessly asked, “Can we talk?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    She put her hand in my hand, and set her lips to my lips. 
 
    She told me all her pain and showed me all her troubles. 
 
          The Desolate City               
 
             From the Arabic 
 
    Translated by Wilfred Scawen Blunt               
 
      
 
      
 
    When Colin heard the soft knock on his door, he assumed it was Aiden.  But much to his surprise, Lili stood in the doorway.  For a moment, he thought she looked like she was about to bolt back down the hall to her own room.  When she asked to talk, he was more than glad to let her in. 
 
    He watched her pull her wrap tightly about her as though it offered her protection.  He motioned her inside to one of the chairs beside the small table in front of the fireplace.  
 
    “I was just having a nightcap, a whiskey.  Care to join me?”   
 
    She looked so vulnerable sitting there.  Her red hair was bound tightly about her head in a braid, much too staid for his liking.  Where was his fiery redhead who confronted him earlier and at every turn? 
 
    Lili looked past him.  She could not look him in the eye.  Maybe the whiskey would help calm her nerves.  She nodded, not trusting her voice. 
 
    She watched him take the second glass on the table, pour about a fingers worth in it and hand it to her.  She took the offered glass with shaky fingers.  For a moment, she stared into those gold flecked eyes that gazed back at her with such concern.   She looked away quickly.  It was nearly her undoing. 
 
    Lili took a sip of the whiskey.  She had tasted it a couple of times before.  She felt the burn, as it made its way down to her stomach.  The burn felt good.  It steadied her nerves.  She stared at the fire. Where was she to start?  She could feel his eyes on her. 
 
    “Perhaps, I spoke too hastily earlier.  I was upset.  You have been good to the twins.  They would miss you if you left.”  She could not look at him. She bit her bottom lip. 
 
    “And what about you Lili?  Would you miss me?” he asked softly. 
 
    Lili looked at him, then quickly looked away. Be honest, she told herself.  Be honest with him.  “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    Colin smiled.  It was the answer he so wanted to hear but there was more, much more that needed to be discussed.  He needed to know more.  He needed to know all. 
 
    “Then, I’ll stay,” he answered.  He did not tell her he had no intention of leaving. 
 
    They both sat for a long moment in silence. 
 
    Colin turned to Lili and watched as she took another sip of whiskey.  She would need it, as he was about to question her further.   
 
    “Lili, I want to know the story behind your fear of the dungeons.  The whole story.” 
 
    Lili took a deep shuddering breath.  This became her biggest fear.  Could she tell him the truth?  Could she tell him all of it?  She would have to.  He would not settle for anything less.  But it would change everything.  Of that, she was certain.   
 
    She placed the now empty glass on the table, rose and stood before the fire staring deep into the flames.  Could she tell him all?  No, one knew it all, including her. 
 
    Colin followed her.  He came up from behind her and touched her shoulder.  She immediately pulled away.  He saw the momentary terror in her eyes. 
 
    “Lili, know, I would never hurt you.”  He cupped her face with one hand. 
 
    Lili turned her face into his hand and drew from the strength that flowed from him.  Could his strength be strong enough for her to fight the ghosts that plagued her these past months?  She nodded barely, but he felt it. 
 
    “Nothing, you can tell me will change things.” 
 
    Lili stared into his gold flecked eyes and knew that was a lie.  Once she told him, everything would change. But he would not allow her to avoid telling him.  He left her with no choice.  She must now tell him.  She must tell him all.  All would change regardless.  Keeping the secret was changing things, too. 
 
    She smiled sadly.  “It will change how you feel.” 
 
    “Trust me, Lili.  It will not.”  He needed to know the truth.  His suspicions needed to be put to rest and dealt with.  “What did Edward do to you in the dungeon?”  he asked.  Maybe, if he began, she would continue. 
 
    Lili looked at him startled.  How did he know about Edward?  Who had told him? 
 
    “Aiden told me he made you cry.  Elsbeth told me to ask you, for it was your story to tell.”  Colin watched the myriad of emotions cross her face.  “A burden carried alone can be so hard to bear.  Allow me in, Lili.  Allow me to carry this burden with you, for you.  My shoulders are strong.” 
 
    Lili sighed in resignation.  Perhaps, Colin was right.  Perhaps, it was too much a burden to be carried alone. Perhaps, she did need to share it.  She closed her eyes.  She did not want to see his reaction.  She could not bear to see the looks of disgust or pity that would cross his face.  She stood before the fire, hoping its warmth would dispel the coldness that lay deep inside her. 
 
    Slowly, softly, she began.  “He came telling us he was mother’s step brother. Mother rarely talked of him.  When he came, I believed he had come to help us. But I soon realized, he had not and I came to distrust him.  Things about the house began to disappear.  Things of value. I confronted him about it but he denied it.” 
 
    “He would,” added Colin.  
 
    “Everyone knows I fear the dungeons.  When I was a little girl, I was locked in one of the cells for several hours.  But I thought, if I hid our valuables down there, he would not think to look down there because he would think I cannae go down there,” Lili explained. 
 
    “And you did,” said Colin.  Of course, she did.  She would face her fears of the dungeons to protect her family. 
 
    “Yes, I did.  I made several trips.  I thought it would get easier but it dinnae.  But I had to do it, to save Glendenning.” 
 
    Colin watched as she grabbed the ends of her wrap and squeezed them tightly as she hugged her wrap tightly about her.  He wanted to place his hands over hers to stop her but he was afraid it would stop her telling. 
 
    “I thought he had gone with Elsbeth and Rab and the twins into town.  I thought this was the right time to put some of the bigger things away. I was coming back from the cells when he grabbed me from behind and threw me against the wall. I remember my head hit the wall hard. I was dazed, confused.  I cannae think. I tried to fight but he threw me on the floor. This time my head hit the floor harder.  I remember hearing him laugh and my dress tearing.  But the pain in my head was so bad.  I cannae think.  Then the darkness was everywhere.” 
 
    Lili opened her eyes and looked at Colin.  She needed to see his reaction.  She had to know.  She saw anger in his eyes.  It frightened her. Was he angry at her?  She looked back into the fire.   
 
    “I cannae tell how long I lay down there.  When I came to, the pounding in my head was so bad, my head hurt so much.  I cannae think. I tried to sit up. I cannae.  It felt like I lay there forever.  My clothes were torn and bloody.”  Remembering the pain in her head turned her stomach again.  The pain had been excruciating. It felt like her head was split open.  The pain was so intense, she thought if she moved, it surely would split in two. 
 
    Lili heard his sharp intake of breathe.  She wanted to look at him, but she couldn’t.  She was afraid of what she would find. 
 
    “Did Elsbeth find you?” he asked softly, not wanting to interrupt her, but needing to know. 
 
    Lili shook her head.  “No. I donnae know how, but I climbed the stairs till I finally got to my room.”  She did not go into detail how hard the climb had been, or how many times she had to stop, because the world around her would not stop spinning.  She had been so afraid, she would lose consciousness again. The darkness had always been just beyond, threatening to engulf her at any moment. Also, she had been afraid Edward was lurking about.  Each dark corner held hidden monsters.  The only thing she could think of was, she did not want the twins to find her in that condition.  Somehow, through pure sheer determination, she had managed to drag herself, crawl on her hands and knees into her room.  She was exhausted by the time she finally got there.   Her dress was torn down the front.  It had made it easier for her to get out of it. 
 
     “I was trying to wash up when Elsbeth found me.  She helped me clean up and get in bed.  I cannae raise my head for two days without being sick. It was a week before I could move about without being dizzy.” 
 
    “Edward?” Colin asked.  He had been afraid it had been bad.  It was worse than he had imagined.  He wanted Edward.   He wanted Edward to pay for this.  He would.  He would see to it.   
 
     “Elsbeth did tell me when they returned home, Edward was gone.  T’wasn’t till days later, when I was finally able to get about, we realized he had taken everything of value.  The small amount of jewelry Mother had, was gone.” Lili’s fingers went to the moonstone on her neck.  She rubbed it between fingers as she was want to. 
 
    “Damn him,” muttered Colin. 
 
    Lili turned to him and this time, she looked at him.  “He took everything from me.  I cannae no longer marry, for I have nothing to offer a husband.  Though I cannae remember what all happened, I do know everything I had to offer a husband is gone.”  Lili’s voice trembled with emotion.  She turned back to the fire. The look on his face frightened her.  The pain, she saw in his face was as bad as the pain she felt.  At one time, she had begun to have hopes about Colin, but she knew that was no longer possible with this telling.  Those hopes were now dead. 
 
    “I am damaged goods.   No man will want damaged goods.  No man will ever want me.”  As painful as she knew this to be, it was more painful admitting such to Colin. 
 
      She felt his hands on her shoulders as he turned her toward him. She kept her eyes closed afraid to see the look of pity in his eyes.  She could not bear it. 
 
    “You’re wrong, Lili.  This man wants you,” he said softly. 
 
    Lili opened her eyes in time to see his face inches above hers as his lips came down and softly claimed hers.  She closed her eyes again.  He tasted of the whiskey he had shared with her earlier or was it her own whiskey breathe?  She tasted him. When his tongue traced her lips, she opened her lips slightly and found his tongue touching hers.  The kiss deepened. She felt like he was possessing every part of her, drawing every part of her into him.  She couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t think.  She could only feel.   She placed her open hands against his chest, against his skin. She could feel the warmth of his skin. It felt like fire and it was spreading through her until it settled deep within her.  
 
     When Colin pulled his lips away, she wanted to pull him back, but she felt his lips trace a path down her neck and play homage at the pulse at the base of her throat.  She felt his arms tighten about her for which she was grateful.  Her legs became weak unable to hold her up without his assistance.  A soft moan escaped her lips.  She felt him capture one breast in his hand.  For a moment her mind, a memory flashed back to the dungeon.  Edward’s face faded in then out.  She tried to pull away, to withdraw.  
 
    Colin felt the change in her. He whispered in her ear, “Look at me, Lili.  It is me, Colin.  I will never hurt you.”  
 
    She gazed into his eyes and found the life raft that would save her from drowning in the sea of pain and fear she found herself in.  She clung to him, to the belief he would save her.   
 
    He claimed her lips again and kissed her deeply burning the memory of Edward out of her mind.  He wanted, no needed her to think, to feel only him, until whatever memories reared their ugly heads were completely squashed.  
 
    The memory tried to surface again but it quickly disappeared when he claimed her lips again.  She felt as though he was absorbing whatever memories tried to surface.  So much of what happened was confusing.  Most of the time, she did not know if it was a memory or her imagination. 
 
    Colin raised his head.  “Lili, look at me,” he commanded softly. 
 
    Lili slowly opened her eyes.  Her breathing was ragged, her heart was pounding in her ears.  She felt like every part of her was on fire.  She looked up at him uncertain of how he made her feel and what was expected of her.  She took a shuddering breath. 
 
    Colin cupped her face with one hand, sensing her confusion, her hesitancy. “You are not damaged.”   When she went to argue, he placed his thumb over her lips to quieten what she about to say.  “I know this is how you feel, but you are wrong.”  He watched the pain cross her face.  How did he convince her how strong she was, how much he admired her?  
 
    Lili kissed his thumb then turned her head slightly so she could talk to him. “You make me feel like it doesn’t matter.”  Lili sighed deeply.  He was right.  It no longer mattered.  She would never marry so if she gave herself to Colin, what would it matter?  “Perhaps you are right, it does not matter.” 
 
    Colin looked at her tenderly.  He knew she was trying to be brave. Wasn’t she always? 
 
    “We can take this very slowly.  If the memories are too much, I will stop.  All you have to do is tell me.”  
 
    Lili nodded.  “I liked your kisses,” she whispered shyly and looked down. 
 
    Colin used his thumb to raise her chin to look into those crystal blue eyes and smiled at what he saw reflected there.  “These kisses?”   He kissed her, his tongue playing a teasing game with hers.   “Or these?”  he asked, as he trailed kisses down her neck again, paying homage to the pulse at the base of her throat. 
 
    His lips left a trail of liquid fire in its wake. Lili barely whispered “Yes,” as she clung to him for support, her legs weak again. She could feel the nipples of her breast harden and ached as they rubbed against his chest even through the fabric of her nightdress.   
 
    Colin swept her in his arms, his lips never left hers.  He laid her gently down on his bed and released her lips to raise his head and gaze at her.  He raised his hands to her hair and slowly pulled the pins out.  Colin held her gaze all the while he undid her hair. Once he had all the pins removed, he used his hands to totally free her hair until it flowed all about her. 
 
    “I’ve so wanted to take down your hair and run my fingers through it, like liquid sunset.  Beautiful.” 
 
    Lili smiled.  Her father often told her so when she complained about the color of her hair, her hair the color of sunset. When Colin said it, she believed it.  She placed her hands on the bottom of his shirt and tugged.  
 
    Colin smiled.  “Whatever my lady wants,” he teased.  He thought if he allowed Lili to set the pace, she would be more comfortable.  He raised his shirt over his head and threw it towards the chair. 
 
    Lili could feel her heartbeat pound in her chest.  She had seen Colin bare chested before and had longed for her fingers to trace every muscle.  Here he sat on the bed at her side within arms’ reach.  Hesitantly, she reached up and let her fingers trace as they longed to do.  His muscles felt firm under her touch.  She smiled when she heard his breathe intake. She smiled nervously as she traced the muscle along his ribs.  She locked gazes with him and had the keep fallen down around her, she could have not looked away. 
 
    Colin captured one of her hands and brought it to his lips.  He kissed her palm and teased the center lightly with is tongue. Lili breath halted and then slowly escaped in shuddering pants. The center that lay deep within her between her legs tightened and throbbed with need.  His free hand roamed up her side until he cupped her breast and teased the nipple with his fingers. Lili’s indrawn breath caught in her throat.  She closed her eyes and pushed her head back into the pillow. A soft moan escaped her lips. She couldn’t think, she could only feel.   
 
    She felt his fingers brush her skin and realized her nightdress was unbuttoned.  His fingers pushed the fabric open exposing her breast to the nighttime air.  The chill made her nipples tightened to hard buds. The hand he had been kissing, he laced her fingers with his and raised them over her head, exposing her breast even further.  His tongue teased the bud and when his mouth claimed the whole nipple in his mouth and began to suckle, she melted into the mattress.  She raised her hips instinctively, wanting something, something more.  
 
    Colin’s slowly brushed his fingertips of his free hand along her outer thigh pushing the edge of her nightdress up past her hip.  He felt her move her hips.  He traced his fingertips to her inner thigh.   He felt her move beneath his hand.  Gently, he began to rub the nub.   
 
    A half moan, half whimper escaped her lips when she felt his fingers began his slow tortuous plunder.  Colin raised his head and smiled. He would use every intimate little trick he knew.  He had learned many in his travels.  He was determined to wipe away any and all traces of what happened in the dungeon.  Slowly, he teased the bud beneath his fingers. He moved his fingers to trace a pattern slightly above. He traced above and around, coming close but not touching.  Her hips moved under his hand searching for his fingers.  He plied wet kisses to the other breast, coming close to the nipple flicking his tongue barely touching the nipple and moving away.  Her hand clenched his above her head.  Her free hand grabbed his and pushed it down until his fingers touched her.  Her hand slipped to clench the sheet beside her.  Colin slipped his fingers inside her, at the same time slipped the nipple in his mouth.  
 
    Lili could not suppress the moan that escaped her lips.  Her hips thrust against his hand, his fingers with a mind of their own.  The throbbing became intense.  Her mind, her body sought that unknown out there, just out of reach.  Every part of her body screamed for that unknown.  Just as she thought she could no longer bear it a moment longer, the world about her spiraled and she felt like she was floating down. 
 
    Colin felt her release, raised his head and gazed at the contentment that glowed from her face. He released her hand he held above her head.  She opened her eyes and gazed at him with wonder. Colin returned her smile.  She closed her eyes in contentment and sighed.  Colin quickly turned and removed his trousers.   
 
    “My sweet, lets remove your nightdress completely.  I want to feel your skin against mine.”  He raised her till she leaned against chest and pulled her nightdress over her head. Gently, he laid her back down.  His eyes devoured what lay before him.  Never had a woman’s body moved him as Lili's did.  She looked at him still in the effects of his earlier love making.  It was just a prelude of what more he was to show her.  He lay beside her. 
 
    “Let me show you what more there is,” he whispered to her and kissed her lips gently.  
 
    Lili looked at him strangely. “There is more?” she asked. But the feel of his skin against hers was making her ache again.  How could that be? She touched his face.  He took her hand and brought it to his lips and kissed the palm and teased it with his tongue. The heat within her flared into an immediate inferno.  She grabbed his face and brought his lips to hers.  She deepened her kiss and met his parry with her own.  The feel of his skin against hers was like added fuel to an already burning fire.  That need for release was building again within her by leaps and bounds. Lili felt his hand on her breast kneading them in his hand, teasing the nipple.  She pushed up wanting to fill as much of his hand as she could. She felt his knee separate her legs.  She felt the tip of him touch that bud he had made so sensitive on moments earlier.  It throbbed as she rubbed against him.  She felt his manhood probing at her entrance.  She thrust her hips up against him engulfing him within her.  The feeling of him within her made her feel complete. He filled her totally.  For a brief moment, she wanted to just savor the feeling and hold him deep within her.  But instincts took control and she began to push against him as he thrust himself into her. He filled her totally. With each thrust she wanted more.   
 
    Colin let Lili set the pace but he felt her hunger for him.  It only made him want her more.  She met his every thrust, holding him tight within her.  Never had he ever experienced such a need from any woman he had ever bedded.  None had ever touched the part deep within him.  But Lili was.   
 
    Lili felt storm building within her.  What she had just experienced earlier had just been a prelude to intensity that was now building within her. She was climbing the highest mountain to that upper precipice and for a long moment was at the very edge. And then she was falling bursting in points of lights that studded the night time sky. 
 
    Colin covered her mouth and absorbed her cries of rapture as he felt her spasms around him.  He thought of pulling out as he usually did but something within him would not allow him and he spilled his seed deep within her. He thought he had experienced the throes of passion before, but in comparison, those had been shallow and superficial. 
 
    His breathing shallow and strained, Colin rolled to his side pulling Lili to lie at his side.  He could feel her breathing as labored as his.  He wondered who’s heartbeat he could feel pounding? His or hers? 
 
     Lili moved her head on his chest to look at him.  The feelings of warmth and delight encompassed her, the likes she had never ever contemplated existed.  She smiled softly.  
 
    Colin rubbed his thumb against her cheek.  He lay there holding Lili warmly in his arms and realized his fear was correct.  Bedding Lili, only made him aware once was never going to be enough.  He wanted this for forever.  In one way it surprised him, but after having spent the past few months in her company, it did not. 
 
    Lili sighed contently.  “I never thought-------.”  She didn’t know how to finish and explain how she was feeling. 
 
    Colin smiled.  “I know, my sweet.”  He reached with his free hand and pulled the covers over them.  Lili snuggled closer and closed her eyes.  Colin pulled her closer as she snuggled against his side.  Within moments he heard the soft purr of her sleeping.  He closed his eyes and allowed sleep to claim him as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Though the night was made for loving, 
 
    And the day returns too soon,…… 
 
    We’ll Go No More a Roaming 
 
    George Gordon, Lord Byron 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the predawn hours, Colin whispered in Lili’s ear.  “My sweet, I need to get you back to your bed.  We would not want the twins finding you here in mine.” 
 
    Lili opened her eyes and sighed.  Colin was right. It would mean a great deal of explanations, if the twins found her here. She watched as Colin donned his pants. She wanted to get up but it was just so comfortable lying there.   She closed her eyes.  She would lie here a moment longer.  Strong arms wrapped the sheet about her and gathered her close.  Lili snuggled her head against his chest and allowed Colin to carry her to her bed.   
 
    Colin placed her gently in her bed.  He hated having to take her out of his bed but he knew it was best at the moment.   
 
    Lili looked up and raised her hand to touch his face as he laid her down.  Colin took her hand and kissed the palm.   Lili inhaled sharply as all those feelings flared to life in that center part of her.   
 
    “Do not look at me that way, my sweet.  As tempting as it is for me to stay, we both know I should not.”  To leave Lili here and go back to his cold lonely bed was difficult.  He placed her hand back under the covers and tucked her in.   
 
    Lili nodded and closed her eyes.  She didn’t want to see him leave, though she knew he was right.  Colin was always right.  It was for the best.  Lili slept again, content but missing the warmth of Colin’s body against her.   
 
    She woke with a start. She was in her own bed. Had she truly been with Colin?  She laid her head back and closed her eyes.  It had to be real.  No dream could be that intense and amazing, all at the same time.  She moved and realized she was wrapped in Colin’s sheet.  She looked about her room.  Her nightdress lay draped across the foot of her bed.  She smiled, further proof last night did happen.   
 
    Lili sighed.  Last night had happened.  She had told Colin her secret concerning Edward and what had happened.   Well, what she remembered.  She had given her body to Colin.  No, she had given more than her body to Colin.  She had given her heart to him, as well.  
 
    And there now, lay her problem.  Everything was now changed. How was she supposed to sit across from him at the dinner table? Quickly, she dressed.  There were parts of her body that ached and were sore. She stood at her door, her hand on the latch and hesitated. She let out a deep breath and exited her room.  She was not one to hide away.  
 
    Lili entered the great room.  The twins were sitting at the table eating their porridge.  Colin sat in his usual place as was Rab.  Elsbeth stood at the fireplace. All eyes turned toward her.   
 
    Aiden was the first to say something.  “Colin is staying.”  He had that “I am the laird” look. 
 
    Lili pursed her lips.  She did not want to look at Colin but she couldn’t help herself.  She glanced his way.  He wore that smirk of his.  How could she love this man when he drove her to distraction?  That superior attitude of his.   
 
    Lili looked directly at Aiden.  “Yes, Colin is staying.” 
 
    Aiden nodded and went back to his porridge. 
 
    Ali rose from the table and ran to Lili.   “Thank ye, Lili,” said Ali as she hugged Lili.  Then she ran to Colin, hugged him and said, “I knew she wouldn’t send you away.”   
 
                Colin hugged her back. “Yes, Ali, I am staying.” 
 
    Lili looked in Elsbeth’s direction.  She noticed the smile on Elsbeth’s face before she turned to the fire.  Lili sat down as Elsbeth put a bowl of porridge in front of her.  She wondered how she was going to keep these feelings hidden.  Everything had changed.  She could feel Colin’s eyes upon her.   
 
    Ali and Aiden began talking about their studies.  Colin answered their questions.  Lili just barely listened.  She was trying to understand what she was to do now.   
 
    “Shall we talk about what Rab and I have planned for today?” asked Colin. 
 
    Lili looked up and stared at him for a moment.  He knew she was thinking about how to deal with their new relationship.  She looked at him through narrowed eyes.  He was wearing that superiority attitude of his. 
 
    “Are you still angry with Colin, Lili?”  asked Ali.  “You’re frowning at him like you’re still angry.” 
 
    She heard Colin’s chuckle.  She threw him another look of censure.  She turned with a smile to Ali.  “No, I am not angry with Colin.  I was just thinking.” 
 
    Ali looked at her for a long moment assessing what she was told.  
 
    “No, Ali, I promise you, Lili is no longer angry with me,” explained Colin. 
 
    Ali looked at Colin, then nodded, satisfied with his answer. 
 
    Lili wanted to scream.  She refused to look at Colin.  Instead, she looked at Elsbeth who wore this big grin on her face.  There was no possible way Elsbeth knew what had happened during the night.  Yet, Lili felt as though Elsbeth knew.     
 
    She rose from the table.  “I’ll be in Papa’s study.” She walked away.  
 
    “Ali, Aiden, help Rab with the chores at the barn while I talk with Lili,” instructed Colin.  
 
    Lili glanced back for a moment.  Aiden and Ali were following Rab out.  How was it that they listened to Colin and never talked back to him, as they were want to do with her?  Lili sighed disheartened.  She had been trying so hard with the twins.  With Colin, it appeared so easy to him. 
 
    Lili walked into her father’s study knowing Colin followed several steps behind her.  Yet, when he closed the door and grabbed her arm, she experienced that momentary panic.  She looked to Colin and let the sight of him quell the terror that had surfaced. 
 
    Colin felt the change, the withdrawal.  Even though it only momentary, he knew she had remembered.  “It is me Colin, my sweet.”  He raised her hand to his lips and kissed the palm of her hand. 
 
    Lili felt the ghosts and memories disperse like the sun often did with the mists on the moors.  Colin was her sun, her warmth.  She raised her head and stared into his eyes.  The gentleness and understanding reflected there gave her a sense of peace, of security.   
 
    “I know. Please be patient with me as I deal with these memories.” 
 
    Colin smiled.  “Always. You will learn that I am a very patient man,” said Colin.  He had learned patience while spying for the war department.  Certain things could not be rushed.  Lili was going to be one of them. 
 
    Colin pulled her close and his lips claimed hers softly at first, then more demanding as he felt her respond to him and not to the ghosts in her head.  With one hand on her buttocks, he pulled her close to him so she could feel how much he wanted her.  He felt the small gasp and his tongue met hers in a dance of desire.  
 
    When his lips left hers, her breathing was labored, her heart pounding in her chest, that part of her that wanted fulfillment throbbed with need.  The fact she could feel his manhood pressed against her even through her clothes thrilled her.  To be wanted as much as she wanted him was a little overwhelming.  Such feelings were new to her. 
 
    Colin stared into those clear blue eyes of hers.  He knew this was great deal for her to deal with.  He wanted to take it slow with Lili but he wasn’t sure he would be able to.  But for Lili’s sake, he would do whatever he needed to.  The feelings she brought out within him were feelings he had never experienced before.  He didn’t know what to make of them.   He would not delve into them any further, not now, maybe later.  For the moment, he would enjoy it and make certain Lili enjoyed it, too. 
 
    “We can take this as slow as you would like to.”  He rubbed the knuckle of one finger down her cheek to stop at her chin.   
 
    Lili stared deep into those gold flecked eyes of his looking for reassurance and found warmth and support gazing back at her.  She felt like she was drowning and he was her salvation.  Yet, there was this small nagging fear in the far reaches of her mind that asked What if he’s not? Lili nodded.  Yes, slow would be best.  She had no clue how to deal with any of this.  
 
    “As tempting as this is, my sweet, I think I need to get back to work.  We will take it one day at a time,” he laughed softly, “one night at a time.”     
 
    Lili smiled.   
 
    Colin brushed her lips.  He knew if he stayed, he would make love to her again.  He had just promised her to take it slow.  
 
    Lili watched him walk out of the room.  Suddenly, the room felt empty.  She felt forsaken.  Abruptly, she sat down in her father’s chair.  She took a deep breath.  She was still left with the question.  How was she to proceed now? 
 
    Colin said they would take things slowly.  What did that mean?  This was new territory to her.  These feelings were so strange yet so incredible, all at the same time.  Maybe, she would ask Elsbeth but then she wasn’t sure she wanted to share any of this yet.  With a deep sigh, Lili rose from her chair.  She would do as Colin suggested, slowly, one day at a time. 
 
      
 
    The days and nights took own their own routine.  Slowly, she relinquished more and more of the daily decisions to Colin.  It felt good to have someone one to lean on.  But there was a small part of her that still felt like Colin was hiding something from her.   She didn’t believe it was something serious but there was something that plagued him.   He had a secret, of that she was certain. Probably, something from the war, because he did mention he had been a soldier.  Soldiers often saw things that stayed with them. That’s what she told herself.  
 
    The nights she spent in his bed were the most amazing feelings she had ever experienced.  He could make her body feel things she never knew existed.  He made it where she was eager to learn.  As wonderful as it was, there were things she did not understand, things he did that confused her.  
 
     Every night in the predawn hours, he carried her back to her bed. There were so many times, she so wanted to wake up in his arms and see the sun shining through the windows.  For some unknown reason, that small detail had become important to her.  Why, she had no idea.  And there was also the fact, ever since that first time, he never again emptied his seed within her.  Always, he withdrew and emptied himself beside her.  Why, again she did not understand. As much as she wanted to understand, she could not ask him.           
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
                 Several weeks later, Colin watched Lili as she braided her hair for the day.  He had come to her room before she went down for the day.  How he loved it hanging loose about her shoulders and back.  Better yet, he loved it entwined about them.  It smelled of heather.  It smelled of Lili.  But he was here for a different reason.  It was so hard to think of anything else when he was alone with her, especially with her bed temptingly near. 
 
    He had been putting this discussion off for the last few days.  As much as he wanted to stay, he knew too well, his responsibilities were demanding his attention at home. He needed to make arrangements for Glendenning and all his other properties. 
 
    “Lili, my sweet,” started Colin.  Lili raised those clear blue eyes of hers.  The trust he found in them now, touched that special place in his soul.  How had she wrapped herself so tightly about that hardened heart of his?    “There is something I need to discuss with you.” 
 
    Lili nodded.  She knew something had been on his mind the past few days.  He had appeared restless.  She was afraid she knew what it was about.  He was getting restless and needed to be on his way.  She knew that day would come.  She thought she would be better prepared.   
 
    “I need to go to Edinburgh.  There is business there I need to tend to.  I have delayed longer than I should have,” explained Colin.  He watched Lili’s face closely. He saw the momentary fear before she dropped her gaze.  
 
    “The Duke you were on an errand for?” she asked remembering when he first came, he had mentioned the Duke.  Several times, he had sent letters to him while here. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Colin. He should explain more to her, actually everything to her, but he hesitated.  He felt like the time was not right, yet. He believed she would not understand now. When he came back from Edinburgh, he would tell her everything.  By then, he would have everything in place to make certain Glendenning would never need or want for anything ever again.  Then, he could explain everything to her.  Glendenning would be safe and there would be nothing she could say or do about it.    
 
    Lili nodded again and looked away.  She did not trust her voice but she needed to ask him.  “Will you be returning?” she whispered.  She feared his answer.  It had always been in the back of her mind, but she had tried to bury it deep.  To be dealt with at some later date.  Well, it seemed this was the later date.  
 
    Colin noticed her withdrawal.  He needed to reassure her. “Yes, of course. That is why I would like to bring Aiden with me.  I believe he is old enough to learn about business dealings.” 
 
    Lili turned to him in surprise.  For a brief moment, she thought it was a good idea. But then her motherly instinct said no.  Aiden was much too young.   
 
    Colin smiled, knowing her first reaction would be no.  “Do not be hasty in your decision, Lili. I promise you this will be a learning experience for him.  I will take very good care of him.” 
 
    “But he is so young,” argued Lili.  But she remembered, she was not much older than Aiden, the first time she accompanied her father to Edinburgh.   
 
    “Perhaps, but this will be good for him.  He will see it as something of adventure, but he will learn at the same time. It is something he will remember as he grows older.  It is time, he learns about the world outside of Glendenning, if he is to be a good laird.”    
 
    Everything Colin said had a ring of truth to it.  A trip to Edinburgh would be good for Aiden but--- 
 
    Lili sighed.  “As much as I believe this would be good for him,” Lili lowered her gaze to the floor.  “I have no moneys to give Aiden for this trip,” she replied softly, embarrassed to be finally admitting the fact to Colin. She hated the thought of not being able to allow Aiden this trip, but she had to think of what was good for everyone.   
 
    Colin watched her closely.  She was finally admitting to him she had financial problems.  Perhaps, she was finally, trusting him, truly trusting him. “I will be paying for us both.”   
 
    Lili raised her head up and stared at him through narrowed eyes.  “No, I can’t allow you to do that.”  She shook her head. “No.”  How could she explain to him, she barely had enough money to make it through the next month?   Money she had stolen.  What would he think of her if he knew she had robbed people?  Besides, she could not accept his charity, even if meant Aiden not being able to go with him to Edinburgh.    
 
    “Lili, allow me to do this for Aiden.  I do have some money, enough for me and Aiden.  I should have more when I get there.”  
 
    “No, Aiden is my responsibility, not yours,” replied Lili.  “It is best he stays here.” Lili hesitated, then asked in desperation.  “You have not discussed this with him, have you?  He will be so disappointed to not accompany you.” 
 
    “No, Lili.  Do not deny Aiden this chance because of your pride.  I have -------” 
 
    Lili’s eyes blazed with anger.  “It is not pride,” she argued.  But she knew he was right.  He always was and she hated that fact about him.  It was her pride standing in the way. Why could she not allow him to do this for Aiden? Damn him. 
 
    Calmly, Colin took her hands in his and said, “I want to do this for Aiden.” 
 
    Lili lowered her gaze.  She could not meet his eyes. Why did he always have to be right?  “The McGowans’ pay their way,” she replied    
 
    “Yes, Lili, you do.  So do I.  You have allowed me to stay here, to feed me.  This is me paying you back.”  Colin knew he had to appease her sense of independence.  She was so stubborn in that respect.   
 
    “But you already pay with your tutoring and your help around here,” argued Lili. 
 
    Colin sighed.  Sometimes, Lili tried his patience in this area.  Sometimes, he came very close to telling her, he was more aware of her financial problems than she knew.  But that would only cause more problems because she would want to know how he knew.  That would mean explaining, he knew about her escapades with highway robbery.   
 
    “Then consider it as part of my tutoring,” tried Colin. 
 
    Lili let out a breath of frustration.  Colin had the uncanny knack of twisting things, where she could not refuse as much as she wanted to.  He always left her with little choice.  She pursed her lips. 
 
    Colin smiled.  “Please, Lili.  It will guarantee my return,” he teased. 
 
    Lili frowned. That thought had crossed her mind, too, but she couldn’t let him know that.  “Perhaps?” 
 
    “Perhaps, I’ll come back or perhaps you will allow Aiden to come with me.” 
 
    Lili stomped her foot and waved him off.  “Sometimes, you make it so difficult for me to refuse you.” 
 
    Colin smiled the more.  She was giving in.     
 
     Lili closed her eyes so she could not see the smirk on his face when he got his own way, which was way too often, as far as she was concerned.  
 
    “You haven’t given me your answer, my sweet?” 
 
    Lili let out a deep sigh of frustration. She opened her eyes to find Colin mere inches away.              She looked into those gold flecked eyes of his.  She saw the triumph in his eyes and knew she had lost the argument.  One day, she would not give in to him.  One day, he would have to give in to her instead. Today would not be that day. 
 
    “Yes, he can go,” Lili acquiesced. 
 
    Colin brushed his lips lightly across hers.  “Thank you.  Aiden will thank you, too.” 
 
    “You,” stated Lili,  “sometimes you make me so------- ”   She couldn’t finish her thought for Colin claimed her lips again only more demanding this time.  Her anger and frustration quickly dissipated to be replaced by that warmth he made her feel.   
 
     Colin released her lips.  “I’m going to miss this, miss you.” 
 
    Lili looked into his eyes and saw sincerity and passion reflected there.  He would be coming back.  She could put that fear to rest.  After all, Aiden would be with him.     
 
    “Shall we go down and tell Aiden.  I would like to leave in the morning.  The sooner we go, the sooner we will be back.”   
 
    Lili nodded and took the arm Colin offered.  “You do know Aiden and Alysa have never been apart.” 
 
    “Then I will have to explain to her, I will take her next time.” 
 
    “Next time?” 
 
    “Of course, next time when we all go.” 
 
    Before Lili could question him more, they entered the great hall.  Aiden and Alysa sat at the table.  Both looked up as they walked in.  Elsbeth stood by the fireplace.   
 
    Colin sat down beside Aiden. “I’ve just talked with your sister and let her know I will be leaving for Edinburgh tomorrow.” 
 
    Aiden looked at Lili in anger.  “Are you making him leave again?  She can’t make you leave,” argued Aiden. 
 
    “No, no, Aiden.  It is not like that,” reassured Colin.  “I have to go there to take care of business.  I should have done this several months ago but I have delayed going.  I have found, I like it here too much.” Colin looked to Lili and smiled. 
 
    Lili blushed and looked away only to meet Elsbeth’s eyes.  Elsbeth chuckled softly.  Lili never could understand how Elsbeth knew about her and Colin but she did.  She never said anything.  It was just an unspoken knowledge between them.    
 
    “But you will be coming back,” asked Aiden.   
 
    Alysa nodded, “Please?” 
 
    Colin took each their hand.  “Yes, I promise, I will be coming back.  Because,” he looked to Aiden, “Lili has given me permission to take you, Aiden with me.” 
 
    Aiden eyes grew wide with shock.  “Me?  Lili said I could go with you?”  He looked to Lili for confirmation. 
 
    “Yes,” Lili answered. 
 
    Aiden began jumping up and down, singing “I’m going to Edinburgh with Colin.” 
 
    Lili noticed the sad face on Alysa.  She sat down next to her.  Colin turned to Aiden and motioned him to calm down.  
 
    Aiden noticed his sister long face.  “I’m sorry Ali.  But this is men’s work.” 
 
    Lili looked up to Colin, he as trying to suppress a smile. 
 
    “I promise Ali, you will get to go to Edinburgh one day,” assured Lili. 
 
    Ali looked at Colin.   
 
    “I agree with Lili.  Next time, I promise, I will take you and Lili with me.  But Aiden is correct when he says it is men’s work,” explained Colin.  “But I do promise to bring you and Lili a surprise.”  He glanced at Lili to watch her reaction.   
 
    Lili raised her eyebrows when she heard what Colin said. 
 
    Ali smiled.  “Promise?” 
 
    Colin returned her smile.  “Of course, Ali.  And I never break my promise.” 
 
    Lili spent the rest of the day getting Aiden and his things ready for his trip with Colin.  He was so excited.  She had to continually remind him, he needed to listen to everything Colin told him. 
 
    When she and Colin escorted Aiden and Alysa to bed for the night, she thought he would never go to sleep.  She wanted to go to Colin’s room as she did every night, especially tonight with Colin leaving in the morning.  It would be a fortnight or so before they would return.   
 
    Lili sat in her chair by the window waiting.  She laid her head back and closed her eyes for a moment.  She would wait a few minutes more. 
 
    Colin quietly entered Lili’s room after waiting for what he felt was eternity.  He smiled when he saw her asleep in her chair.  He would miss her while he was gone.  But if he could accomplish everything he wanted to in Edinburgh, he would come back and make certain she never had to worry about anything at Glendenning. 
 
    “Lili, sweet, come to bed.” 
 
    Lili looked at him with sleepy eyes.  Colin gathered her in his arms and carried her to her bed.  Gently he laid her down on her bed.  He was about to reluctantly walk away when her hand grabbed his.  He turned to find her staring at him.  The longing in her eyes was just the invitation he needed. 
 
    “Stay,” she whispered.  She wanted him so much.  Knowing, he would be gone made her ache all the more for him.  He had never stayed in her room.  She had always gone to him.  To have him in her room, in her bed meant more than she cared to admit. 
 
    Colin smiled.  It was an invitation he could not decline, would never decline.  “Always, my sweet.”  He let go of her hand to remove his shirt and pants.   
 
    Lili gazed at him loving the sight of him.  The sight of his body thrilled her.  Knowing what his hands and lips could make her feel already had her wet with need of him.  She wanted him deep inside of her.  She sat up and pulled her gown over her head.  She held her arms open to him.        
 
    Colin needed no further encouragement.  Knowing, he would not be able to lie with her for the next days to come made him want her more.  Never had any other woman ever had such a hold on him.  A part of him knew he was going down a road never traveled before, but could not stop himself from going.   
 
    When Colin claimed her lips, demanding her response as never before, she answered with demands of her own.  Her hands began to trace his muscles.  Her mind panicked thinking what if this was the last time she would hold him such. She couldn’t wait a moment longer as she guided him into her with a desperation she did not understand except the consuming need to hold him deep within her.   His thrusts were as urgent as hers were to receive him.  The momentum kept building.  Lil thought she could go no higher and yet she did.  And then every part of her body shuddered with release that left her weak but a small part of her was saddened.  
 
    She felt him pull out of her and whimpered softly, “No.”  She felt the throb of his release against her outer thigh. As good as he made her feel, this made her feel unworthy of him.  She grabbed his face with her hands and kissed him deeply.  She could not let her heart utter the words of love it so desperately longed to do. When she released his lips, she buried her face in his chest. 
 
    Colin rolled to his side and gathered her close.  “I shall miss you, my sweet.  Just the thought of you waiting for me here, will make me return swiftly back to you.” 
 
    Lili nodded, not trusting her voice.  Her heart said he would, but her mind said, perhaps.  There was something she could not let go, an impending doom just over the horizon.  She pushed it to the far reaches of her mind.  Colin would be back.  Aiden was accompanying him.  He would have to return.  With that thought, she fell asleep.  
 
      
 
    Colin woke in the predawn hours and for a moment didn’t know where he was.  But Lili was in his arms and realized he was in Lili’s room.  He had come to her last night.  He lay in the darkness of the night, holding the one woman who touched his heart, no his soul.  He would be going to Edinburgh.  He had put that off for much too long.  He wanted to make certain Lili had everything she needed.  There would never come another time for her to take to the roads again. 
 
    He would set everything in motion while he was Edinburgh, then return here and explain everything to her.  He would go to London, possibly Stoneybrook as well.  Hopefully, he would be able to convince Lili and the twins to accompany him.  But if Lili refused, she would be taken care of until his return.  
 
    But he was determined, Lili was going to be a part of his life from now on.   He stared at the face that rested on his chest cuddled safely against his side, one leg draped intimately across his.  He enjoyed teasing her to see her purse her lips and give him that look where those clear blue eyes flashed fire.   
 
    Slowly, he eased himself from her side.  She mumbled in her sleep.  Colin smiled.  He pulled the covers up about her shoulders.  He retrieved his pants from the chair, put them on, grabbed his shirt and quietly eased himself out the door.  Bare footed he walked to his room.  He could get another couple of hours of sleep, then he and Aiden would be on their way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Smooth runs the water, where the brook is deep; 
 
    And in his simple show he harbors treason, 
 
    The fox barks not when he would steal the lamb. 
 
      
 
    Shakespeare 
 
      
 
      
 
    Heaven truly knows that thou 
 
    Art false as hell. 
 
      
 
    Shakespeare 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lili stood in the yard of the keep as Colin finished with his horse.  He tied his bag and Aiden’s to the saddle.   
 
    “Aiden, you will listen to everything Colin tells you,” she instructed again. 
 
    Aiden took deep sigh and rolled his eyes.  “Yes. Lili, I will listen to Colin.  Ye donnae have tell me again.  Ye done told me a hundred times,” replied Aiden.  
 
    Lili looked at him through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Including, when I tell you to jump off North Bridge,” replied Colin winking at Aiden. 
 
    Aiden grinned.  “Aye, Lili, told me I need to do everything ye say.” 
 
    They both turned and looked at her in all innocence.  Elsbeth chuckled. 
 
     Lili pursed her lips and looked skyward. “Very well, you two.”   Lili bent down and hugged Aiden.  “I shall miss you.  But I hope you enjoy yourself.” 
 
      Aiden hugged her back suddenly feeling as young as he was.  “Miss you, too.  But we’ll be back soon.”  He turned and hugged his twin sister.  This would be the first time since they were born they would be separated. 
 
    Lili watched them with tears in her eyes.  She would have to make certain she gave Ali most of her attention.  She turned to find Colin at her side. She felt his hand about her waist and pull her close to him. She looked up to him for a moment, wide eyed until his lips came down and claimed hers like a dying man taking his last drink of water.  When he released her, she took an unsteady step backwards and gazed at him stunned. 
 
    With the knuckle of one hand he traced a line down her cheek.  “When I get back my sweet, there is much for us to talk about.” 
 
    Lili nodded.  She didn’t have to look.  She could feel the open stares of everyone. 
 
    Colin mounted Athena.  Lili had insisted he use Athena.  “Come, young Aiden.  Let us be on our way, for the sooner we leave the sooner we return.  He reached down and aided Aiden into the saddle before him.  Then with a nod to Lili, they rode off.   
 
    Lili stood and watched them ride down the road away from the keep.  She could feel his absence already and he was barely out of sight. She turned to find Elsbeth, Rab and Ali smiling at her. 
 
    Lili wanted to ask What? but was afraid of the answers she was going to get from the trio.   
 
    “Lili kissed Colin,” teased Ali with a smile. 
 
    “T’is I thinks Master Colin kissed Lili,” teased Rab with a big grin. 
 
    Lili gave him a narrowed eyed look which only made him grin the more.  “Well, Ali, what shall you and I do today?  It seems it is just us women,” said Lili as she took Ali’s hand. 
 
    “But Rab’s still here,” argued Ali. 
 
    “Aye, so he is,” answered Lili giving him another hard look. 
 
    “Aye, lass,” said Rab as he walked off to the stables. 
 
    Lili turned to Elsbeth who had a smile on her face.   “What can we do Elsbeth?” 
 
    “A thought we’d make some jam from the berries ye picked yesterday.” 
 
    Lili nodded. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    As long as the days were since Colin and Aiden left, the nights were the hardest to bear.  Ali afraid to sleep alone, having shared a room with Aiden since she was born, slept with Lili.  Lili welcomed the diversion.  But there were times when she awakened during the night with a deep ache, she knew only Colin could appease.  One night the ache was so bad, she went to Colin’s room.  She walked about, touching little things of his he left behind.  She opened his wardrobe to find one of his shirts hanging.   
 
    She pulled it to her face.  It smelled of him.  That clean smell of Colin with just the hint of sandal wood.   She thought it would ease the ache deep within her.  It didn’t.  It only made it stronger.  For a moment she lay on his bed and wrapped his shirt about her, pretending it was Colin’s arms about her. Silent tears fell down her cheeks.  She fell asleep, but her dreams were a myriad of scenes that made no sense.  When she woke up hours later, she felt unsettled.  She couldn’t shake the feeling of doom. It had been in the back of her mind since Colin had left. 
 
    She placed Colin’s shirt back in the ward robe and silently returned to her room.  She lay back in her bed.  She was glad that Ali occupied her bed.  She didn’t feel so lonely knowing Ali was near. But the feeling of impending doom did not go away.  She stared at the ceiling of her bed till the sun rose in the eastern sky.   
 
    Colin had said he would be back in about a fortnight.  He and Aiden would be returning at any day now.  It couldn’t be too soon.  She never thought she could miss Colin so much.  She missed Aiden as well.  She knew Ali missed Aiden.  There were a couple of times when Ali was very quiet and appeared distant.  When asked, she always said, she was talking to Aiden.  Lili just smiled and let it go.  She knew they had a close connection.  She had seen it often between the two of them.     
 
    Lili sat at the table staring at the porridge.  That feeling of something not right still permeated the air around her.  Aiden and Collin needed to return and return soon.  She was afraid something was happening where they were concerned.  She had asked Ali in a round about way if she felt Aiden was enjoying his trip.  When Ali said he was, she tried to relax but she couldn’t. 
 
    “We need supplies from town.  A was plannin’ to do something special for Master Colin and Master Aiden,” stated Elsbeth. 
 
    Lili looked up.  “Yes, that’s a good idea.  I expect them back at any time now.  Yes, you and Rab go into town for what we need.  Ali can go with you, too.” 
 
    Ali looked up.  “No, I don’t wanna go.  Aiden’s coming home.” 
 
    “Ye and Rab go,” said Elsbeth.   
 
    “No, I want to be here when they get home,” answered Lili. 
 
    “Me, too,” said Ali. 
 
    “T’is not likin’ leavin’ ye alone,” replied Elsbeth. She too felt like the two travelers would be returning soon. 
 
    “If you and Rab leave now, you will be back about noon day.  If they come in today, I feel it will not be till late.  Just a feeling I have,” answered Lili.  “Ali and I will be fine till you get back.” 
 
    “Yes, I wanna stay with Lili.” 
 
    Elsbeth looked from one to the other.  It had been several months since she had last been to town.  There were several things she needed.  They would only be gone a couple of hours.  Lili had stayed alone before.  Then why did she have this uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach.   
 
    Lili could see Elsbeth wanted to go.  “Go on now.  Ali and I will be just fine.” 
 
    “T’is certain?” she asked again. 
 
    Lili smiled.  “Yes, I am very certain.  While you get ready, I will get some coin for you.”  Lili ran upstairs to her room and retrieved the last of the coin she had hidden.  Back downstairs Elsbeth was placing her wrap about her.  Rab waited for her the door. 
 
    Lili handed Elsbeth the coin.  “T’is the last of it.  I didn’t think it would last this long.  I suppose I will have to discuss our financial problems with Colin when he returns.  Perhaps, he can help us.”  Lili hated admitting the fact, she needed his help but she did. 
 
    Elsbeth nodded.  She and Rab knew Colin had paid for supplies bought the past several times.  “Come, Rab.  Let’s be away, the sooner to be back.” 
 
    Lili and Ali followed them to the yard to the small wagon they used.  Rab helped his mother onto the seat and climbed up beside her.  
 
    Elsbeth looked one last time.  “Are ye certain to stay alone with Ali?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.  We shall be fine.”  Something deep within her told her maybe not.  Lili put on her biggest smile to convince her. 
 
    Elsbeth nodded.   
 
    Lili stood with Ali and watched as Elsbeth and Rab rode off in the wagon.  Lili took Ali’s hand and walked back into the keep.  “What shall we do till they return?” asked Lili. 
 
    Ali shrugged.  “I don’t know.” 
 
    Lili looked at her for a moment.  “Do you feel like Aiden is near?”  She knew the twins had a connection.  She had seen often. 
 
    Ali nodded. “Them gonnae be home tonight, I think.” 
 
    “Well then let’s make sure their rooms are ready.  Will you be glad to have your brother back?”  asked Lili. 
 
     “Un-huh.  I miss him.  I miss Colin, too.  Is he gonnae now stay with us?  Cause Aiden said he will.” 
 
    Lili sighed.  “Ali, I’m not sure whether Colin will stay.  That will have to be his decision.” 
 
    Ali looked at Lili.  “You can make him stay.” 
 
    Lili shrugged.  “What we want makes no matter.  It is what Colin wants.” 
 
    “But you will ask him to stay,” she continued. 
 
     “Yes, but we can’t make him stay, Ali.” 
 
    Ali nodded. 
 
    In Colin’s room, Lili and Ali cleaned and made certain his room was ready for his arrival.  They moved on to Ali’s and Aiden’s room.    
 
     Lili came down the stairs in search of some rosewood to place in the rooms.  She stepped into the great room to come face to face with Edward. For a moment, she was stunned to see him standing there.   
 
    “Hello, Lilias.  I told you I would be back.” 
 
    Lili felt the pit of her stomach turn.  Edward.  Lili narrowed her eyes in anger. There was the man who took everything from here.  Fear turned to hate.  “There is nothing for you here.  Whatever of value we had, you took when you left.”  She was looking about her for some sort of weapon.    
 
    “Perhaps, perhaps not,” he sneered.  “I know you are alone.  I saw Elsbeth and her dumb son leave earlier.”    
 
    Lili did not like the way he looked at her.  It made her skin crawl.  Those dark beady eyes, that thin lipped sneer under that hawk like crooked nose.  It was the ugly face she saw in her nightmares.   
 
    “Lili?”  called Ali from the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    Lili turned and saw Ali.  “Run, Ali!  Run and hide!  Run Ali!  And don’t come out until Elsbeth comes home.  Hide Ali!  Hide!”  shouted Lili as she turned around to block Edwards view of Ali. 
 
    “Ah, so the little sister is still here.  Did the little brother go to town with the other two? I didn’t see him but no matter.  It is you I have come for.”  He took steps toward her.   
 
    Lili took a step backwards, thinking.  Could she escape him?  Could she get to father’s sword above the mantle?  No, that was not a good idea.  She needed to keep him talking while she thought of what she needed to do. 
 
    “What do you mean?”  she asked, as she slowly inched her way towards to open door. 
 
    “As I said, it is you, I am here for.  You see, I owe some bad people some money,” 
 
    Why did that not surprise her, Lili thought.  
 
    Edward continued, “but one of his associates will pay me good money for a red headed Scottish lass.  Says you will be good for her business.  I told her how good in bed you are.” 
 
    Lili eyes grew wide with fright when she realized what he was saying.  No, this could not be happening. She needed to get away from him but she realized he had backed her into a corner.  
 
    “Come with me, without trouble, and I’ll leave the little one alone.  I could sell her, too.  There are those who like little girls.” 
 
    Lili looked at him as though he had lost his mind.  There was no way she was going to allow him anywhere near Ali.  If she needed to go along with him willingly to save Ali, she would do it. 
 
    “Well, my lady, Lilias McGowan, what is your decision?” he demanded.  
 
    Lili did not like the gloating look in his eyes.  She hated those eyes. They had haunted her dreams so many nights. But she would have to go with him to keep Ali safe. London was several days away.  She would escape him along the way.        
 
    Edward made the move to go up the stairs as though going after Ali. 
 
    Lili made her decision in a second.  “I will go with you.” 
 
    Edward smiled.  Lili hated that smile.  She hated everything about him and about the situation he put her in.  But there was no way, she would allow him anywhere near Ali. 
 
    He threw a bag down at her feet.   “There’s men’s clothes in there. You need to change into them.” 
 
    Lili looked at him strangely.  What was he up to? 
 
    “In case we are followed, they will be looking for a young woman and not a young man.  Besides we will make better time.  I know, you know how to ride a horse astraddle,” Edward instructed as he sat down to wait. 
 
    Lili grabbed the bag and made to turn and walk away. 
 
    “No, m’lady.  You will change your clothes where you stand.  After all, I have seen everything you have to offer,” he sneered. 
 
    Lili gave him a look of pure contempt.  Damn him, she thought.  She turned away from him anyway.  She heard his laugh.  She pulled the pants on under her dress. She would show him as little as possible.  She unlaced her dress and let it drop to the floor at her feet.  Quickly she grabbed the shirt and pilled it over her head.  The shirt was too big.  She pulled it tighter about her.  The jacket was large too, but would hide her femininity. She turned to face him. 
 
    “There’s a stocking cap in the bag.  Put it on and cover that hair.  I would hate to cut it off.” 
 
    Lili threw him a disgruntled look but grabbed the cap and stuck in on her head, pushing all of her hair into it, hiding it from sight.  She stood before him.   
 
    Edward looked up and down.  Lili wanted to slap that sick smile off his face.  “Your boots are at the door. Put them on.”  He followed her to the door and watched as she put her boots on.  He motioned her out the door.  
 
    Lili looked over her shoulder, hoping Ali was hiding.  It would take days to get to London.  There would be a chance to escape Edward.  She would take it when it presented itself. 
 
    In the stable, Colin’s gray was saddled and stood tied next to what Lili assumed was Edward’s horse.   She watched as Edward pulled a long length of rope from his bag. 
 
    “Give me your hands,” instructed Edward brusquely.   
 
     “How will I mount?” asked Lili.   
 
    Edward grabbed her hands and tied them together in front of her.  “Get up.”   
 
    Lili looked at him with disdain.  She struggled to pull herself up.  She felt his hands on her rear and push her up into the saddle.  Lili threw him another look of disgust. 
 
    Edward laughed.   He uncoiled the rope, mounted his horse and tied it about him.  Together he and Lili rode off. 
 
    As they rode off, Lili looked to the keep.  Ali stood in one of the upper windows, her face pressed against the window her hand raised in farewell.  At least Ali was safe.  She would bide her time.  She would escape, when the moment presented itself.  It would. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Lili followed Edward where he led.  She had little choice being tied to him as she was.  She tried working on the knots but it was difficult because she found herself holding on.  They rode at a brisk pace.  Edward mount was not as good as Gray.  She had no trouble keeping up.  But Gray was not Athena.  He was not used to her commands the way Athena was.  It would make escaping Edward harder.  But she would look for any reasonable chance. 
 
    Lili stared daggers at Edward’s back as they rode off.  But after a couple of hours she became concerned how long it would take to ride to London.  Days! And that meant nights as well.  It was the nights that were more worrisome. 
 
    Could she stop him?  Yes! She told herself emphatically.  She was not that frightened little girl he had attacked in the dungeons all those months ago. With Colin’s help she had gotten past that.  No, she was forewarned.  She now knew what Edward was about.   She would be prepared this time.   
 
    The sun rose high in the sky and still they rode on.  They did not stop. She had no idea where they rode.  The countryside was unfamiliar to her.  She kept carful watch, memorizing any and all unusual landmarks, in case she would need them in the future.  She would escape at the first chance that presented itself.  She needed to be able to remember her way back. 
 
    Edward came to a sudden stop.  He removed a leather water flask took a long drink from it.  He turned to Lili and hesitated for a moment before handing it to her.  Lili grabbed it as best she could with her hands tied and brought it to her parched lips.  She drank thirstily from it.  The cool wetness of the water felt good as it traveled down her throat. Lili stared at him as she handed it back to him.  Without a word, he started off again. Lili could feel her stomach rumbling but she dared not say anything.  
 
    The road they rode on was quiet and not traveled.  It appeared Edward was using back roads to get them to London.  They skirted any villages they came across.  She would not be able to ask for help from anyone like this.  So many thoughts kept going round and round in her head.  This was giving her too much time to think, to worry, to wonder what the future held for her.  At the moment, the future that was upper most in her mind was what was going to happen when they stopped for the night.  She did know she was going to fight him in every way she could, if he attempted anything.  Colin had instructed her on ways to hurt a man.  If given the chance, she would use them on Edward. 
 
    Lili watched the sun sink in the western sky.  Night would be coming soon.  Lili dreaded the coming of the night, of the darkness.  She could feel her stomach tying up in knots.  From lack of food or from fear and anticipation of the darkness, she did not know.  But the feeling of nausea, she had felt the past couple of days returned, just strong enough to be distracting. 
 
    The sun sank beyond the horizon and darkness settled around them, yet, still they rode on.  The full moon climbed into the nighttime sky illuminating the road they were on.  The pace had slowed to a walk when the sun had gone down.  
 
    Lili wondered how much longer she could ride.  She was bone weary.  She could no longer feel her legs.  They had become numb long ago. 
 
    Edward came to a small clearing not far from the road.  “We’ll stop here for the night,” he announced as he dismounted.   
 
    Lili stared at him.  She was not going to give him the satisfaction of knowing she was afraid of him.  She was almost too tired to even feel fear.  But she did know, no matter how tired she was, she could not let her guard down.  Lili slipped off her horse.  She did not feel when her feet hit the ground and she slid right down and sat abruptly on the ground.  Her legs had refused to hold her.     
 
    Edward threw the rope that connected them at her feet with a contemptuous laugh. Slowly, Lili raised to her feet.  She weaved a bit, but steadied herself on her horse.  She gave him a hostile look.  “I need to relieve myself,” stated Lili.  She had been needing to for several miles. 
 
    Edward shrugged.  “Then go,” he replied as he tied his horse to a nearby small tree and took a bag from his horse.  “Stay where I can see you.” 
 
    Lili threw him a disgruntled look.   “Can you untie my hands, please,” she added as she put out her hands in front of her. 
 
    Edward nodded and untied her hands.  “Remember.” 
 
    Lili nodded.  She took Gray to another tree next to Edward’s horse and tied him there.  She went behind the horses.  Edward watched her every movement.  For once, she was glad he made her wear trousers like a man.  It would be more difficult to get to her. 
 
    He handed her a piece of bread and cheese.  She took it and sat down beside a nearby tree.  She nibbled on her food and watched Edward as took the rope and tied it to his waist then walked over and tied it around her waist. 
 
    “To make certain you do not try to escape.  Also remember, I can always go back for that little sister of yours, sweet little Alysa.” 
 
    Lili gave him a look of pure hate.  “You leave her alone and I promise I will not try to escape,” she promised.  She would promise anything to keep Alysa out of his hands. 
 
    Edward laughed.  “I thought as much.  I suggest when you finish eating you get some sleep. I want to be back on the road before the sun comes up.  I have to be back in London in seven days.  That will mean riding hard and as fast as we can.”  He took a blanket from the other bag he had tied to his saddle, laid it out next to tree a short distance from where Lili sat. 
 
    Lili finished the food she was given.  He handed her the flask of water.  She drank from it washing down what she had eaten and handed it back to him.   The food and water churned in her stomach.  She prayed she would not be sick in front of him.  She watched him spread out his blanket on the ground and lie down.  Soon she heard the soft snoring that told her he was asleep. 
 
    She thought about undoing the rope but she didn’t trust Edward not to fulfill his promise of going after Alysa.  She laid her head back against the tree she sat under and closed her eyes.  She would just rest for a few minutes then decide what to do. 
 
    Lili felt a hand on her shoulder and she woke with a start, swinging.  
 
    “Enough!  Its time to be on our way again,” she heard Edward say.  
 
    She looked about disoriented to where and why she was here.  The events of yesterday flashed through her mind.  She looked into Edward’s face just above hers. And then he was gone.  She watched him go to the horses and tugged on the rope.   
 
    Lili rose stiffly from her spot under the tree.  She didn’t know if it was from riding all day yesterday or sleeping on the ground.   Every muscle protested when she moved, but relieving herself made movement urgent.  “I need to -----.” 
 
    “Go and hurry.  I want to be on our way,” replied Edward impatiently. 
 
    Lili hurried as fast as she could.  She could feel Edward’s eyes watching her.  She came back to the horses.  Edward gave her another piece of bread and cheese.  Lili ate it quickly. Again, it did not sit well with her stomach but she could see Edward was anxious to be on their way.  She pushed it back in her mind.  He did not tie her hands but he kept the rope tied about her waist. When she mounted her legs protested but she had no choice but to ride on. 
 
    Again, they rode hard the whole day.  Just before dark, they stopped at a small village.  Edward gave her grave warnings of going back for Alysa, if she said or did anything. She did not. They ate at the village inn, some sort of stew.  But it tasted so much better than the bread and cheese they had earlier.  Her stomach did not churn on itself this time.  As soon as they were done eating, they were back on the road.  Everyone in the tap room had treated her as a young lad.  No one had noticed she was female.     
 
    They continued and rode until the darkness had settled.  Lili watched Edward warily.  She did not trust him.  She would not let her guard down.  He tied the rope about her waist and again reminded her, if she escaped, he would go after Alysa.  She watched as he settled down for the night, just as he had the night before.  She lay down near the base of the tree on her side so she could watch him. As much as she wanted to be watchful, exhaustion took over as it had the night before. 
 
    Days and nights on the road to London were continuation of the first two days.  Miles were covered, miles that took Lili further and further away from Glendenning.  Lili tried to keep her spirits up, but as escaping became more and more impossible, her mood became downhearted.  She was so tired both physically and emotionally.  As bad as times had gotten the last two years, she had never once thought of giving up.  But here she was and she did not understand these feelings.   
 
     At night, her mind dreamed of Colin, only to wake to the morning hours and realize she was just dreaming.  Reality totally destroyed her dreams. The whole situation weighed heavily on her mind, on her heart.  She realized how much she had come to depend on him these past few months.  Be honest with yourself, she told herself.  She had fallen in love with Colin.  It wasn’t just the physical things he could make her feel.  It was the security, the comfort, the peace he brought to her.  Now, she wondered if she would ever see him again, feel his arms holding her again.  Her heart cried Yes. But her mind wondered, if he would find her, could he find her. 
 
    They stopped for the night. There was something different about tonight.  Lili couldn’t put her finger on exactly what, but something was afoot.  The hairs on the back on her neck told her so. 
 
    Edward handed her the canteen of water.  Lili drank from it. 
 
    “We should arrive in London by evening on the morrow,” announce Edward.     
 
    Lili nodded and lay down at the base of the nearby tree as she had done the last few nights.  She turned on her side toward Edward. Something in her made her more cautious tonight.  She closed her eyes and pretended to sleep.  Lili lay perfectly still and after a bit began to dose.  Something brought her out of it. A noise, a feeling.  She opened her eyes to slits and saw Edward standing above her.  Lili made her breathing even as though she was sleeping.  She wanted to scream and kick at him as Colin had taught her to do, but she waited.  The seconds, the minutes ticked by like heavily laden turtles going nowhere.  Then for some unknown reason, he walked away back to the place he had his blanket.  Lili let out a sigh of relief.  She could feel her heart pounding in her chest, the memory of crawling up the stairs flooded her thoughts. 
 
    She watched him settle down for the night and wondered why he had stood over her as he did.  Thoughts of what would happen tomorrow began whirling through her mind.  He spoke of selling her.  What did that mean?  Could she explain her situation to whoever bought her?       
 
      
 
      
 
                He woke her up early and they were back on the road quickly.  She could feel the eagerness in Edward as they made their way.  The scenery changed as they got closer to London.   
 
    By late afternoon they rode into London.  It was so much busier than Edinburgh.  There were people everywhere.  Lili tried desperately to keep close attention to what streets they traveled on, but Edward did so many twists and turns, she was completely lost.  There was no way if she escaped him, could she find her way out of London.  What hope she had harbored all these days of traveling quickly dissipated as she looked around her.  Dusk was just beginning to fall when Edward stopped besides a three storied building.  They slowly made their way to the back of the building to the small stable.   
 
    A wizened old man with an old brown hat pulled down over his face. Lili couldn’t see his face.  
 
    “Oi see ye back.  Ye still owe me,” he told Edward in a raspy voice.  
 
    “You can have the gray.  He’s worth more than that what I owe you,” replied Edward haughtily. 
 
    The old man snorted.  “That’s if Oi can’t sell him.” 
 
    “If you can’t, then I’ll pay you coin,” continued Edward irritated. 
 
    “Ah, shall see.” 
 
     Lili dismounted and gently rubbed Gray’s muzzle.  “Thank you dear friend,” whispered Lili. 
 
    Edward eyed her with disdain.  “Come.  This way,” ordered Edward.   
 
    Lili smiled at the old man as he took the reins from her hand.  He eyed her with curiosity, then shrugged.  Lili followed Edward to the back door of the house.  They entered a dark hall with stairs. She followed him up to the third floor, to a door at the back of the house.  Edward opened the door and motioned her in. 
 
    Lili looked about the room.  Her eyes skirted the bed in the corner.  So far he had not made any attempts but she did not trust him.  He motioned her to an old brown stuffed chair in the corner that had seen better days, years ago.  Lili sat down.  
 
    “What now?”  she asked.   
 
    Edward looked at her through narrowed eyes.  Lili did not like that look.   
 
    “Tomorrow I get rid of you.  You should fetch me enough to pay my debts and then some.” 
 
    Lili looked at him.  She had to ask.  “Why are you doing this?  I never, my family never harmed you.  I don’t understand.  Why?” 
 
    Edward looked at her with contempt and sneered.  “Your grandfather did.  Your mother’s father.  When my mother married your grandfather, I could never do anything right.  And then when your mother was born.  He doted on her.  I was sent off to school.  And when he died, he left everything to a distant cousin because I was not his family.  He left me with some mere pittance to live on.  Then your mother married the Lord James McGowan.  She gave me money for a while but then she stopped, too.  Said I needed to be responsible and live on the money I received.  She who had everything.”  The hate and venom dripped off every word he uttered. 
 
    Lili could only stare at him stunned.  She had no idea of the history. “But I had nothing to do with any of that.  Neither does Aiden or Alysa.  Father left us with little money, as well,” Lili explained. 
 
    “Makes no matter.  You are worth something.  Selling you will bring me the money I need.” 
 
    Lili sighed despairingly.  How did she argue her case with him?  She couldn’t.  The jealously and contempt he felt, was all consuming to him. She wondered if it had affected his mind.  All of this sounded insane.  Maybe, whoever he sold her to, she could convince them she needed to be back at Glendenning taking care of her brother and sister.  Lili watched as he removed the rope from his bag.  
 
     “Put your hands out so I can tie them.  I have to go out and I want you still here when I get back.  Not that your running away would help you any.”  He laughed as he tied her hands and tied her to the chair. 
 
    Lili watched him leave and tried the ropes that held her.  As before, they were secure.  Darkness settled in.  He had not left even one candle burning.  She could hear people moving about.  Loud talking floated up from the street.  The stress of hard traveling took its toll.  Lili dosed off even in the uncomfortable position of being tied to her chair. 
 
    She woke with a start when Edward noisily banging the door as he entered.  He swayed as he came in.  She suspected he had been drinking.  She became very wary of him.  He laughed when he noticed her, as tough he had forgotten she was there.  Lili became fearful.   
 
    Edward came to her and grabbed her head, dislodging her cap.  Her hair tumbled down.  She could smell the spirits on his breath as he bent his head to kiss her.  The smell turned her stomach.  When he forced open her mouth and stuck his tongue in her mouth, she bit down hard and tasted the copper taste of blood in her mouth. 
 
    Edward yelped in pain and slapped her hard across the cheek. 
 
    The pain and the taste in her mouth became too much for her. She emptied her stomach.   
 
    Edward backed away but not before some of the contents fell on him.  “Ugh, you stupid whore.”  Edward went to the basin, poured some water, and wiped down the front of his clothes.  “You bit me.  What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    Lili shook he head.  She knew why she had bit him but why she had emptied her stomach she didn’t understand.  She did know her stomach had often been queasy on the trip but why she had no idea.  Her stomach remained unsettled.  Though some had flown on Edward most was on the floor at her feet. 
 
    She watched him come back, go behind her chair and untied her.  
 
    “Get up and clean your mess.  It stinks in here now,” stated Edward as he walked away, looking at her with disgust. 
 
    Lili rose slowly from her chair.  “I need some water,” said Lili. 
 
    “There’s some in the pitcher.”  He pointed to the washstand in the corner.  She could see him feeling his tongue.  She smiled slightly.  At least he would not be trying anything with her. 
 
    Lili wet the cloth and cleaned the front of her.  With her hand she cupped a handful of water and rinsed out her mouth trying the get the taste out. She could feel Edward’s eyes watching her.  She knelt down and scrubbed the floor.  She looked up to him. 
 
    “Throw it out the window.”   
 
    Lili did as she was told.  She didn’t know which smelled more, inside of the room or the smells from the street.  Her stomach churned again.  She didn’t understand.  She never had problems with her stomach before.  Why now?   
 
    “Back in the chair.  I want to get some sleep tonight.  I’ve seen to your sale.  In the morning, I bring you and when Madame Demey looks you over, I will get my money.  And I will be rid of you once and for all.”  
 
    Lili sat back down in the chair.  Edward tied her up again.  She watched as he lay down in the bed.  Soon, she heard him snoring.  Lili leaned her head back against the chair and closed her eyes.  She would need to be clear headed tomorrow to face what was about to happen.  She hoped she could explain to this Madame Demey her situation.  Hopefully, once she knew, she would help her.  But the dreams that plagued her mind through the night were not comforting ones. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Many a weary night and day 
 
         ‘Tis since thou are fled away 
 
    How shall ever one like me 
 
                  Win thee back again? 
 
      
 
                                                        Song 
 
                                                                 Percy Bysshe Shelley 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun had sank in the western sky an hour or so earlier, but Colin pushed Aiden to make it to Glendenning.  He was tired.  So was Aiden but they were too close to Glendenning to stop for the night.  He was anxious to get home.  That fact surprised him.  Glendenning felt like home.  Why?  Because Lili was there.  Wherever Lili was, that would be home.  He just hoped that learning he was a duke did not frighten her.  
 
    He turned to Aiden to see him sagging in the saddle of the pony he had bought for him and Ali.  “How are you doing Aiden?” 
 
    “I can make it.  I know where we are.  The keep is not far.” 
 
    “Davis, what about you?  We are close.”  Davis was a young man he had met in Edinburgh.  Davis had made friends with Aiden while Colin had had business to tend to.  When he found Davis was looking to get out of Edinburgh and work in the country, Colin had offered him the job to assist Rab at Glendenning.  Davis had jumped at the offer. 
 
    “Good, sir.  I’ll be glad when we get there,” he answered. 
 
    “We are almost there.”  He was very pleased with the manner in which Aiden had conducted himself on this trip.  He knew he was intelligent from tutoring but he had showed a very good head for business, even as young as he was. 
 
    At last the keep came into view.  It was the most welcoming sight. They walked the horses into the stable.  Colin looked around.  His gray was not in his stall. Something was amiss here.   A strange feeling began to grow in his gut, a feeling of dread, a feeling of fear.  He knew the feeling too well.  He never liked that feeling.  It put him on edge. 
 
      Colin assisted Aiden from his horse. He looked to Davis.  “Come let’s get inside.  We will see to the horses later.”   He did not want to worry Aiden, but something was wrong.  He needed to get inside as quickly as possible.   
 
     He walked into the great room. He could fill the emptiness hit him.  Elsbeth, Rab, and Ali sat at the table.  The absence of Lili was like a big warning bell.  All three of them were very quiet and had not heard them come in.    
 
    “We’re home,” stated Aiden. 
 
    Ali looked up.  “Oh, Aiden, Colin!  She’s gone.  He came and took Lili,” she cried, ran to Colin and hugged him. 
 
    “What are you saying Ali?” questioned Aiden now completely awake but confused. 
 
    “Lili’s gone.” 
 
    Colin wrapped his arms about Ali to comfort her. Dread filled him. Her words tore at him.  He looked to Elsbeth who sadly nodded.  Colin felt like he had been punched in the gut and all the wind knocked out of him.  He couldn’t breathe. He knew exactly who he was.  He was Edward.  Now that he had taken in a breath, he saw red.  He would kill the bastard. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Colin through clenched teeth. 
 
    Elsbeth stood up.  She twisted her apron in her hands.  “We went to town.  Ali and Lili stayed here.” 
 
    Ali looked up to Colin, big tears clouded her eyes.  It tore at his heart.  “She yelled for me to hide. I did, in our hiding place in the stairs.”  She looked at Aiden.  He knew the spot she was talking about.  “But I heard him tell Lili, he was taking her to London.  I watched from the window.” 
 
    “When?” Colin asked.  His mind was already making plans for going after her.   
 
    “Yesterday morning,” answered Elsbeth. 
 
    “She’s on your gray,” added Rab. 
 
    Colin closed his eyes and clenched his teeth.  A day and a half head start.  That was not good.  He would really have to push himself if he was going to catch up with them, but catch them he would.  He had no doubt on that case.   If Edward harmed her in any way, he would make his death a slow one. 
 
    “Colin, are we going after her?”  asked Aiden.   
 
    He could see Aiden was upset.  “Yes, I am.  I promise you, I will bring her back to you.”  There was no doubt in his mind.   
 
     “We didnae know what to do?” said Elsbeth. 
 
     “A tried to follow them when we got back.  A rode after them but A couldnae find where they went after a bit,” explained Rab.  Colin could see how upset he was.  He knew Rab would have followed Lili if he could.   
 
     “I know Rab, you did the best you could.  But I promise you, I will find them,” assured Colin.  His mind was busy remembering what roads back to London they could take.  Edward no doubt would take the shortest.   
 
    “Who’s him?”  asked Ali looking at Davis.  
 
    Colin had forgotten about Davis in all the turmoil.  He could see, he was at a loss at what they were talking about. 
 
    “This is Davis Reid.  He’s come to work here, to help Rab.  Davis this is Elsbeth and her son, Rab.  This is Ali, Aiden twin sister,” clarified Colin.  “Lili is the lady of the house, Aiden’s older sister.   You have heard us talk about her.  It seems while we were gone, their uncle has returned and taken Lili to London.” 
 
    “He’s a bad man.  He made Lili cry,” stated Aiden angrily.   
 
    “Yes, he’s mean and ugly,” added Ali.  “We don’t like him.” 
 
    Davis nodded.  “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “Can you and Rab see to the horses?  Make certain Athena gets taken care of. I am going to need her to push her the next few days.”  Colin began to pace. He always thought better when he paced.  “It’s too dark to go after them now.  But I want to be ready at first light.” 
 
    “I’m coming, too,” interrupted Aiden. 
 
    Colin stopped his pacing and looked at Aiden with compassion.  “No, Aiden.  I need to go alone so I can travel as quickly as I can.  But I promise you this, I will find them.  I will bring Lili back here to Glendenning.  I promise too, Edward will pay for this.   Of this, I promise you, with all that is my honor.”  He knelt down and gathered Aiden and Ali close.  He needed to feel them in his arms.  They hugged him tight. 
 
    Colin looked up and saw Elsbeth with tears in her eyes.  He nodded slightly to her and she nodded back to him.  T’was a good day when Aiden found Colin and brought him home, she thought. 
 
    “Ye must be hungry.  Let me get ye some food.  Plans are better made on a full stomach,” stated Elsbeth glad to have Master Colin home. She needed to be doing something.  Colin would bring Lili back.  He would make certain Edward paid for what he did to Lili.  There was more to Colin Wells, of that, Elsbeth was certain. 
 
    Colin sat down to the meal Elsbeth put in front of him.  Aiden sat at his side, Ali on his other side as close as she could get.  He knew they were frightened.  He was, too, more frightened than he ever thought possible.  But he must make certain, they understood, he would bring Lili back to them, to him.  He ate what Elsbeth put in front of him, his mind working, formulating a plan.    
 
    “Ali, tell me exactly what he said and what he did.  Can you remember?” asked Colin when he finished eating.  Davis and Rab had returned.  Elsbeth put a plate in front of Davis. 
 
    Colin turned to face Ali when she nodded.  “I could hear from my hidey hole.  He said he was taking her to London. Something about owing a man money.  Lili said we didn’t have any money.  He said something about selling Lili, I think.  I didn’t understand.” 
 
    Colin heard Elsbeth sharp intake of breath.  He understood just as Elsbeth had.  If that was true and he had no doubt it was, Edward would pay dearly for that.  He was now more than ever determined to get to Lili before they got to London. 
 
    “I watched them leave from the window.  Lili was dressed like you.” 
 
    Colin was momentarily taken aback.  “Like me.” 
 
    “Un hunh!  In boys clothes.  He tied a rope to her.  She looked at me when she rode off Colin.  She said something but I couldn’t hear her.”  Ali looked at Colin.  “Did I do good to hide?  When Lili yelled at me, I got scared.” 
 
    Colin wrapped his arms around Ali and comforted her.  “You did exactly what Lili wanted you to do.  She wanted you safe.  Safe to be able to tell us what happened.  You did very good, little one.” 
 
    Colin knew Lili would do whatever to keep Ali safe from that monster, including sacrificing herself.  It just made his blood boil to think of how fearful Ali had been and still was.  He tried not to think of what Lili was going through.  Edward was trying to disguise Lili while they traveled.  Colin was now certain, Edward would avoid any of the major towns from here to London. If he pushed himself, he could get to London in several days.  Hopefully, he could find what road they took.  That would give him a better clue to which major road they took.  Edward would not know the area so he would need to stay on major roads. 
 
    Aiden looked at Colin.  “How will you find her?” 
 
    “I will try to find which road they used and follow them to London.  I’m going to try to catch them before they get there but they have a big head start.” 
 
    “But London is so big,” stated Aiden.  Lili had told him about it. 
 
    Colin nodded.  It was, but he also had a great deal of influence there.  There would be no place for Edward to hide even in London. He would take London apart if he had to.  Hopefully, he would be able to catch up with them before they arrived.     
 
     “Do not worry, Aiden.  I have friends in London who can help me.  I need all of you to understand, this will take some time.  It may be a fortnight or more, before Lili and I make it back here.  I don’t want you to worry, because I promise you, I will find her, and I will bring her back.” 
 
    Ali and Aiden nodded.  Colin could see the doubt in Elsbeth’s eyes.  He would have to explain to her exactly what he meant.  “A think it is time for bed,” stated Elsbeth.  “We need to give Colin time to rest.” 
 
    “Will you wake us up when you leave in the morning?” asked Aiden. 
 
    “I promise you,” replied Colin.   He looked to Elsbeth.  She nodded.  “I’ll come up shortly to tuck you into bed.” 
 
    Colin watched as Elsbeth and the twins went upstairs.  He turned to Rab, “I want you to show me what you found and how far you followed them in the morning.” 
 
    Rab nodded.  “Do ye think he’s gonna hurt her again?” 
 
    Colin clenched his fists at just the thought.  “For his sake, he had better not, but no matter, he will not get away with this.” 
 
    “A tried to follow them.  A thought A’d catch up with them but A didn’t.” 
 
    Colin looked at Rab. He knew how devoted Rab was to Lili.  “I know you did your best Rab.  It was not your fault, nor your mother’s.” 
 
    “We shouldnae left them alone.” 
 
    “I’m certain Edward would have found a way to get her.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” asked Davis. 
 
    Colin shook his head.  “Once I leave, you are to help in whatever Rab or Elsbeth need.” 
 
    Elsbeth joined them.  “They are in bed but A donnae know if they will sleep.” 
 
    Colin nodded.  “Hopefully, Aiden will tell her of things he did when we were in Edinburgh.  Elsbeth, Davis is here to help Rab do the repairs, he and I were doing.  I have monies, I will leave with you.  If you need someone to help you with the keep, please hire them.  I want to put the keep back into its former status.” 
 
    Elsbeth looked at him with greater regard. She always believed him to be more than he said.  He carried himself with the dignity of one of nobility.  “Ach, my lord,” she answered.  
 
    Colin raised an eyebrow.  It was the first time, Elsbeth called him such.  He would let her know more about who he was.  He would need her in his corner when he explained to Lili who he was. 
 
    “T’is best you get some rest.  A will fix ye enough food for several days so ye can ride as much as ye need to.” 
 
    “Good.  The more miles I can cover the better.  Let me go upstairs and say good night to the twins.  Elsbeth, I expect you to keep telling them, I will be back with Lili.  Because I will.” 
 
    “A will.” 
 
    Colin nodded and left Elsbeth asking Davis questions about himself.   Upstairs, he walked into the twins’ bedroom.  They were not asleep.  He was not surprised.  He sat on Ali’s bed. Aiden came from his bed to sit beside Colin. 
 
    “It’s time for you two to get some sleep.” 
 
    “You promise to bring Lili home?” asked Ali. 
 
    Colin could see the worry in her face.  He hated to have her so worried.  Lili was right.  Ali was her worrier.  He grabbed her hand and Aiden’s hand and brought them to his heart. 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    Aiden nodded.  “Ali, Colin always does what he says he will do.”  
 
    Ali nodded.  “Angels to watch over thee.  Angels to watch over Lili,” prayed Ali. 
 
    “Angels to watch over Lili,” replied Aiden and Colin. 
 
    Colin tucked Ali in and kissed her forehead.  He walked to Aiden’s bed and helped him draw his covers up.  He patted him on the shoulder and walked out. He stood just outside their door hesitant.  He turned toward his room but changed his mind.  Instead he turned toward Lili’s room.  He needed to be close to her things at the moment. 
 
    Colin walked in and was immediately assailed with the smell of Lili.  That clean fresh smell with just the hint of heather. For a moment, he stood with his eyes closed and just breathed in her smell.  It was at that moment, the pain and fear hit him.  The doubt of being able to get to her ripped him apart.  For what seemed like an eternity, he stood there, letting the essence of her surround him.  In actuality, it was but a few minutes.  He shook his head.  No, he refused to think that way.  Lili was strong. It was one to the things he most admired about her.  She would do whatever it took, to keep the twins safe, even if meant sacrificing herself.  And that was his biggest fear.   No, he would find her and bring her back to Glendenning.  He would not settle for anything less. He just prayed he would get to her in time before-----.  He refused to think in that direction. No, he repeated to himself.  Nothing would happen to her.  With grave determination, he turned on his heel, walked out and back to his room.  He needed sleep, if he was going to ride like the devil after her.  He was a person possessed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Nothing is unimportant to a man plunged in despair. 
 
    Epigram 
 
      
 
      
 
    Worth rode into the stable yard of Mannery House and handed the startled groom that was exiting the stable the reins to Athena. 
 
    “Rub her down good.  See to it she is well taken care of.  She and I have been riding long and hard these last few days.”  He stopped for a moment and rubbed her muzzle. She nickered softly. “I promise you, I will find her,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    The young lad nodded and grabbed the offered reins.  The black Hessian that stood before him was an excellent example of horse flesh.  The Duke would find such an animal and bring her home. 
 
    Worth took long strides through the yard and entered Mannery House through the back servants entrance.  He did not want it known yet, he was back in London.  Several of his staff sat about the kitchen table. 
 
    “Meyers, I need to send a message to the Marquess of Lynden.  I need it delivered as soon I have it written.  I also need to send a message to Bow Street to a runner named Oxley.  I need to speak with him immediately as well.” 
 
    Worth watched as his staff rose in unison.  None were surprised to see him come through the servants’ entrance.  He had done it numerous times in the past.  His sudden appearance is what surprised them.  But then, he had been known to suddenly appear at all hours of the day and night.  They were not surprised to see the condition of his appearance of dirt and grime. 
 
    “Bennings, please see to a bath for me and set out my most elegant clothes.  I want the Duke of Worthingston to be seen in all his glory.”  He knew Bennings would dress him to the nines.   
 
    Worth continued walking through on his way to the study.  There was much to be done and he had no time to lose.  His staff scattered about doing whatever they could to help.  By riding long and hard he had made it to London only half a day behind Edward and Lili.  But London was a large area and they could lose themselves, if they set their mind on it.  That was why he needed Oxley. 
 
    Meyers had been the head butler for the past twenty years, here at Mannery House.  He was perhaps the only person besides those in the war department, who knew about the Duke’s reconnoiter trips on the continent.  He followed close on the Duke’s heels. 
 
    The Duke did not come in issuing orders like this, if there was not something serious afoot.  He had been gone for several months now.  His correspondence with the staff had been minimal but it was what he, Meyers and the staff had long been used to.   But this time, the sense of urgency was imminent. 
 
    Worth threw open the doors to his study and went straight to his desk.  He pulled paper and quill and began to write.  He just prayed Lynden was home.  He was in need of his assistance. 
 
    Lynden was the other of the trio that had become fast friends in their years at Eaton.  Grayson had died in an accident.  Grayson’s brother, Beck had taken Grayson place in many ways.  But Beck was still at Brandanlynn with his new bride.  That left Lynden.  If he was in London, he had no doubt, Lynden would be at his side.  
 
    Quickly, he wrote and sealed it.  He wrote another short note, signed and sealed it, as well.  He turned to Meyers.  “Have someone deliver this immediately to the Marquess.  If he is not at his home but is in London, find him and deliver it to him personally.”  Worth handed him the first note. 
 
    “This one needs to go to Bow Street.  I need this one delivered to Oxley.  He is one of the runners.  He also needs to get this immediately, as well.” 
 
    Meyers nodded as he took the envelopes.  “Of course, your grace.  Begging your pardon, this appears to be extremely important.  Is there anything, we the staff can do here, while we wait?’ 
 
    “This is a matter of life and death, Meyers, and time is of the utmost importance,” stressed Worth.  
 
    Meyers went to the door and gave instructions to the doormen awaiting just outside the door. 
 
    Worth sat back in his chair for a moment and let out a breath of frustration.  For the past five days, he had ridden long and hard hoping to get to London on the heels of Edward and Lili.  He was only half a day behind them.  But during the ride, his mind had imagined all sorts of scenarios, none of which had been in Lili’s best interest.  He was tired, angry, and for the first time in a very long time, frightened.  He did not deal with being frightened very well.   
 
        Meyers turned and looked at his employer.  He noticed the worry lines in his face. The concern in his face was something he had never seen before.  Whatever was going on was serious, very serious. 
 
    “Where is mother?” asked Worth. 
 
    “She is at Stoneybrook, your grace,” answered Meyers. 
 
    “Good.  She doesn’t need to be involved with this.” 
 
    “When was the last time you ate, your grace?” asked Meyers. Knowing his grace as he did, he was certain he had forgotten to eat. 
 
    Worth looked at him for a long moment.  He raised his eyebrow.  “Sometime yesterday, I believe,” he answered. 
 
    “Then let me see to it a tray is prepared.” Upon the duke’s nod, Meyers left to see to the tray. 
 
    Worth walked over to the sideboard and poured himself a liberal glass of whiskey.  He downed half of it. The burn as it went down calmed him a bit.  But the ride from Glendenning to London had left him too much time to think.  He was much too jaded to think that any of this would end well. 
 
    And the thought put a knot in his stomach that felt like the whole keep resided there.  There were so many pitfalls in London, Edward could have sunk into and bring Lili down with him.  He knew of those places.  He avoided those places but he knew they existed.  Such thoughts frightened him, more than he had ever been frightened in his entire life.  None of his trips of espionage for the war department in France had ever frightened him as this did now.   
 
    One very serious conclusion he had come to on his long ride to London, he loved Lili.  The thought of never seeing her again was more than his heart could bear. He passed a hand over his face in frustration.  No, he could not lose her now that he had finally come to that conclusion. His heart said he would not, could not, but his mind kept telling him, there was a very real possibility.  
 
    Worth downed the rest of the whiskey and began pacing.  He always thought better when he paced.  Oxley owed him and would turn over every rock and cranny till he found Edward.  Of that, he was certain.  Find Edward and he would find Lili.  He would not stop until Lili was found, even if it meant turning over every board in London. 
 
    “I have a tray being prepared,” said Meyers.  His grace was pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace.  This did not bode well.  His grace only paced when there was a great problem to be dealt with.  
 
    Worth smiled wryly.  Meyers was always trying to take care of him. In fact, Meyers was the only man besides his father he had trusted growing up.  He suddenly realized Meyers had grown older just as he had.  His dark hair was now heavily streaked with white and there were now wrinkles about his blue eyes.  His blue eyes reminded him of Lili’s, only hers were a bit brighter, clearer. 
 
    “I need to speak with you, Meyers.  What I am about to tell you is not to leave this room.  I am expecting you to silence any and all rumors that may come about in the next few days, both here with the staff and any visitors that may also come calling,” explained Worth. 
 
    “Of course, your grace,” answered Meyers with concern.  It must be very serious indeed if the duke was giving him these instructions. 
 
    “You and the Marquess will be privy to this information.  As you are aware I have been in Scotland these last few months.  It is there, I have met the future duchess.”  Worth watched as Meyers eyes grew wide.  He smiled.   
 
    “Yes, the future duchess.  While I traveled to Edinburgh for a few days, her uncle returned and has forced her here to London.  He is not a very good man.  I am here to rescue her.  Should the Marquess be home and able to help me, I plan on searching and finding Lili, Lady McGowan.  Whatever happens, I will rely on you to keep all of this discreet. I am not certain how I will find her or in what condition I may find her.”  Worth explained.   
 
    He could not think of her being abused but everything he had learned from Elsbeth and Aiden and the little Lili had admitted to, he did not trust this Edward in the least.  He had had too much time to think while riding here. He had seen what evil men could do.  Actually, had seen too much of it in his lifetime.  He knew how desperate men operated and Edward was a desperate man. 
 
    “Of course, your grace,” replied Meyers.  His curiosity was piqued but he would do whatever the duke needed to protect the future duchess.  His loyalty to this family was everything to him.  He now wished he knew more about the future duchess.  Maybe, there was something more he could do to help.  “I will do whatever you need of me.” 
 
    Worth nodded.   “There may be other things I may require of you.  Some may not make much sense at the time, but I have my reasons.” 
 
    “Of course, your grace.  Whatever you require of me, of the staff, we will do.  We trust your judgement, for I am certain it will be for the best.” 
 
    “Good.”  Worth paused for a moment.  “I just thought of something.  The Lady McGowan will need some clothes.”   Worth stopped to think.  
 
     He closed his eyes for a moment.  Who in his staff was similar to Lili?  He just didn’t know.  So much to think about.  He had always been able to see to all the details including the minor ones. But never had all the details been this important.  Worth passed a hand through his hair in frustration. 
 
    “Your grace, allow me to make a suggestion if I may?” offered Meyers.  He has never seen the duke so distraught.  Yes, the death of Lady Caroline, and then her husband Lord Grayson soon afterward.  No, that had just made him angry. This had a different quality about it. 
 
    Worth looked at Meyers.  “Let me bring you a tray upstairs.  Your bath should be ready by now.  Go upstairs, bathe, and dress.  Hopefully, by that time, the Marquess and Mr. Oxley will be here.  Together, you can decide how best to proceed.” 
 
    Worth nodded.  Meyers was right.  A good meal and bath would help clear his head.  There were just too many scenarios still going through his head.  He needed to think clearly. 
 
    “You’re right Meyers. Have them bring the tray to my room.  I’ll eat while I bathe.  Send someone to Madame Beaucage.  Isn’t she the modiste mother and Caroline used?” 
 
    “Yes, your grace.” 
 
    “Good, then send someone there for some clothes.  A couple of day dresses and whatever else she may need.  Just enough till I can get her there to be measured.”  Worth squeezed his lips in thought.  “She’s about this tall,” he showed Meyers with his hands, “thin willowy.” 
 
    Meyers nodded.  He thought on all who worked here.  Perhaps, Nell might be the size his grace was looking for.  He would send her along with Mrs. Porter.  “I will see to it, your  grace.” 
 
    Worth nodded.  “Good.  I’ll be upstairs.  Let me know the moment, either Lynden or Oxley get here.”  He walked out the door, knowing Meyers would get everything he required.      
 
    He walked into his room to find Bennings directing several of his staff with pails of water preparing his bath.  A tray of food sat on the table by the chair by the fireplace.   
 
    “Your grace, I have laid out your best clothes as requested.  I have your dark blue jacket, your blue and gold waistcoat, your black pants.” 
 
    Worth waved him off.  “That will be fine, Bennings.”   He walked over to the tray of food and took several pieces of meat and placed it on a slice of bread and took a bite.  He had not realized how hungry he was.  In short time, he had devoured all the food on the tray. 
 
    “You have been gone for several months, your grace,” stated Bennings.  The duke had been gone for lengths of time before but this time, his return had a sense of urgency.  His frustration, his anger was new.  His grace had never been a patient man, but this impatience had an ominous tone about it.  Whatever was on his mind was serious.  As much as he wanted to ask, he respected the duke’s privacy.  When his grace wanted him to know, he would inform him. 
 
    He went about picking up the Duke’s discarded clothes.  That, it itself was unusual.  His grace was always meticulous about his clothes and was not one to simply discard them about.   Then, he remembered when last he had seen the duke, he was on his way to capture the highwayman --- no the highway woman who had robbed him.  He wondered if this had to do with that woman.  What had the duke been involved in all these months? 
 
    Worth sank in the tub and let the hot water soak away the aches of the past days riding, chasing the devil who had taken his Lili.  Again, his mind returned to the thoughts that had plagued him the past few days.  The mere fact, Edward had gotten Lili’s compliance by threatening Ali made him seethe inside. Traveling these past days, he nearly went out of his mind imagining all sorts of horror.  He knew the horror of the outside world.  Lili did not. The anger in him had no limits.  The fact they had a day and a half head start had not helped.  He had taken Athena knowing her stamina was the best.  He had ridden bent out of hell for London, hoping against hope, to catch up with them before London.  But he had not.  He had gotten to London this morning.  It seemed they had gotten to London late yesterday evening.  
 
    He needed to find them soon, before Edward did anything more to her.  If he touched her again, Worth would kill him.  Even if he hadn’t, for what he had done to her before, was enough to warrant his death. 
 
    No longer able to sit and soak with all these thoughts rambling through his mind, Worth quickly washed and was out of the tub.  He was not one to sit about when things needed to be done. 
 
    Worth stood for a moment, wrapped in a towel, as Bennings began to hand him his clothes.  He looked at Bennings for a moment.  As much as Bennings sometimes got on his nerves with all the proper manners and dress, he knew Bennings would never do or say anything to harm him. 
 
    “I need your utmost discretion, Bennings.  You know some of the details that must never be revealed.  Where is Hugh?” 
 
    Bennings looked at the duke in confusion.  He was and would always be discreet with the Duke’s affairs.  “Hugh is back at Stoneybrook.  We thought it would be best, one of us be at each place, awaiting your return.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “You were robbed by a highway man, only you believed it to be a woman.  You left to look for her.”  Bennings eyes widened with understanding.  “You found her.”  
 
    Yes, even then Lili was playing havoc with his sensibilities. 
 
    “It was a woman and yes, I did find her.  She is Lady Lilias McGowan of Glendenning Keep.  Her younger brother is the laird.  They have come upon hard times.  An uncle had robbed them of everything of value.  I was trying to help them.  I went to Edinburgh to make certain they were taken care of.  While I was gone, this uncle returned and has brought m’lady here.  I believe he intends to sell her.” 
 
    Bennings gasped.  “But she is of noble birth, your grace.  How can that be?  Never, you mind.  There are such scoundrels out and about, ready to do such a dastardly deed.”  It was no wonder his grace was in such a tither.  But there was more to this. 
 
    Worth nodded.  “Yes, well once I have her safe, I want nothing to be said about her being a highwayman.  Only you and Hugh are aware.” 
 
    “Rest assured your grace.  I will never say a word about it.  Neither will Hugh, I am certain,”   assured Bennings. 
 
    “There is another reason, Bennings.  I have plans on Lady Lilias becoming my wife, the Duchess of Worthingston.  Therefore, you can understand, why I would not want any of this bandied about for her sake.  I am not certain, I can keep what is happening now quiet.  But I plan on doing my best.”  Worth put on the waistcoat Bennings held out to him. 
 
    Bennings smiled.  He knew there was more.  He had long believed the duke needed to settle down.  “Then congratulations are in order, your grace.  I believe you will find her.   With all of us looking, helping, you shall find her.  There is no place in London that uncle of hers can hide her. We will all do whatever it may take, to make that happen.” He firmly believed it to be so.  The duke was a powerful man. 
 
    Worth smiled.  Even though Bennings was a valet in every sense of propriety, he did not doubt for a moment, Bennings would do anything, even if it meant something totally improper. 
 
    Bennings assisted him into his dark blue almost black jacket.  Worth gazed at his reflection in the mirror. He brushed an imaginary fleck off his sleeve.  He turned, very satisfied with the way he looked.   
 
    “There, your grace.  Now, whatever I can do, whatever any of us can do, you can count on us.” 
 
    “Thank you, Bennings.” 
 
    “Your grace.”  Worth halted at the door.  “You will find her and she will be safe.  Of that outcome, I shall be praying for.”   
 
    Worth nodded, for a moment overcome with emotion, for the fear of not finding her safe reared its ugly head again.  He refused to think that way.  No, he would find her safe. With that thought upper most in his mind, he went downstairs hoping Lynden or Oxley or both had arrived.  
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Worth got to the bottom of the stairs in time to see Meyers letting Oxley in.  Worth met him in the foyer.  He extended his hand to Oxley.  “Thank you, for coming so quickly.  Let’s talk in my study.” Oxley nodded. He turned to Meyers.  “If Lynden shows up, escort him to my study, as well.” 
 
    Once in his study and the door closed behind him, Worth turned to Oxley.  Oxley was a small, plain looking man of what Worth believed to be about fifty years in age.  He knew it was why this man could go in just about anywhere and most people did not pay any attention to him.  He just blended in.  But don’t under estimate and think this little man was weak. Worth had seen him in a fight.  This little man was the scrappiest fighter he had ever seen.  He had watched him take down men twice his size. 
 
    Worth motioned him to a chair.  
 
    Once seated, Oxley asked, “What do you need, your Grace?”  Oxley knew he owed the Duke much.  More, than he could ever repay him.  The Duke had rescued his young son in France after he had been shot.  The Duke had put his own life in jeopardy to bring his son home. No matter when or why the Duke called, he would answer that call. 
 
    “I need your help locating a young woman for me. Her uncle took her from her home in Scotland and has brought her to London.  My belief he is going to sell her.”  Worth could see Oxley was listening but did not understand why he was asking.  “She is to be the future Duchess, Oxley.” 
 
    Oxley raised his eyebrows in surprise.  “What do you know of him?” 
 
    Worth went on to explain everything he knew about Edward and Lili. 
 
    Oxley listened and nodded.  “I think we can find them, your grace.” 
 
    “Good.  We need to find them as soon as possible.  Spare no expense, Oxley.  Hire as many people as you need.”         
 
    Oxley stood.  “Rest assured, your grace, I will find them.” 
 
    “Soon or will it take days?” asked Worth, knowing this waiting was driving him crazy. 
 
    “I will make as soon as I can.  Hopefully by this evening.  I will keep you informed.”  Oxley walked out of the study. 
 
    Worth watched him leave.  He went to the sideboard and poured himself another glass of whiskey.  He downed it and poured himself another glass. 
 
    “Whatever the problem, my friend, abusing that whiskey at this hour will not help.” 
 
    Worth turned to see Lynden walking through the door.  Lynden was the rake of the three of them.  How many scraps had Lynden gotten him and Grayson into at Eaton.  Too many to count.  
 
    “Perhaps not, but it has made waiting for you to get here passable,” replied Worth raising any empty glass to Lynden who nodded. 
 
    Worth pointed to the chair Oxley had just vacated and handed him his now filled glass. Lynden raised his glass in salute.  He took a sip.  “When did you get back into London?  Or better yet, why have you summoned me at this ungodly hour.  It is barely midday.” 
 
    Worth gave him a disgruntled look as he sat down in the other chair.  He knew Lynden better than that.    
 
    “I need your help,” stated Worth in all seriousness. 
 
    Lynden sat up straighter in his chair.  Worth asking for his help meant something serious was going on.  “The Duchess?” 
 
    “Mother?”  Worth shook his head.  “No, she is fine, as far as I know.  I was told she is at Stoneybrook.  I am rather grateful she is not here.  I don’t want her involved in this, until all is settled.  She would just worry.  After Caroline --------”  He left the sentence hanging. 
 
    He and Lynden had worried about the Duchess when his sister, Carolyn died.  Then Grayson, her husband, had died shortly after.  Grayson had been the third member of trio that had bonded in Eton as young boys.  With their deaths, his mother had become a recluse.  She seldom came to London anymore.  She spent much of her time at Stoneybrook growing her roses.   Worth had written her several times while in Scotland.  He knew she would worry. 
 
    Lynden nodded.  Caroline’s death had affected them all.  Lynden had lost his mother when first at Eton and had spent many a holiday with Worth at Stoneybrook.  The Duchess had become like a second mother to him.     
 
    “No, it is the future Duchess that is in trouble.”  Worth knew it was best to confide in Lynden from the beginning. 
 
    Lynden opened his eyes wide as he stared at his friend.  Surely, Worth was jesting but one look at the seriousness of his face, he knew he was not. 
 
    “The future Duchess?”  he asked to make certain, he had indeed heard him correctly the first time.  This changed things considerably. 
 
    Worth nodded.  “Yes.  You are aware I have been in Scotland these past months.” 
 
    “I had heard something along those lines,” he answered.  
 
    Worth explained he had come to stay at Glendenning.  He did not tell him how that had happened.  He told him about his stay with the twins and Lili.  He explained to him how, he had gone to Edinburgh on business.  While in Edinburgh, Lili had been kidnapped by her uncle and brought to London to be sold. 
 
    “I take he does not know you are a duke?” questioned Lynden.  There was more to this story than Worth was telling, much more. 
 
    “No.  Actually, no one there knows I am a duke.” 
 
    Lynden raised his eyebrows.  Yes, indeed there was more to this story Worth was omitting.  “Is she a commoner?” 
 
    Worth shook his head.  “No, she is the daughter of the laird.  Well, actually, her younger brother is the laird.  Her father died a couple of years ago.”  
 
    “Now, that I believe.  Rescuing a damsel in distress.  That is the Worth, I know.”  Lynden looked at Worth seriously.  Worth portrayed himself as a cold sometimes heartless person.  Lynden knew better.  Worth was the one to go the extra step to make certain he rescued those people whom he felt needed rescuing. 
 
    “Is she of age?  Because if he is her guardian, he does have final say over her.” 
 
    “She just turned twenty.  I don’t think he is her guardian.  He is her mother’s step brother.   Her father died two years ago and he only showed up several months ago.”    
 
    “Then how did they know he was who he said he was?” 
 
    Worth raised an eyebrow.  He had never thought along those lines.  He should have thought of that.  What if he wasn’t family at all? 
 
    “Lili said her mother only mentioned him a couple of times.  Lili did meet him once when she was a little girl.  But you have given me something, I had not considered.  I believe, he is in serious debt.  The first time there, he stole everything he could take and then some.” 
 
    Lynden gazed at Worth thoughtfully.  Again there was that feeling Worth was not being completely truthful with him.  What was he hiding?     
 
    Before Lynden could ask more questions, Meyers knocked on the door and entered. 
 
    “I am sorry to interrupt, your grace, but this was just delivered.  The delivery boy said it was from Oxley.  I thought it was imperative I get it to you immediately.”  He handed the Duke the note. 
 
    So soon, thought Worth.  He tore open the note and read.  “Damn!” 
 
    “What does it say, Worth?” 
 
    “He has found where Edward abides, but neither he nor Lili are there.  He is watching the place.”  
 
    “Well do we wait here till Oxley sends us word of Edward’s returned or do we wait at Edward’s place?”  Lynden asked, but he knew the answer. 
 
    Worth looked at Lynden through narrowed eyes. Lynden smiled.  This was going to prove to be an adventure he was glad to be a part of.  But then all adventures with Worth, always proved to be interesting. 
 
    “Well old friend, my coach awaits outside.  Shall we go to where this Edward fellow abides and have a welcoming party for him.  I am curious to see what you have planned for him.  Nothing pleasurable, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Sometimes Lynden, you do state the obvious,” stated Worth as he walked out the study with Lynden hard at his heels. 
 
    Meyers was waiting at the door with the Duke’s gloves and cane.  Worth grabbed his cane.  Meyers nodded lightly.  Worth smiled.  Meyers knew him very well. 
 
    Lynden looked down at Worth’s cane and smiled as well.  “I have pistols in the coach.” 
 
    “I am carrying too,” stated Worth as he padded his jacket.  There was no way he was taking any chances with Edward.  He believed Edward was a coward.  But desperate cowards did desperate things.  He planned on being prepared for anything. 
 
    Several members of the ton were out walking. Several, he could see wanted to stop and talk but he ignored them.  Instead, he got into Lynden’s waiting coach.  He knew gossip mongers would be in full swing with every and any sort of speculation.  So be it.  Lynden gave his driver the address he had read on Oxley’s note. 
 
    Inside Lynden coach, Worth sat back. The address they were heading for section of London near the East end.  There were several boarding houses there.  A few were fairly reputable.   Worth sat across from Lynden.  Lynden saw the stubborn set of Worth’s jaw.  He knew Worth was keeping his anger under very tight control.  Few people realized, that control was Worth’s at his most dangerous.  He didn’t ask Worth any questions.  Whatever Worth was planning, Worth would let him know what he needed of him. 
 
    The coach pulled up at the corner.  The address was across and down the street.  No sooner had the coach come to a stop, the door opposite the street opened and Oxley climbed in.   
 
    Oxley nodded to the two men, “Your Grace, my lord.  He has not returned as of yet.  I have talked with the land lady.  He’s got back late last night.  Had a young man with him, no woman. Said he would be paying her today.  That’s all she is interested in.  Seems I just missed him.  Had the young man in tow, he did.  Land lady said the young one never said a word, always looked down,” explained Oxley. 
 
    Worth nodded.  “Ali said he made her change into men’s clothing.  Land lady had no idea where he was going?” 
 
    “No, your Grace.  I’ve got about half a dozen men checking all the places about to see which one he frequents.  None of them have reported back.  All we can do is wait.”  Oxley looked from the Marquees to the Duke.   He wished he had more news to tell him. 
 
    Lynden watched Worth very carefully. Worth had the patience to wait.  But there was one problem.  The more Worth was forced to wait, the more his mind came up with ways of retribution.  None of them bode good for the person in his sight. 
 
    “Then we wait,” said Worth. 
 
    Oxley nodded and slipped out of the coach. 
 
    “Well, have you decided how you want to handle him?”  asked Lynden, stretching out as much as he could. 
 
    “I have a few thoughts.  I just need to have Lili safe before I put it into motion.” 
 
    “This should be interesting to watch.  I’m glad I decided to stay in London a few extra days.  I had thought of going home to Hollings.  London has been such a bore.” 
 
    Worth looked at Lynden.  “Bored with your latest paramour?  Is it still the lovely widow, the Lady Whiting?”  Worth knew Lynden never stayed with any woman for any length of time.  
 
    Lynden laughed.  “There have been two more since Lady Whiting, my friend.  You have been gone from London for too many months.” 
 
    Worth shook his head and smiled.  He knew Lynden’s history.  He had been devastated when the woman he loved, left him the day before their wedding, to run off with some German noble who was richer than Lynden.  Lynden had been in line for just a mere baron at the time.  That had not been high enough in the social registry for Madelaine.   He and Grayson had tried to warn him about Madelaine.  But Lynden had been so in love with her.  He had failed to see her treachery and underhandedness.  It had taken Worth and Grayson months of being by his side to keep him from drinking himself into oblivion or worse yet, something that he would regret.  When he finally emerged from the depths of hell as he called it, he had hardened his heart to the females of the world.  He never stayed with a woman more than a couple of months, a widow, an actress.  Mothers warned their impressionable young daughters about Lynden. 
 
       Lynden was tall, heavier set than Worth not fatter just broader, all muscle with dark hair, dark eyes.  Since Madelaine, he had this cavalier attitude about him. When he attended assemblies, mothers went above and beyond to protect their young lambs from this wolf.  He was no wolf in sheep’s clothing, he was pure wolf.    
 
       In many ways, Worth had been like Lynden.  He always felt, all the women he met, had only been after his title.  He hated attending anything associated with the season when young ladies were paraded about by scheming mommas.  Maybe, thinking back, that was why he had not told Lili, he was a duke.  He knew it would change the way she looked at him.  If truth be told, he had enjoyed being Colin Wells.  But Colin Wells would never be able to save her, the way the Duke of Worthingston could. 
 
     “What are you plans?” asked Lynden. 
 
    “We will wait till Edward returns unless one of Oxley’s associates finds him first.  If Lili is with him, which I seriously doubt, I will take Lili away.  If he has already sold her, then he will be persuaded to tell me to whom.  At that time, we will go and rescue her.” 
 
    Lynden studied Worth with skepticism.  Too simple, thought Lynden.  Worth had more in store for Edward than he was saying.  It will be interesting to watch, thought Lynden.  This Edward fellow was in for a very unpleasant interview.   Lynden had seen Worth in action on the continent.  He could be very dangerous when crossed.  And Edward had done more than cross him.  He watched Worth rub his cane gently with the thumb and fingers of his left hand.  He had seen Worth do that very thing several times while waiting.  He knew it for what it was.  Worth used it to keep him calm and focused.  This did not bode well for Edward. 
 
    “We could be here for hours,” suggested Lynden. 
 
    Worth let out a sigh of frustration.  He was thinking along the same lines. 
 
    “White’s is not far.  Let’s leave Oxley here to watch and have him send for us when Edward returns.”    
 
    Worth frowned.  Lynden was right. It could be several hours.  He could be a patient man, but this stretched his patience to the limit.  Worth waved through the open window of the coach.  Oxley came up the carriage.  
 
    “Oxley, have you heard any more concerning Edward?” 
 
    “No, your grace.  I have several of my men out looking for him.” 
 
    “Lynden and I will wait at White’s.  Send word to me, as soon as you know where he is,” instructed Worth. 
 
    Oxley nodded.  “The moment we have him, I will contact you, your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Lynden followed Worth to a far corner at White’s.  Worth was in no mood to talk with any of the patrons there.  Thankfully, it was rather empty which Worth liked.  As they sat down, Worth ordered a bottle of whiskey. 
 
    When the bottle and glasses were delivered, Worth poured half glasses for both.  He took a long sip.  Usually, he had no problem waiting, but this was different.  What Edward had done to Lili played havoc with his nerves.  He had had days to think and imagine all the things Edward could have done to her. He desperately wanted to put his hands on Edward.  Worth put his glass down.         
 
    Lynden stared at his friend with compassion.  Never, had he seen Worth so anxious.  Worth was never ruffled, even during some of the most harrowing experiences in France. Those had never affected him so.  “A game of chance to wile away the time?” Lynden asked. 
 
    Worth shook his head.  “Tell me what’s been happening here in London while I have been away.  Surely, there have been some changes.” 
 
    Lynden looked at him strangely.  Worth was never one that listened to gossip.  But if this was what Worth wanted, he would gladly tell him.  For the next hour, Lynden regaled him with all the latest on dits being bantered about London. 
 
    Worth listened, many of the names he did not know.  Every so often, Lynden did mention someone he did know, and made the appropriate comment.  A couple of times, an old acquaintance passed by and stopped by the table.  Worth exchanged a few words but no one was invited to join.  Worth knew that was only making everyone more curious but he needed to be free to leave at a moment’s notice. 
 
    The waiter approached.  “Your Grace, this was left at the door to be given to you immediately,” and handed a note to Worth.   
 
    Worth tore it open and read it.  Have him.  Worth smiled with anticipation as he crumbled the note in his hand.  Finally! 
 
    Lynden smiled.  “And?” 
 
    “They have him.”  Worth stood up and began to walk out and  ran into Atwoode.  There was something about the earl he did not like.  There was a coldness in his eyes.  He only knew him slightly. Worth had heard some rather disturbing rumors about Atwoode.  He was often found with strange company. 
 
    “Back in London Worth?  You have been missing for quite some time,” stated Atwoode brusquely. 
 
    Worth looked at him through narrowed eyes.  “Yes,” he answered him and continued walking.  He was not in the mood to talk especially with someone like Atwoode. 
 
    Atwoode watched Worth’s retreating back.  He nodded to Lynden, as Lynden walked by in Worth’s wake.  Those two, Atwoode never liked. He realized Worth had just snubbed him.  With a shrug, he turned and walked away.  A trip to Madame Demey later would relieve his frustrations.  She had sent him word she had a new girl.  He always enjoyed breaking in a new girl. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Worth gave the driver a different address. Startled, Lynden followed him into the carriage and sat across from him.  As they rapidly rode away, Lynden asked, “That’s your warehouse by the river.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Lynden raised an eyebrow in question. 
 
    “I gave orders to Oxley earlier I wanted him brought there.  I can question him there with no interference.”  Worth smiled with anticipation.  He had wanted to deal with Edward ever since the night Lili had told what he had done to her.  His hands itched.  He was most anxious to question him on Lili’s where abouts.  Edward had better come up with the right answers.  The ride which should have been short seemed to take forever to Worth.  He watched the scenery pass before the window. 
 
      Worth was out of the carriage before it came to a stop.  Oxley was waiting for him outside the building.  “I take Lady McGowan was not with him?” asked Worth, though he already knew the answer. 
 
    “No, your Grace.  He was alone,” answered Oxley.  “I thought you would rather question him yourself?” 
 
    Worth nodded.  “Yes, I would.” He followed Oxley into a warehouse, past stacked crates to a small open area in the back corner.  He could feel Lynden close on his heels.  Lynden would have his back, not that he would need back up dealing with someone like Edward. 
 
     In the corner sat Edward.  A large burly man stood on one side, a pistol in hand.  Worth stopped, still in the deep shadows and stared at the man in the corner.  So this was the man who had raped an unconscious Lili.  Had he done more to her on their way to London?  The anger in him churned in his belly.  He wanted to tear him apart but he also wanted him to suffer for the rest of his life, having him suffer for the rest of his life won out.  He clenched his teeth. He stepped into the light.  
 
    Worth watched Edward’s reaction.  As much as he wanted to tear this man apart, he walked nonchalantly to stand in front of him.  Worth stared at him.  He adjusted the lace at his wrist and asked, “Where is Lady Lili McGowan?”  Worth watched the shock cross his face.  He saw him swallow hard.   Good, he was afraid.    
 
    “I know not what you speak of.  I do not know this Lady McGowan. And who are you and why am I here?”  he asked.  Edward needed to know who he was dealing with. He was usually good at talking his way out of difficult circumstances.  He had years of experience at it.  What bothered him was how did this stranger before him know about Lili?  They had just arrived yesterday.  Who was he? 
 
    Worth narrowed his eyes.  Patience, he told himself. He exhaled slowly.  He needed to find out what he had done with Lili.  Where was she?  It was the only thing keeping him from tearing this animal apart with his bare hands. 
 
    “Who I am does not matter?  Where is Lady Lilias McGowan?”  Worth asked again. 
 
    Edward shrugged.  He looked at the two richly dressed gentlemen in front of him.  He knew neither but he knew of their kind, the titled kind.  He hated how they could do whatever and not be held to task.  How many he knew were in serious debt and never had to pay, but because he didn’t have a title, he was expected to pay immediately.  Well, Lili McGowan had fetched him a handsome sum.  His debt was paid and more leftover than he had hoped.  His luck would turn at the gaming tables and he’d recoup his loses now he had money to play.     
 
    “I know you took Lili from Glendenning. Both of you got to London yesterday evening.  You left with her this morning.  I will not ask again, where is Lili?”  asked Worth very quietly. 
 
    Edward stared at the man who stood before him asking, no demanding to know where Lili was.  He did not look that intimidating.  Probably all talk.  Edward had seen that kind, too.  Relied on his title to make people bow down.  But they were all hot air and no substance.  He would just bluff his way through this.  He had done it numerous times before. 
 
    “I told you before I don’t know this Lady ------ ” 
 
    Before he could complete the sentence, Worth had the sword from his cane drawn and laid across Edward’s throat.  Edward’s Adam’s apple bobbled up and down as he swallowed hard, the process nicked the skin. 
 
    Edward felt the small drop of blood trickled down his neck.  Edward open his eyes wide with shock and fear.  He looked into brown gold eyes that shot fire. Eyes of the devil.  He was about to die. Who was this person? 
 
    “Where! Is! She!”  Worth pushed his sword a fraction more.  Another drop of blood dripped. 
 
    “Madame Demey,” he croaked barely audible. 
 
    “If she is not there, I promise you, I will be back,” stated Worth as withdrew and sheathed his sword. 
 
    Edward took a deep breath of relief.  Let Madame Demey deal with this devil.  He had had his money.  Now, that this person had the information he wanted, there was no reason to keep him here.   He would soon be on his way. 
 
    Worth took a step away, then hesitated a moment, turned and put his fist into Edwards face.  He felt the bones of Edward’s jaw break under his knuckles. It was the greatest feeling of pleasure.  Worth watched him fall from the chair unconscious to the floor at his feet. 
 
    Lynden looked from Edward to Worth.  “For a moment, I thought you had lost your touch, dear friend.  May I never doubt you again,’ laughed Lynden. 
 
    Worth threw him a disgruntled look.  “I make a very bad enemy.” 
 
    “That you do.” 
 
    Worth turned to Oxley.  “You do remember how I want this cleaned up.” 
 
    “Of course, your Grace.  It has all been taken care of.” 
 
    “Good,” Worth nodded.  He had heard of this Madame Demey’s place.  A brothel that supplied some rather unique offerings.  To think, his Lili was there, made him want to turn around and beat Edward to within an inch of his life, but he didn’t.  What he had set up for Edward would be in the end  far worse. 
 
    “Very well how to we get to this Madame Demey’s place?”  asked Worth, anxious to get to Lili, now that he knew where she was. 
 
    “I know where her place is,” answered Lynden. 
 
    Worth looked at him strangely. 
 
    “No, I do not frequent the establishment so do not give me that look, Worth,” replied Lynden. 
 
    “Your grace, allow me to investigate the place first,” suggested Oxley.  “It is best to go into one of those places prepared.” 
 
    Worth nodded.  “Excellent idea, just do it, quickly.  Hire some additional men just in case we need to storm the place, for I will take it apart if I have to, to find her.”  Worth followed Oxley out of the warehouse with Lynden at his heels.   
 
    Back in the carriage once again, Lynden turned to Worth.  “There’s a possibility she has been sold to someone else.” 
 
    Worth stared at Lynden.  That thought had crossed his mind.  The fear gripped his heart like the talons of a hawk gripped its prey.  He could feel the talons ripping his heart open.  But he refused to give in to that fear. 
 
    “Then Madame Demey will roux this day.”   
 
    Oxley opened the carriage door.  “I have a dozen men with me, your Grace.  Allow me to go on ahead and find out how many body guards there are.” 
 
    “Sounds good Oxley.  We will follow shortly.  The sooner we get to her the better.” 
 
    With a nod, Oxley was gone.  Worth sat back in his seat.  He was one step closer to finding Lili.  It felt like everything was tangled about him, delaying him.  Never, had he felt like this.  He did not like the feeling, did not like it one bit.  It played havoc on his patience. 
 
    Lynden watched his friend closely.  “How do you plan to handle Madame Demey?” 
 
    “By whatever means necessary,” replied Worth.  He meant every word.  If she still had Lili, he would take her back to Mannery House.  If she had sold her, heaven help her after she told him to whom. 
 
    Worth sat back and waited.  Again, he rubbed his cane, remembering Edward’s face with the sword at his throat.  Little did Edward know what more awaited him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Nothing gives one person so much 
 
    Advantage over another as to remain 
 
    Always cool and unruffled under  
 
    All circumstances. 
 
    Writings Volume XIX 
 
    Thomas Jefferson 
 
      
 
      
 
    Worth stepped out of his carriage and adjusted the lace at his wrist.  He hated wearing this type of clothing but he wanted it known, here was the Duke of Worthingston.  He wanted his reputation to be his calling card tonight.   
 
    He turned to Lynden.  “So this is Madame Demey’s House.”  He looked over the large stone three storied house that sat on the bare outskirts of East End.  He knew of the house but had never frequented it.  He knew its reputation. It wasn’t as bad as most the places of East End but still its reputation was an unsavory one.   
 
               Worth looked to Oxley who sat on top of his carriage with his driver Jack.  Oxley nodded and Worth looked around as about a dozen men came out from the bushes, all armed.  He hoped they would not be needed, but he was not taking any chances.  Oxley had informed him the house had only a couple of burly type men who stayed there and provided any brawn needed.   
 
              Lynden looked at his friend. He had never seen him so determined, not even in all those times they had worked together on the continent.  He had seen first-hand how merciless Worth could be when he went after something, whether it be information or a man.  This was the woman he loved.  All he could think of, was God help whoever stood in his way.  He was here as Worth’s second, in case of need.  But he was more interested in watching Worth in action.  He was certain it was going to be entertaining, at the very least.   
 
              “Yes, my friend, this is it.  Shall we go in and rescue your fair maiden,” teased Lynden with a smile. 
 
    Worth threw him a disgruntled look.  Lynden was enjoying this a bit too much.  But Worth knew that smile of Lynden’s hid a man of scrupulous character, a man who would have his back, no matter what.  Together, they walked up the steps to the front door to be met by one of those burly men, Oxley had informed him of. 
 
    “The Duke of Worthingston,” stated Worth as he presented his card. 
 
    The man allowed entrance.  The foyer of the house was as richly furnished, as any house of the London ton.  A small petite dark hair young woman approached them, wearing a transparent gown of light green.  Upon further scrutiny, she wore nothing else.  Worth was never one to admire wanton display.  To think, Edward had brought his Lili to this place.  He could feel his blood begin to boil.  No, there would be time for revenge.  Rescuing Lili from this place had to be his primary goal.  
 
    Worth gazed at her in disinterest and twisted the lace at his wrist again.  “Tell Madame Demey, that the Duke of Worthingston wishes to speak with her,” he paused, “and I am not accustomed to waiting,” he continued, in his most bored tone.  But his eyes had checked out the place, the stairs down the hall to the right, the parlor on the left with the sliding doors partially opened, where several other scantily clad women could be seen.  The trace smell of the opium pipes filtered into his nostrils.   He had seen many a good man ruined by such. 
 
    His skin crawled to think Lili was somewhere in this place.  His hands itched to make someone pay for this. Patience, he kept telling himself.  She was here.  He would find her. He looked to Lynden who raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “It is as bad as we were led to believe,” whispered Lynden.  He did not like the look in Worth’s eyes.  He had seen that look before and it did not bear well for anyone who became the subject of that look.  He had heard Madame Demey’s reputation was cold, hard and brutal.  But having seen Worth in action, his money was on Worth.  Madame Demey had no idea of what was about to happen.  She had better cooperate or Worth would make her life a living hell. 
 
    Moments later the young brunette returned.  She smiled enticingly at the Duke.  He would make a very good client for the house.  Madame Demey had nearly been beside herself when she had been informed  he was waiting at the entrance. 
 
    “This way, your grace.  Madame is most anxious to speak with you,” she ushered them down the hall to the back of the house.  “By the way, my name is Sylvie.  I shall be very happy to see to any and all your needs, your grace.”  She looked at him seductively and brushed her hand across her exposed breast. 
 
    Worth followed Sylvie down the long hall towards the back of the house.  After a quick rap on the door, she opened it and allowed them entrance. 
 
    “That is all, Sylvie” replied the plump woman dressed in a black and gold brocade dressing gown. 
 
    Worth glanced at the woman and took a quick look about the room.  Gold brocade covered the walls.  Its very opulence showed its owner garish taste.  Several statues were scattered throughout the room.  All in various stages of undress including one on a table near the window of a man and woman fully engaged in the act.   He turned his attention to the woman that reclined on the chaise near the fireplace.  She had left her dressing gown open, exposing her ample bosom.  She lay so her legs were also exposed.  Her face was painted, her hair no doubt a wig was blonde with several curls draped across her shoulder so that it lay atop one of breast drawing ones eye there. 
 
    There was no doubt in Worth’s mind Madame Demey was all about a seduction attempt. He almost laughed out loud she would even contemplate he would be interested.  The jocularity of the whole situation would have been truly amusing, had he not been so concerned about Lili.  
 
    “Your grace, how delicious it is that you have so graced the hollow halls of my simple abode.”  She almost licked her lips in anticipation. She usually did not entertain many clients but she would entertain the duke. He was as prime an example of the male species as she had been led to believe. She could feel herself responding to him.  Her eyes traveled to the Marquess at his side.  “Ah, and the marquess as well.  A very lovely evening it is turning out to be.  What can I do for you gentlemen?  I have many things available.”         
 
               To have the Duke of Worthingston and the Marquess of Lynden as her clients would indeed be a feather in her cap.  Their influence and power could go a very long way in aiding her.  She was always looking to the future, of who could be of the greatest assistance to her influence in London.  She smiled with anticipation, like the big cat that sat in the kitchen eyeing cook’s pitcher of cream. 
 
    Worth watched her face closely, saw the smile and read her thoughts.  She was so obvious.  He was going to so enjoy this. 
 
    “My request is very simple, Madame.  I am here for Lady Lilias McGowan.”  He was in no mood to play games. 
 
    Madame looked up surprised.  He knew about the new girl, the Scottish girl, so quickly.  She in turn schooled her face to hide her surprise.  She had planned on giving her to the Earl of Atwoode when he came in later tonight.  It was a deal she had made with him when she first started the business.  He enjoyed initiating the new girls.  She seldom had any trouble, after he welcomed them to his perverse pleasures. 
 
    “Ah, the Scottish redhead.  She is my most popular girl since she has come to me.”  Madame sighed in false disappointment.  “But I’m afraid your grace, she is otherwise occupied for the evening.  Perhaps, one of my other ladies.  There are several here, I am certain would be most eager to please,” answered Madame Demey. 
 
    Had she known the Duke better, she would have noticed the twitch in his left jaw line when she mentioned the fact Lili was otherwise occupied.  Only the mere fact, he knew Lili had only gotten to this establishment earlier, saved Madame. 
 
    Lynden did notice the twitch and smiled.  He admired his friend’s restraint so far.   
 
    “It appears you have misunderstood me, Madame,” replied Worth, as he walked over to stand beside the fireplace.  He reached and removed one of her lovely porcelain figurines from the mantle.  He fingered it.  German, expensive. 
 
    “I have come to take Lady McGowan away from this house,” continued Worth, calmly, tracing the face on the figurine absently as he stared into Madame Demey’s eyes. 
 
    Madame Demey raised her eyebrows in astonishment.  She sat up.  She met his stare.  “I don’t think so, your grace.  I have paid handsomely for her.  I plan on her making me a great deal of money.”  She had plans for the girl.   
 
    Worth  smiled mockingly. “I don’t think so, Madame.” 
 
    Madame Demey threw her legs over the side of the chaise and sat upright.  “I am not without influence, your grace.” 
 
    Worth laughed softly but it had a sneering tone.  “I am influence ---and wealth--- and power, Madame. I suggest it is in your best interest, you halt this delay and tell me where I can find her.”  Worth felt her hesitate.  The head of the figurine snapped in his fingers.   
 
    Madame Demey gasped in shock.  “That was quiet expensive.”  She gave him a hardened stare.  She began to rethink her opinion of the duke.  “I have several men in attendance here to stop you.  I have but to say the word,” she threatened. 
 
    Worth smiled with anticipation and gave another short laugh.  “So have I, Madame.  They are outside and just await my orders.  I have paid them handsomely to tear this place apart, board by board, until it is but a pile of rubble, if I am not given the lady I seek,” stated Worth.  He stared at her.  In fact, he almost wished she would try something. 
 
    Madame Demey was taken aback.  Surely, he was bluffing.  Even one such as he, would dare not.  “You cannot be serious.  I have several influential friends who would find great offense with this.” 
 
    “I doubt it, Madame. But then, there would be very little they could do about it, when this place is destroyed and you, Madame, find yourself on a ship headed somewhere, as an indentured servant.  Believe Madame, when I tell you, I have seen to every detail concerning this.  You either tell me where the lady is and I will for the most part leave well enough alone here or,” he paused for a long second to prove his point, “I can destroy it all right now, right before your eyes.  The choice is yours.” 
 
    Worth dropped the two pieces of the figurine in her lap.  He raised one eyebrow.  “I want your answer, now!  Where can I find Lady McGowan?” 
 
    Madame blanched as the figurine landed in her lap.  She felt like she was staring in the face of Lucifer himself, who had ascended from hell to stand before her.  The gold of his eyes flashed with fire. She had no doubt in her mind, he would follow through with his every threat. 
 
    Still staring at her, Worth lost patience with her.  “Lynden, please see to it my orders are carried out.  Have them start here in this room first,” he said, his eyes never leaving hers. 
 
    Madame Demey raised her hands in surrender.  “Enough.  Very well.  You win.  She is on the second floor, the west wing, the last door on the left.  The red room.”  She lowered her gaze in defeat. 
 
    Worth nodded.  He turned to Lynden.  “Watch over her, Lynden.  I would not want Madame to do something, she will undoubtedly regret.” 
 
    Lynden smiled broadly.  “Of course, Worth.  I shall be more than happy to.  I’d advise you not to take very long. We would not want the men outside to get restless and begin things.” 
 
    Worth stopped at the door and turned back to the room and replied with a laugh.  “That would be most unfortunate, would it not?”  He hurried out of the door. 
 
    Madame Demey watched him leave and turned to the Marquess. 
 
    “Don’t bother to offer, Madame.  The duke and I are old friends from our school days.  We are closer than brothers.  Besides, I always enjoy Worth’s adventures.”  He laughed.  The pistol in his pocket was his added insurance.  He had little doubt of his ability to use it, if need be. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Worth took the steps two at a time, turned down the west wing and hurried down the hall.  He could hear sounds coming from behind some of the closed doors he passed.   He would not let his mind drift in that direction.  Lili would be alone.  Heaven help the person Madame may have given her to. 
 
    He stormed through the door, the door banging hard against the wall.  The room was dark.  A small candle was lit on the chest by the bedside.  No fire glowed in the fireplace.  He approached the bed quietly.  Lili hadn’t moved when he came charging in.  She lay on her back in the middle of the bed dressed in some red thin gauzy type gown.  For a moment, his heart was gripped in a vise like grip. For one dreadful moment, he thought she was dead.  But he noticed the slight rise of her breast as she breathed. 
 
    He knelt on the bed at her side. He stroked her cheek softly with his fingers. 
 
    “Lili, love, it is me, Colin.  I am here.  You are safe.”  
 
     She moved her head slightly and moaned softly.  “Sh, my love.   I’m here to take you home,” he whispered.  He could smell the laudanum on her breath.  Damn that woman, he thought.  
 
     He shrugged out of his jacket and wrapped Lili in it.  He gathered her in his arms.  It was only then he was able to breathe easier.  She was safely in his arms. He strode out of the room and down the hall.  He needed out of this place before he did as he had threatened earlier and tear this place apart.  The anger in him was  that great.     
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, he turned and roared down the hall, “Linden, I have her.” 
 
    Several of the patrons looked out from the parlor, as well as many of the girls that were strolling about.  One look at the Duke’s face had them searching for cover.   
 
    He watched as Lynden strode quickly down the hall.  Madame Demey close on his heels.  He would have never thought the woman could move that fast. 
 
    “Do not say a word Madame or I shall have my men tear this place apart.  Rest assured Madame, you will pay for this,” Worth threatened and then turned and strode out the door being held open by Lynden.    
 
    Madame Demey followed to the door and watched as the Duke ascended into his coach awaiting him in the drive.  It was then, she noticed a dozen or so men on horses come out of the darkness and follow the coach out.  He had not been bluffing.  
 
    It was only then she let out a sigh of relief, until she remembered his parting words, his parting threat.  Maybe it was time, she called in some favors to protect herself for she had little doubt the duke meant every word.  She would speak with Atwoode.  He would not be pleased with this either. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Day is over, night has come. 
 
    Today is gone, what’s done is done. 
 
    Embrace your dreams, through the night. 
 
    Tomorrow comes with a whole new light. 
 
    Unknown 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Worth sat in his carriage with Lili at long last safely in his arms.  He would not breathe easy until she regained consciousness.  Every time he thought of how Lili had been drugged, he wanted to turn around and make good his threat and tear that damn house down. 
 
    Lynden looked across to his friend.  “Is she alright?  Do we need to get a doctor?” 
 
    Worth shook his head.  “I don’t think so.  I believe she has been drugged.  I smell laudanum on her.  She was alone in the room, so I believe we also got there in time.”   
 
    “Good,” replied Lynden.  He sat back and laughed softly. 
 
    Worth looked at him through narrowed eyes.  He found nothing laughable about the situation. 
 
    “Just reminding myself, I am so very glad to have you as my friend, on my side and  never  to cross you.  You remind me time after time, but tonight you out did yourself.  When you broke the head off that figurine, I thought Madame would have an apoplexy right there on her chaise.  Her expression was something to behold.  It was worth being there to watch.” 
 
    Worth smiled wryly.  “What I wanted was her head.” 
 
    Lynden chuckled again.  “I do believe she thought you would.”  He turned serious again.  “She does have some influential clients.” 
 
    Worth nodded.  “I am very well aware.  After tomorrow, they will know better than to assist her in any way.  I have already set that into motion.  I leave nothing to chance, my friend.” 
 
    Lynden smiled.  “Yes, I remember well. Very little gets pass you.  Well, if you need my assistance tomorrow with any of it, I will be more than happy to deliver some well-meaning messages.”   Lynden had found London to be boring of late.  When Worth had sent his message earlier, he was more than willing to help.  It was just the diversion he was looking for.  
 
    He stared at the young woman his friend held securely in his lap.  “Is she worthy of your devotion, Worth?” he asked, because of his concern for his friend. 
 
    Worth gazed down at the young woman in held safely in his arms. How did he explain to his friend, the fear that had gripped his heart when he returned to Glendenning only to discover Edward had been there in his absence and had forced Lili to accompany him back to London? 
 
    Until that moment, he knew she had earned his respect and admiration for all she had done to keep her family safe and fed. Then to have worked through the fear Edward had left her with, to give herself to him.  That gift had been very precious to him.  He had gone to Edinburgh to set up legalities that would take care of Glendenning and its laird and family under his name.  He had come back to discuss it all with her and hopefully convince her, he only had their best interest at heart.  At that time, he still hadn’t realized how much she meant to him.   
 
    But to arrive at Glendenning and find her gone, tore him at his heart.  The thought of never seeing again or the fear of just how far Edward would go, sent him into such a panic, the likes he had never known.  None of his spying trips or even days spent on the battlefield had frightened nearly as much.  It was that moment, he realized he loved her.  Then add the long days to get to London with all that time to think, it was the only conclusion he could admit to. 
 
    Worth looked up at Lynden a bit sheepishly.  “Yes,” he answered simply.  “I am not certain how or when, but yes.”  Yes, he knew when.  If he be truthful with himself, the when was the moment he first saw her, masquerading as a highwayman.  
 
    “She intrigued me the first time I met her.”  He chuckled softly.  “Do you know the first time I saw her, she was masquerading as a highwayman, held a gun pointed at me, and robbed me.” 
 
    Lynden sat up shocked and wondered if his friend was joking about the matter. He looked at his friend’s face in the reflection of the lamp in the carriage to make certain Worth was not jesting. 
 
    Worth saw his look of disbelief.  “Yes, she masqueraded as a highwayman.  I hunted her down till I found her.  I believe she still does not know, it was me she robbed.” 
 
    “She robbed you?” asked Lynden with skepticism.  He could not see Worth being robbed by the young woman he now held in his arms. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Worth and told him the story of his initial suspicions and his obsession to track her down.  When he did finally find her, he realized the circumstances that had led her to that occupation. 
 
    “I need not tell you, this story goes no further than this coach,” warned Worth. 
 
    Lynden laughed.  “And who would believe me, my friend?”  Very interesting, indeed.  He was now anxious to meet this young woman of Worth’s.    
 
    The coach pulled up to the side entrance of Mannery House.  Lynden opened the door and stepped down as soon as the coach came to a halt.  He held the door open as Worth stepped out.  He followed Worths’ long strides, but Meyers had the side door already open waiting. 
 
    “Meyers is everything prepared as I requested?” asked Worth, as he walked through the open door. He knew it would be. 
 
    “Of course, your grace.  Mrs. Nettles and Marie are waiting upstairs.” 
 
    Worth turned to Lynden.  “Please wait for me in my study, while I get Lili settled.  I need to talk with you more about what I have planned for tomorrow.” 
 
    Lynden nodded and waved Meyers off.  “I know my way, Meyers.  I will help myself to some of your excellent brandy while I wait.” 
 
    Worth smiled.  “Just make sure you have a glass waiting for me, maybe the whole damn bottle.”  He could hear Lynden’s laugh follow him up the stairs. Meyers was at his heels.  As he got to room he had chosen for Lili, Meyers held the door open.  Mrs. Nettles and Marie were waiting.   
 
    “Mrs. Nettles, I believe she has been drugged, she smells of laudanum.  I need her out of this dress into something else,” instructed as he laid her down in the bed.  She looked so pale laying there, her breathing shallow.  He felt his heart skip a beat.  Had he truly rescued her in time?  He had to have.  He could not think otherwise. 
 
    “I have something, your grace, I can give her, that will lessen the effects of the laudanum.  We have a night dress with the clothes we bought at Madame Beaucage.  Rest assured, your grace, Marie and I will see to her. She is in our hands and she is safe,” explained Mrs. Nettles. 
 
    Worth nodded. He took one of Lili’s hands and noticed the reddened bruises about her wrist.  He softly pulled the other to examine it as well.  There were bruises about it, too.  He could feel his blood boil.  He gazed at her face and noticed bluish green bruise upon her cheek. Tenderly, his fingers touched the area.  He expelled his withheld breath as he closed his eyes.  Edward would pay for this. 
 
    Worth nodded again.  “Mrs. Nettles, see to any and all of her needs.  I leave her in your competent care, but if you fear she needs a doctor, send for one at once,” instructed Worth. 
 
    “Of course, your grace.  We will make sure she is well cared for.  Don’t ye worry, you grace,” assured Mrs. Nettles. 
 
    Worth turned and walked out of the room with one thought in mind.  Edward. Damn, he wished he had beat him to a pulp. But then the plans he had for him, would make him suffer for more than just the few days the beating would have provided.  Worth smiled. 
 
    He walked into his study.  Lynden sat in one of the big brown leather winged chairs in front of the fireplace, a half empty glass of brandy in his hand, the bottle and a full glass on the table between the chairs.  Worth sat down in the empty chair, grabbed the glass, and downed it in one long swallow.  
 
    Lynden raised an eyebrow in question, knowing Worth did not abuse good brandy as he had just done.  Something more was about. 
 
    Worth turned to Lynden.  “He is being securely held.” 
 
    Lynden peered at Worth and was about to ask who, but one look at Worth’s face, he changed his mind.  “Yes, very secure.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    “When I laid Lili down upstairs, I noticed bruises on her wrists from being bound and a bruise upon her cheek from being struck,” replied Worth brusquely, pouring himself another glass of brandy sipping it slowly this time. 
 
    Lynden let out a slow breath.  This did not bode well for Edward.   
 
    “I believe I need to pay him another visit,” stated Worth calmly. 
 
    Lynden knew that exterior calmness belied a raging bull ready to unleash its destruction with deliberate fineness.  He could not feel sorry for Edward.  “Tonight?”  he asked.  “Would it not be more conducive to wait for the morning?” 
 
    Worth looked at him through narrowed eyes.  “Why?  Do you believe I might kill him?” 
 
    Lynden laughed.  “No, but Edward will wish he were dead.  Remember my friend, I have seen you in action and then, it was for love of your country.  This is for love of a woman, the woman you have claimed as yours.  You were never known for your forgiveness when wronged.”  
 
    Worth raised an eyebrow.  “Me?” questioned Worth in mock innocence. 
 
    Lynden laughed.  “Yes, you, my dear friend.” 
 
    Worth smiled.  He turned serious.  “He will undoubtedly wish I had killed him. Oxley is to continue with the plan I have set into motion.” 
 
    “You mentioned a plan earlier?” 
 
    Worth nodded as he took another sip of brandy.  “Meet me at the warehouse in the morning and watch it put into motion.” 
 
    Lynden raised an eyebrow in question. 
 
    “Better explained by seeing it in action,” stated Worth.      
 
    Lynden nodded.  “I am always available to watch your plans in action.  They are often quite entertaining.  Speaking of entertainment, what about Madame Demey?” 
 
    Worth smiled.  “I will let her sit for a few days, wondering what I will follow up with.  Besides, there are a couple of her associates, I have not been able to identify, as of yet.  I want to know everyone who backs her.” 
 
    “You can be ruthless.” 
 
    Worth smiled.  “So I have been told on numerous occasions.” 
 
    Lynden downed the last of his brandy.  “Early in the morning?” 
 
    “About 8 will do,” replied Worth. 
 
    Lynden nodded and rose to his feet.  “Till the morning then.” 
 
    Worth watched his friend leave.  He poured himself another splash.  He twirled it about gazing at the colors as he did so.  Lili was safe upstairs.  It didn’t appear as though she had been harmed, except for the bruises on her wrist and cheek. He could breathe easier.  But his mission was not finished.  Not until Edward and Madame Demey were made to pay for their part in all of this.  They would know that the Duke of Worthington protected what was his and Lili was his.  His swallowed that last bit of brandy and rose from his chair. 
 
    Meyers met him at the door.  “Is there anything else you need, your Grace?” 
 
    “No, thank you, Meyers.  Go on to bed.  Tomorrow I have much to tend to.  I will need you to continue to keep Lili safe,” explained  Worth. 
 
    “Of course, your Grace.  No one dare try anything here,” replied Meyers as though the thought of anyone entering Mannery House with the intent of taking Lady McGowan from the premises needed to be in Bedlam. 
 
    Worth smiled.  “Good night, Meyers.”  
 
    Worth walked up the stairs and entered Lili’s room.  Marie sat in the chair by her bed.  Worth smiled. 
 
    “She’s been sleeping, yer Grace,” said Marie as she rose from the chair. 
 
    “Thank you, Marie.  I will sit with her now.  You go on to bed.  I will have to go out in the morning.  I would like you to come back to sit with her if she hasn’t awakened,” explained Worth. 
 
    “Mrs. Nettles said she may sleep all day tomorrow, too.” 
 
    “Then I want someone here when she wakes up.  She’ll not know where she is.  I hope to be back before then, but just in case, I will need you with her, Marie.” 
 
    “But certainment, yer Grace,” replied Marie.  She gave a small curtsey and left the room. 
 
    Worth sat in the chair Marie vacated and pulled it next to the side of the bed.  Lili lay on her side curled in a ball as she was want to do.  He wanted to curl against her back as he had done most of the nights she shared his bed.  Instead, he grabbed her hand and brought it to his lips.  He let out a deep sigh of relief.  She was safe in his home.  Tomorrow, when she awakened, he would explain all to her.  Never once did it cross his mind, Lili would have something to say concerning all the plans he had made.  
 
    Worth laid his head against the back of the chair and closed his eyes.  Being able to finally relax after the stress of the past days took its toll.  He fell asleep holding Lili’s hand in his.   
 
    Streaks of sunlight penetrated the drapes when Worth awakened.  He smiled when he saw Lili asleep in the bed.  He had rescued her.  It was not a dream.  He stretched.  The chair was not the most comfortable thing to have slept in, but that was of little consequence to Worth.  The most important thing to him lay in the bed safely sleeping. 
 
    He walked to the door with the intent of summoning Marie only to find her walking to the room. 
 
    “Good morning, yer Grace.” 
 
    Worth smiled.  “Good morning, Marie.  She is still asleep.” 
 
    “Bien.  Good.” 
 
    Worth exchanged places with Marie and walked off to his room, knowing Bennings would be there to help him get ready for the day ahead.  Lynden would be back shortly.      
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    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Let me close the eyes of my soul 
 
         That I may not see 
 
    What stands between thee and me. 
 
      
 
    Despair 
 
    Paul Lawrence Dunbar 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lili woke up staring up at tufted butter colored silk top of the bed she lay in.  It matched the coverlet that covered her.  Her head pounded like Harper, the blacksmith from home, was pounding on some metal he was working on.  Her mouth tasted dry like she had followed the mail carriage down the dusty road past the keep. 
 
    Memories of the past couple of days were blurred and hazy at best.  She felt like she had been wandering among the hills in the early morning mist, lost but there were bits and pieces of recognizable landmarks, no memories. 
 
    She remembered getting to London with Edward.  So far she had been able to ward him off, but she just didn’t know how much longer she could continue to do so. This was not Edward’s lodgings.  His consisted of a dirty one room on the third floor of some broken down house in a very seedy part of London.   
 
    Yesterday or was it yesterday, he had brought her to this magnificent mansion. There, she met this gregarious woman   The woman and Edward had talked for what seemed like forever.  She couldn’t hear the words but she could see Edward was adamant about something.   
 
    Then he had looked at her, sneered, “Good riddance,” and walked off.  
 
    Lili looked at Madame Demey.  She smiled at Lili but the smile did not reach her eyes.  Her eyes of dark brown were hard and calculating. 
 
    She pulled a cord near her a chair and immediately a young girl not much older than Lili walked in.  She had to have been waiting just outside the door to have entered so quickly. 
 
    “Ah, Sylvie, please escort our new guest, Miss Lili, to the red room.  See to it she is properly dressed and prepared for tonight.”  She turned to Lili.  “You, my dear, will follow Sylvie.  She will show you to your room and all that is required of you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” answered Lili.  “What am I doing here?” 
 
    Madame Demey smiled smugly.  “This is a home for young women.  Your uncle has brought you here to work off his debts.  Your duties will be shown to you later.  Until then follow Sylvie and she will get you settled in.” 
 
    “But--.”argued Lili. 
 
    “It is done,” Madame Demey replied haughtily, and waved her hand in dismissal. 
 
    “Come, Miss Lili.  I’ll explain it to you upstairs in your room.” 
 
    Lili sighed in resignation.  She would figure it all out, once she knew more about this place.  She followed Sylvie up the stairs to the red room.  In the red room, a tea tray sat on the table by the window.   
 
    Sylvie poured her a cup of tea and added some biscuits.  “Tis best ye drink and eat now.  Supper be a long time away,” she encouraged. 
 
    Lili nodded and sat down in the chair by the window.  It looked out to a beautiful laid out garden below.  “Where am I?”  she asked.  She took a sip of tea.  It had a bitter taste.  She added some more sugar to it and tasted it again.  Better, but there was an aftertaste to it.   
 
    “This is Madame Demey’s House of Girls.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why I am here.  I know what Madame Demey said about my uncle but I have a home in Scotland and the twins, my little brother and sister, to take care of back there.  Is this some sort of school?” asked Lili.  She took another long drink of tea. 
 
    Sylvie laughed.  “Yes, you could call it that.”  
 
    After that things became hazy, jumbled, flashes of bits and pieces.  She remembered Sylvie helping her bathe and then dressing her in some sort of gown. She lay in this big bed as Sylvie and Madame Demey talked but she couldn’t remember the words or even if she understood them.   
 
    There were voices, garbled, flashes of people, voices. Nothing, she could remember just voices coming in and out. She must have had strange dreams because she remembered Colin’s voice. Calling her name, telling her to hang on.  He was getting her out of there.  She shook her head.  No, Colin had no idea where she was.  He had been in Edinburgh when Edward had come and forced her to leave Glendenning.  No, she had to have been dreaming[image: ]. 
 
    Lili shook her head. It made the pounding worse.  This was not the red room.  Then where was she, how had she gotten here and why was she here? 
 
    She turned to her side and gazed about the room.  She lay in a large canopied bed.  The wood was light.  Two large windows occupied the opposite wall.  A window seat was covered in butter colored silk with small peach colored roses. Two peach colored wing chairs sat before the fireplace.  A small writing desk stood in one corner, in the other corner, stood a dressing screen.  Lili looked about the room. This was the room of subtle elegance.   
 
    Lili threw off the covers and sat on the side of the bed. Her head pounded more.  She put her head in her hands.  Why did she feel like this?  She noticed a pitcher and glass on the side table.  She poured herself a glass of water and drank it thirstily.  The water seemed to ease the pounding in her head to a reasonable ache.  She sat on the side of the bed and rubbed her hands over her face massaging the sides of head.  If she tried to think too hard the pounding became worse.  She needed the pounding to stop, so she could think. 
 
     She looked down at the soft linen night shift she wore. It was finer than anything she had ever owned. Where had that come from? So many questions and no answers.  One thing she did know, she needed to get out of here.  She needed to get back to Glendenning and the twins.  But where was she?  Of that, she had no idea. 
 
    Lili watched as a small dark haired young girl entered carrying a breakfast tray. 
 
    “You’re awake m’lady,” she said in a heavy French accent. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Lili. 
 
    “I have your breakfast tray,” she replied, as she placed on the small table between the two winged chairs.  
 
    Lili eyed her closely.  She did not remember her from last night.  But then, what did she really remember about last night?  Was it even last night? 
 
    “Where am I?”  Lili asked.  Not being able to remember was agonizing. 
 
    The young girl smiled.  “Why you are at Mannery House, the Duke of Worthingston’s London house.” 
 
    Lili sighed with relief.  The Duke of Worthingston was Colin’s employer.  So perhaps, hearing Colin’s voice last night might not have been a dream after all.  It must have been real because how else would she be here. 
 
    “Is Mr. Colin Wells here as well?  I seem to remember hearing his voice last night.  I know he works for the Duke.” 
 
    The young girl looked at her confused.  “No m’lady.  Only his grace, Lord Colin Harwell, the Duke of Worthingston and his friend the Marquess of Lynden.  Them the ones that brought you here.” 
 
    It was Lili’s turn to look confused. Her eyes narrowed, a suspicion began growing.  “What was the Duke’s name again?” 
 
    “T’is Lord Colin Harwell, the Duke of Worthingston,” answered the maid looking at her strangely. 
 
    No, it could not be. Colin Wells, Colin Harwell.  Too close, too similar.  And then him telling her the Duke of Worthingston would not care, if he took his time at Glendenning.  Of course, he would not. 
 
    “Is the Duke, tall, broad shoulders, hair light brown but with streaks of gold and eyes to match.”  She needed to ask.  It was beginning to become clear to her, Colin and the Duke were one and the same.  She just needed to be sure. 
 
    “Ah, oui, m’lady.  That is the Duke. A very handsome man, he is,” admitted the maid. 
 
    Lili sat down in one of the wing chairs.  It was true.  Her suspicions were true.  Colin was the Duke of Worthingston.  She should have realized it before. 
 
    “Thank you-----.”  Lili left the sentence hanging.   
 
    “Marie.  My name is Marie, m’lady.  His grace said, I am to be your maid.  I have only been in his grace’s service the past year.  I am from France.  His grace helped my parents get here.  They work here, too.  Everyone here says, he is a good man to work for,” prattled Marie, as she went about the room. 
 
    “Has the Duke been here the past few months?” Lili asked.  She needed further confirmation, that her Colin and the Duke were one and the same.   
 
    Marie shook her head.  “Non, not at all.  He just returned early yesterday morning.  The house, it was not ready for his return.  I heard, he was in Scotland these many weeks.  Is there where you met him?” asked Maries.  My lady did have a Scottish accent and his Grace was very adamant, she be very well cared for.  
 
    “His Grace left a dress for you.  He said he would join you for supper. That he had business to tend to.  It would keep him out for the day.  I am here to help you dress after you eat.  His Grace said you liked hot chocolate,” said Marie as she poured a cup and handed it to her.  
 
    Lili wanted to scream as she listened to Marie.  His grace this, his Grace that. No wonder Colin was so highhanded in all his decisions.   How many times had she accused him of being autocratic and overbearing?  He had just given her that smirk of his.  Colin was a duke.  No, he was the Duke of Worthingston.  It was no wonder, he was not concerned about what the Duke of Worthingston would say about him not doing the errand he was sent on.  Now she wondered, what exactly was this errand?  So many half-truths, no lies.   
 
    Lili sat in one of the wing chairs and sipped her hot chocolate, fuming.  How dare he lie to her and not tell her who he was.  There were now so many ramifications with Colin being the Duke of Worthingston. 
 
    She half listened, as Marie prattled on about how his Grace had rescued her and her parents in France and brought them here.  He had saved their lives and now they worked for him. 
 
    Did he think because he had helped her and Aiden and Alysa, they now could work for him? Well, he had better think again.  Aiden was laird of Glendenning.  Maybe they were not on the same level of nobility, but Aiden was still a laird.  How dare he? 
 
    He had hurt her, perhaps more than Edward ever could.  She had trusted him.  The little voice inside of her said, no, it was more than that.  She had given her heart to him.  She loved him.  She took a deep breath as the realization hit her.  She loved him and that made his betrayal all the more painful. 
 
    But the same little voice told her, he saved her from whatever Edward had done, from whatever place Edward had brought her to.  Why hadn’t he told her the truth?  Did he not trust her?  But he expected her to trust him explicitly.  How could she trust him now?  All these past months, he had lied to her.  Surely in all that time, he could have told her the truth.  She would have understood. 
 
    That nagging little voice disagreed.  No, she would have not understood.  Just like now, she did not understand. Why, oh why, did she have to fall in love with him?   
 
    Lili put the biscuit she had been nibbling on down on the plate with force.  She needed to get out of here.  She needed to get back to Glendenning.  She needed to be gone before Colin, no the Duke returned.  Aiden and Alyssa had been left in Elsbeth and Rab’s care.  She had never done that before.  They would all be worried.  She had to get back home. 
 
    “Marie, when did his Grace say he would be back?”  Lili asked.  She needed to be away from here before he returned.  There was no way, she could face him now. 
 
    “He said, he would join you for supper.  Supper is usually served about nine in the evening when his Grace is in attendance.” 
 
    Lili nodded and looked at the clock on the mantle.  It was just after eleven in the morning.  She had never slept that late in her life.   That gave her time to come up with some sort of plan.  There was one major problem.  She had no clue to where she was in London or even how to get out of the city.  
 
    “Shall I help you dress now, my lady?”  asked Marie. 
 
    For a moment, Lili paused.  No, this would not do.  She needed to be alone to make plans.   
 
    “No, thank you, Marie.  I have been dressing myself for a very long time.  I think though, I will just go back to bed.  My head is still pounding.” 
 
    “His grace said, he thought you had been drugged.  Maybe, I should get Mrs. Nettles to fix you a tonic.  She is very good at making people feel better,” suggested Marie with concern. 
 
    “Mrs. Nettles?” 
 
    “Oui, Mrs. Nettles.  She is the housekeeper here.  She said, she would check on you later or if you wanted to go downstairs, I could show you the way.” 
 
    Lili shook her head.  No, this would not do.  “No, please donnae bother her.  I think all I need is more sleep.  Would you see to it, I am not disturbed until it is time for me to dress.  If I decide to come down earlier, I will ring,” instructed Lili. She needed time and quiet to come up with some sort of plan. 
 
    “I understand, my lady.  I shall make certain you are not disturbed.  I will come back in time to assist you to dress for supper.”  Marie went to take the tray. 
 
    Lili halted her.  “Please leave the tray, Marie.  I may want to nimble on it.”  She would eat on it later. 
 
    “Let me bring up some more hot chocolate,” argued Marie.  “This one is cold.” 
 
    Lili smiled.  How often had she drunk it cold at Glendenning?  “I often drink it cold.” 
 
    “Oui, my lady.  Are you certain?”  she asked again.  She did not understand, but then there were many of these English customs, she did not understand. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Lili.  She covered her mouth as she yawned. 
 
    Marie smiled and gave a brief curtsy.  “Have a good sleep, my lady.  I will be back later.” 
 
    Lili nodded and watched as Marie walked through the door.  As soon as the door closed, Lili was up and began pacing the room.  She needed a plan.  She needed a map of the city, a horse and a disguise.  She would need to hide her red hair as she had before.  She could disguise herself as a boy again.  But here, she had none of those things.  She felt like she was in a quick mire and sinking fast. 
 
    Lili stopped in front of one of the windows.  She pushed the curtain aside to see an immaculate garden below her.  She looked to the back of the house.  It looked like the stables were back there.  She looked to the front of the house and she could see a tree lined avenue, an avenue to where?   
 
    Reality set in.  Though she was not being held here against her will, there was no way she could safely leave this place.  Even if she could, how would she get out of London? She had no idea where she was. That realization did not sit well. 
 
    Damn you Colin, she thought.  She wanted to scream it to the heavens.  She couldn’t sit still.   She dressed just to have something to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    But love is blind, and lovers cannot see 
 
    The petty follies that themselves commit, 
 
    The Merchant of Venice 
 
    William Shakespeare 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Olivia Hallwell, the Duchess of Worthingston stood outside the door of the guest bedroom.  She had arrived earlier to find the house in somewhat of a turmoil.  Her first thought was her son had finally come back from his Scotland trip. That much had been true. Between Meyers and Bennings, she had pieced together what had been transpiring the past couple of days. Her son had truly outdone himself this time. It was time, she met this young woman that had captured her wayward son. 
 
    The Duchess tapped lightly on the door and walked in.  The young lady she had been informed of was pacing the room in front of the windows.  The Duchess cleared her throat, “Ahem.” 
 
    Lili turned to find a gray haired woman with eyes the color of Colin’s.  There was an underlying warmth in her eyes that Colin’s often lacked. 
 
    “Hello, my dear.  I am the Duchess of Worthingston.  I arrived a short time ago to be told you were our guest.”  She walked over to stand in front of the young lady in question.  She smiled.  She could see how her son had become enthralled with this young woman as Bennings had apprised her of earlier.   
 
    Lili took in a deep breath and immediately dropped to a curtsey.  Her mother had taught her proper protocol at an early age.  Another thing to berate Colin for.  Lili looked down to the floor.  “Your grace,” she said softly. 
 
    Lady Olivia laughed softly.  “Now, now, my dear. There is no need for such formality among family.  I am led to believe we are to be family soon.  You are Lilias McGowan?” 
 
    Lili raised her eyes in surprise.  What was the Duchess talking about?  Family?  “Forgive me, your grace.  Yes, I am Lady Lilias McGowan of Glendenning.”   
 
    Lady Olivia watched the startled look cross Lili’s face.  So her son had not spoken to her about that either.  For someone who was as worldly as he claimed to be, he had no clue on how to conduct a courtship.  “I have sent for tea to be delivered to my sitting room.  I would love for you to join me.” 
 
    “Family?  I don’t understand, your grace,” replied Lili, thoroughly confused. 
 
    “Ah, it appears my son has been remiss with a great many things with both of us.  Come, let us go to my sitting room and discuss this wayward son of mine.” 
 
    Lili took the offered hand of the duchess and walked with her down the hall to her sitting room.  Both in silence, deep within their own thoughts.  Lili thinking of all the lies she had been told; the Duchess on how to salvage the mess her son had made. 
 
    The sitting room was decorated in soft colors of pale blue and cream.  Lili sat down in the light blue chintz winged chair across from the one the duchess occupied. The tea cart awaited them.  
 
    “Sugar?” asked the Duchess as she poured two cups of tea. 
 
    “Yes, please, your grace.  Cream, too, please.”  Lili took the offered cup and slipped it slowly. 
 
     “Bennings tells me you are from Scotland, yet you speak English very well, with just a noticeable Scottish brogue.” 
 
    “My mother was English.  She would often correct my pronunciation as I was growing up,” explained Lili, remembering her mother with a smile. 
 
     “Bennings also states you were brought here against your will by an uncle,” added the Duchess. 
 
    Who was this Bennings she talked about? So many unknowns. “Yes, he is my mother’s step brother.  My father was laird of Glendenning.  It is just north of the border and south of Edinburgh.  My father died two years ago.  My younger brother Aiden is now the laird but he is only eight.  I have been trying to keep Glendenning functioning, until Aiden can take his place as the laird.” She explained and turned serious, deeply concerned.   “He and Alysa, his twin sister, must be so worried about me.  When you came in, I was trying to decide how to get home.  Can you please help me with that?  I desperately need to get home.” Lili pleaded. 
 
    “I can understand your wish to get home. A younger brother and sister.  A great deal of responsibility.” 
 
    Lili nodded.  “Yes, he and Alysa can be a handful. Aiden is the leader and Ali, his devoted follower.  I have never been away from them or gone for this long.  They must be so frightened.”  The more she talked about it, the more desperate she became. 
 
    The duchess sympathized with Lili’s concern. She could see how deeply upset Lili was.  She needed to delay this departure until Worth could talk to her.  She knew her son had some explaining to do with this young woman, some very serious explaining. 
 
    “It is too late to set out today, besides I think you and my son need to talk. Perhaps, we could send someone to bring the twins here.”  She suggested. 
 
    Lili shook her head.  “No.  I don’t want them anywhere near here, where Edward could possibly take them instead, since he no longer has me.” 
 
     “My dear, you are safe here,” assured the Duchess.  “No one would dare enter the Duke of Worthingston’s home with the intent of harming you.”  The duchess could see how upset Lili was. “Is this Edward you speak of, the uncle who kidnapped you?” asked the Duchess.  Maybe, if she got Lili talking, she could take her mind off trying to leave.  Also, it would give her some more information, on exactly what had happened. 
 
     Lili nodded.  She was just so scared.  What if Edward went back to Glendenning and kidnapped one or both of the twins.  She rose from her chair and walked to the window.  She could not sit still.  There were so many emotions warring within her.  Usually, she was very decisive but at the moment, she felt like her emotions were all a kilter.  She blamed her emotions on the trip with Edward.  Lili looked at the Duchess.  Colin had not explained anything to her either.  
 
    “I do promise you, if in the morning you still wish to go home I will see to it,” reassured the Duchess. 
 
    Lili let out a sigh of relief.  It appeared she was stuck here whether she liked it or not.  No matter how desperately she wanted to leave, she would have to face Colin.   
 
    The Duchess watched her young guest go to the window.  She felt empathy for her, to be used so.  Her son should have handled this differently. 
 
    “You love him, don’t you?”  It was more a statement than a question. 
 
    Lili turned to face the Duchess, surprised.  For a moment, she stared at the Duchess, startled the Duchess could see it so clearly.  If she couldn’t keep the fact from the Duchess, how was she going to keep it from Colin? 
 
    She blushed and turned away, unsure of how to answer her. 
 
    “That’s alright, my dear.  I understand.” 
 
    Lili looked at the Duchess again, wondering, how did the Duchess understand, when Lili did not understand any of it. 
 
    “I don’t know the Duke of Worthingston.” 
 
    The Duchess smiled.  “Then tell me of the Colin, you do know.  How did you come to know him?” 
 
    Lili smiled.  “Aiden was fishing alone at the river where he had been forbidden to.  Colin helped him catch fish for our supper.  It snowed heavily for the next few days and he was trapped at the keep.  He started tutoring the twins to pass the time.  He helped Rab with some of the chores.  He stayed.  The days became weeks and the weeks became months,” Lili shrugged.  She never understood why he stayed, though she had often wondered.  “He was so over bearing at first.”  She laughed nervously.   “He still is.  Always, telling everyone what to do.” 
 
    The Duchess chuckled.  “That sounds very much like my son.  He has always been like that.”     
 
    “Aiden looks up to him.  He took Aiden with him to Edinburgh.  Ali adores him.  He’s even charmed Elsbeth.” 
 
    The Duchess looked at her questioningly.  “Elsbeth?” 
 
    “She and her son Rab have been at the keep for as long as I can remember.  I suppose you could say they are the only servants left, but they are so much more than that.  They are as much my family as Aiden and Ali.  Since my father died, it has only been us,” explained Lili again, realizing she needed to get back home, as soon as she could.  She missed them so much.  She knew they missed her. She realized how home sick she was.  She became angry with herself for being so emotional.  She steeled herself and turned to face the Duchess.   
 
    The Duchess nodded.  “I can understand.” 
 
    “We are not wealthy.  We are in no way of the same social status as this,” explained Lili.  There was no way she could be a duchess. Why was she even thinking along those lines?  There had never been talk of marriage or even love.  
 
    “Knowing my son as I do, wealth and social status do not mean much to him.  He does take his responsibilities very seriously, more so since Carolyn’s death. You, my dear, have become a very dear responsibility.” 
 
    Lili bristled.  “I do not want to be one of his responsibilities.  I have taken care of my family and I will continue to do so.”  Here it was, Colin taking control of things again.  No, not this time.   
 
    The Duchess smiled. Lili was no easy miss that would cow down to Colin’s dictates. Her son, it appeared had not explained any of it to Lili.   She could understand Lili’s irritation.   
 
    “Colin takes care of his family, as well.  I am certain Colin thought of all of you as family.  I believe that is the reason, he has acted as he has.” 
 
    Lili frowned.  “Perhaps.  I just----- .” 
 
    “He should have told you who he was.” 
 
    “Yes.”  Lili bit her bottom lip.  How did she come to terms with the fact he was a duke? All that time they spent together.  Surely, he should have said something after she confessed to him and he showed her the ways of -------.  She blushed realizing she had lain with a duke.  She turned and looked away, afraid the Duchess could read what she was thinking. 
 
    “I can see all of this, still troubles you greatly. I would just that ask you keep an open mind when you speak with Colin.  Listen with your heart,” said the Duchess.  She hoped Lili would listen to her advice. 
 
    Lili tuned back to the Duchess.  “You mentioned a Carolyn earlier.”  Lili watched as pain cross the Duchess’s face.  There was a deep sadness in her eyes.  It made Lili regret having asked the question.  Was Carolyn someone Colin was close to?  Did he love her?  
 
    “Carolyn was my daughter, Colin’s younger sister,” explained the Duchess softly.   “She married Colin’s best friend, Grayson. They loved each other since they were children.  She died in childbirth with her second child.  The babe came too early.  Grayson died in an accident shortly after.  Sometimes I believe Colin blames himself for both their deaths.  Even had he been here, there was nothing he could have done.”  The Duchess smiled tenderly.  “But as I said earlier, Colin takes his responsibilities very seriously.” 
 
    “I am so sorry, your Grace,” whispered Lili.  She now understood Colin a little better. Lili nodded.  “I think I’ll go back to my room, now.  I’m a little tired.” 
 
    “Of course, my dear.  I certain all of this has been very distressful.  Colin will return shortly.  You and he can talk this through.” The Duchess rose and when Lili walked by, she took Lili’s hands in hers.  “Get some rest, my dear and try not to worry.  It will all work out.” 
 
    Lili could only nod.  She didn’t trust her voice.  She wasn’t as certain as the Duchess.  Her feelings were more tangled than her hair often was.  She left the Duchess and walked slowly to her room.  So much to think about.  It made her head hurt again.  Maybe a short nap would help.      
 
    
  [image: ]~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Worth walked in with Lynden at his side discussing their activity of the day.  He removed his hat and gloves as did Lynden and handed them over to Meyers at the door.  Meyers raised his eyebrows and looked to the staircase.  Worth followed his direction.  There halfway up stood, “Mother,” he said in complete surprise.  She was the last person, he expected to see standing there.  As glad as he was to see her in London, the timing could not be worse.               
 
    Lynden turned with a smile, “Good evening, Duchess.”  Now, this was about to get very interesting, thought Lynden.   
 
    “Good evening, Lynden,” smiled the Duchess at Lynden. She turned a more serious face to her son.  “Colin.” 
 
    Even at his thirty years of age, he still often felt like a school boy in front of his mother, especially when she called him by his given name.  This was definitely one of those times.  The look on her face and he knew, she knew about Lili.  Had they met, he wondered. But that look was a sure bet, they had.   
 
    He walked up the steps to her side and kissed her on the cheek as he always did.  “I am glad to see you, mother.”  He was glad to see her here in London.  It meant she was getting out again. 
 
    “You, my son, and I have much to discuss.” She said shaking her head.  She turned to Lynden.  “How long have you been involved with this?’ 
 
    Lynden held up his hands in defense.  “I only found out about this yesterday, your Grace.” 
 
    “Good, then maybe you can help me knock some sense into this son of mine.”  She turned and walked up the stairs never once turning to see if they both followed.  
 
    Both men looked at each other and quietly followed her; Worth with grave acceptance of some sort of scolding from his mother even at his age, Lynden with delighted anticipation of seeing his best and dearest friend in hot water. 
 
    Once in her room, the Duchess sat down, turned to her son and waited.  When he said nothing, she said, “I have met and talked with your Lili.” 
 
    Worth let out a small sigh of relief.  “How is she?”  He had worried about Lili all day but he had loose ends to tie up.  He had hoped she had rested.  
 
    “Confused, angry, bewildered, uncertain.  How do you expect her to be after you have lied to her, lied to her for months?” admonished the Duchess. 
 
    Worth passed a hand absently through his hair.  “I had planned on explaining things to her when I returned from Edinburgh.  Only she was gone.” 
 
    The Duchess pursed her lips as she looked at him.  “I do believe you were there for several months.  Surely, during all that time, you could have brought up the subject.” 
 
    Worth squirmed under his mother’s glare.  She was the only one who could get under his skin.  “I meant to.” 
 
    “She loves you, Colin.  She trusted you.  Now, she does not know what to believe.  You cannot play with a young woman’s feelings like that.  I thought you were raised to be more honorable than that,” the Duchess admonished. 
 
    When his mother put in that manner, he had acted like a blackguard.  Lili deserved to be treated better than that.    
 
    “While I was in Edinburgh, I was setting everything at Glendenning under my protection, so Lili would no longer have to worry about everyone there,” explained Worth attempting to excuse his bad behavior.  But even to his own ears, it sounded lacking.  
 
    “Does she know this?” she asked but from his look, she answered her own question. “I thought as much. From what she told me earlier, she has been taking care of everyone.  You have come in and have taken over all of it.  Yet, you have not once explained to her how or why.  She is not like any of the young women you have met. She is furious with you and I stand by her.”  The Duchess scowled at her son.  He needed to be brought down a peg or two. 
 
    Worth stared at his mother as though to argue with her, then looked away.  She was right.  “It is one of the things I love about her.  She argues with me.”  Worth smiled.  How many times had she argued with him?   
 
    The Duchess smiled.  “Then you need to tell her so.  Have you?” 
 
    “No I was waiting------.” 
 
    “And what has the waiting gotten you.  Nearly loosing her.” 
 
    Worth nodded.  Mother was right.  “I will go to her now.”  He said as he rose from his chair. 
 
    “Good,” stated the Duchess as she rose as well.  She turned to Lynden.  “Will you escort me down, Lynden while my wayward son makes amends with the Lady Lili?  Hopefully he will succeed this time.” 
 
    Worth gave her a disgruntled look. 
 
    Lynden laughed and offered the Duchess his arm.  “I am most anxious to watch this unfold, your grace.” 
 
    The Duchess and Lynden walked with Worth down the hall on their way downstairs.  They watched as Worth walked into Lili’s room.  The sound of breaking glass against the door stopped them from walking on.  
 
    The Duchess looked at Lynden with a smile on her face.  “You will be joining us for supper as well, will you not, Lynden?” 
 
    Lynden grinned.  “I would not miss this, for all the tea in China, your grace.  I do believe, Worth has met his match.” 
 
    The Duchess chuckled.  “Shall we await them down stairs?  I don’t care to witness my son’s demise.” 
 
    Lynden laughed, offered his arm to the Duchess and escorted her downstairs to wait for Worth and Lili with great anticipation.     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    You smiled, you spoke, and I believed 
 
    By every word and smile deceived. 
 
    Walter Savage Landon 
 
      
 
    My tongue will tell the anger 
 
    Of my heart, or else my heart  
 
    Concealing it will break. 
 
    The Taming of the Shrew 
 
    William Shakespeare 
 
      
 
    Worth tapped on the door and walked in without waiting for an answer.  He closed the door behind him, leaving his mother and Lynden in the hall.  He needed to talk to Lili alone. She was pacing in front of the windows. Though his mother had informed him, Lili had joined her for tea, to see her up and about made his heart glad.  It had been long days of worry. 
 
    Lili looked up when she heard the door close.  Colin stood by the door.  She fumed.  She was so angry.  She could barely contain the fury that assailed her at his sight.  She held an empty glass in her hand.  Instinctively, Lili sent it sailing towards Colin’s head. 
 
    The glass went whizzing by the side of his head and shattered against the door behind him.  He cocked an eyebrow up in amusement.  Here was his fiery redhead.  Her abduction had not dampened her fire.  He smirked. 
 
    Lili gritted her teeth in vexation.  She wanted to wipe that smirk off his face. 
 
    “Did I miss you, your grace?  I’m sorry, your grace.  Well, next time, I will have to make certain I hit you, your grace.” She said with deep scorn.  She curtseyed but never looked down. She stared at him. She was so angry at him she was trembling.  She had had all afternoon to stew on it.  She had hoped throwing the glass at him would help.  It had not.  She was still angry.  She wished she had a dozen more glasses at hand. 
 
    “Lili, let me explain,” began Worth, speaking calmly as he took several steps toward her. 
 
     She held up her hand to stop his advance.  “Are you a Duke, the Duke of Worthingston to be precise?”  she demanded. 
 
    Worth sighed in frustration.  “Yes, Lili.”  He continued to walk towards her.  His title had always been something he used to his advantage.  Now, he found it to be a burden when dealing with Lili. 
 
    Lili held her other hand up to further stop him.  “Damn you! You lied to me!  All this time, you lied to me.  Why, Colin?  I want to know why?” She wanted Colin Wells not the Duke of Worthingston. 
 
    Worth sighed again in resignation.  He always knew there would come a time he would have to explain himself. He knew she was hurt, confused and afraid. He just never thought Lili would react in this manner when she found out.  But then, he had always thought he would be the one to inform her. 
 
    “I know, I should have told you.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you?” interrupted Lili. She didn’t understand.  There had been so many times when he could have told her.  Why did he let her believe this lie? She brought her clenched fists to her lips.  
 
    “When I first came to the keep, I was looking for someone.”  Worth said, as he slowly walked to her.  “I did not want anyone to know who I was.” 
 
    Lili looked at his with skepticism.  “Who were you looking for?” 
 
    Worth needed all these secrets out in the open.  “I was looking for the highwayman, I mean the highway woman who had robbed me several nights before.”  He watched the color drain from her face, her hands drop to her sides.   
 
    Lili took in a deep breath when she realized what he was talking about.  He was the one she had robbed that night.  He knew what she had done.  She bit her bottom lip.  Another thing he kept from her.  What more had he not told her? 
 
    “How long have you known?” she asked. 
 
    “From the time I entered the stables and saw Athena in her stall.  I had not gotten a good look at the robber except to believe she was female.  But I saw the horse she rode, you rode.” 
 
    Lili closed her eyes.  He had seen her at her worst.  He knew what she had done, the terrible thing she had been forced to do, to keep food on the table.  And he had known it, all along.  The guilt she felt grew within her, bringing her such shame.  But even so, if she had to do it again, she would not hesitate.  For the sake of her family, she would do whatever she needed to.     
 
    Worth continued on.  “It didn’t take me long to realize why you had done it.  By then, I was determined to make certain, you never took to the road again.  My God, Lili just the thought of what could have happened makes my blood run cold,” said Worth.  The mere thought harrowed his soul.  He had walked slowly to her side. He touched her shoulder. 
 
    Lili pulled away when she felt his touch.  She opened her eyes and stared at him.  Who was this man who stood before her?  Gone was the Colin of Glendenning, the plain linen shirt and dark brown pants, who worked side by side with Rab.  The one who taught the twins their studies. The one who taught her physical love could destroy the demons of the past and make her feel she could one day be deserving of a man’s caring, this man’s caring.  
 
    Instead, before her stood the Duke of Worthingston, in all his finery, dark jacket and dark pants with the perfectly tied lace cravat, the perfect example of what Lili imagined to be a member of the ton. The power that exuded from him, she had always felt to some extent.  Now, it was all encompassing. Before her stood one of the most elite of the ton with all the rules that governed their society.  A society, she could no more be a part of, than Colin could be a part of Glendenning again.  The fact was, she could no longer see this Colin being any part of Glendenning.  She was already mourning the loss. 
 
    “Lili?” questioned Worth.  He had felt her withdrawal, only he was uncertain as to why. “I’m aware you have been through a great deal these last few days, but nothing has truly changed.” 
 
    Lili looked at him in amazement.  How could he say such a thing?  Everything had changed.  “I don’t know anymore.”  Her emotions had been in such an upheaval for so many days now, she couldn’t trust her feelings. 
 
    “I have everything taken care of.  You need not worry about anything any longer.”  Worth tried to reassure her.  
 
    “Edward?” she questioned. He was a biggest worry, her biggest fear. Would he be coming after her again? 
 
    “No, Edward will never again bother you.”   
 
    The anger in his voice concerned her.  “You didn’t kill him, did you?”  Lili asked.  She almost wished he had, after all he had done.  
 
    “No,” replied Worth tersely.  “Just know I have taken care of the matter.” 
 
    “Oh,” replied Lili.  Whatever did he mean, she wondered, but as afraid to ask. 
 
    “Mother told me, you are concerned about the twins.  I spoke with them before I left.  I assured them, I would be bringing you back. They seemed to understand.  I left moneys with Elsbeth to make certain they would be fine.”  
 
    He desperately needed to allay her fears.  He knew her first concerns would be the twins and Elsbeth and Rab, that her own welfare would be her last concern.  He must be the one to concern himself about her welfare. 
 
    Lili felt all the anger drain from her. Her emotions were in a whirlwind and she couldn’t make heads or tails of her feelings.  This feeling of uncertainty had been prevalent within her since before Edward’s abduction of her. She had never felt like this ever before.  Having Colin close by, only made matters worse.   
 
    “I came to escort you downstairs for supper.  Mother and Lynden are waiting for us.”  Worth offered her his arm. 
 
    Lili looked at him and sighed in resignation.  She could not fight him here.  Here was his home, where he ruled.  She felt like she was just a pawn in his game, whatever his game was.  She would bid her time, for now.  For the moment, he was in control.  She would allow him that belief, until he made her aware of his plans.  But she was certain, he would not be including her in any of them.   She must remember, he is a duke. 
 
    She placed her hand through his offered arm.  When he patted her hand like he would a child, the urge to throw another glass at him was strong.  Only this time, she did not want to miss.  Instead, she followed him out of her room, grateful Marie had come in earlier and convinced her to dress for supper.  Something else she was indebted to him for, the clothes she now wore. 
 
    She walked into the drawing room on Worth’s arm.  His mother sat on the soft green winged chair.  Standing near her was a man slightly shorter but heavier than Worth, not fat just built heavier.  The soft curls of brown hair touched his shoulders.  Most women would have loved to have such curls, not that on him did it look the least bit feminine.  It was the dark brown eyes that held her interest. The warmth she saw there was also reflected in his smile as though he find this all very amusing.   
 
    “My sweet, you have met my mother earlier.  This scoundrel by her side, is my best friend Marcus Halton, the Marquess of Lynden.  Lynden this is the Lady Lilias McGowan.” 
 
    Lynden smiled and took Lili’s hand and lightly kissed the top.  “I am very pleased to formally meet you at last, my lady.” 
 
    Lili looked at him a little confused. 
 
    Worth saw her confusion and explained, “Lynden was with me when we rescued you.” 
 
    Lili nodded.  “I thank you, my lord.”   
 
    “The pleasure was all mine, my lady.      
 
    Worth scowled.  Lili had not thanked him, yet here she was warming up to Lynden. 
 
    Lynden saw the scowl and decided to make his friend jealous.  From the looks he was receiving, it would not take very much.  
 
    “My dear, would you like something to drink?”  asked the Duchess. 
 
    “No thank, you, your Grace,” answered Lili. 
 
    The Duchess looked to Meyers who stood at the door.  “I believe Meyers is here to say supper is served.” 
 
    Meyers nodded.  “Supper is served.” 
 
    Lynden closest to Lili, brushed past Worth, and offered her his arm.  “Allow me to escort you, Lady Lili?  May I call you Lady Lili?  I feel we are past formalities.”   
 
    Lili smiled.  She liked this friend of Colin’s.  He made her feel comfortable.  “Yes, please do.  And how shall I call you?” 
 
    Lynden chuckled.  “My friends call me Lynden.  I shall most honored if we can be friends.”  Lynden gazed over his shoulder to see Worth escorting his mother with a frown on his face.  The Duchess had a smug smile on her face. 
 
    The Duchess sat at the head of the table and because it was such a small party, she had Worth sit at her right hand, Lili at her left across from Worth and Lynden at Lili’s side.  The Duchess and Lynden kept Lili entertained with stories about Worth.  She learned so much.  They had her laughing often at Worth’s expense.  She watched him carefully.  Most of the time, he laughed at their stories but she did notice his frown every time, Lynden leaned over and touched her hand or her arm.  
 
    The meal was delicious, such a variety, the likes, she had not seen in a very long time, if ever.  Several times, she wondered how well everyone at Glendenning was eating.  It was another reminder of how different she and Colin were.  How, why did he stay at Glendenning when he had all of this waiting for him here?  She noticed how well-suited he was with all of this, how comfortable he was with all of it. This was where he belonged.  But this was not her world.  This was not where she belonged.  Facing that truth, she knew what she needed to do. 
 
    “Shall we retire to the drawing room for after dinner drinks and have the ladies accompany us?”  suggested Worth, as they rose from the table. 
 
    Lili looked at Worth.  She had already drunk more wine than she was accustomed to.  She was also strangely tired.  “I think, I shall retire for the evening.  I am still weary from all that happened.”  She noticed everyone’s concern.  “Please, I am well, just tired.” 
 
    Worth was immediately at her side.  “Come, I’ll escort you upstairs.” 
 
    Lili shook her head.  “No, please.  I can find my way.  Stay with your mother and your friend.” 
 
               Worth looked at her for a long moment.  
 
    Lili could not continue to look him in the eye.  She dropped her gaze.  “Please.”  She desperately needed to be alone. 
 
    Worth took her hand in his and kissed it.  “Very well, Lili. The angels will keep thee safe,” he whispered. 
 
    Lili looked up.  Those eyes of his stared at her and she almost begged him to escort her to her room.  She turned away before he saw the tears threatening in her eyes.  She took a deep breath and faced Lynden and the Duchess.  “Good night.” 
 
    Lynden came to her side.  “Goodnight, Lady Lili.  It has been a most pleasant evening.” 
 
    “Yes, dear, goodnight.  Get your rest,” replied the Duchess. 
 
    Lili turned and walk away.  She could feel all of their eyes watch her as she left the room.  Once away from their stares Lili hurried to her room.  She closed the door to her room and leaned against it.   
 
    Moments later there was a soft knock on her door.  For a moment, she thought Colin had followed her after all. 
 
    “It is Marie, m’lady.  I’ve come to help you------- 
 
    “Thank you, Marie,” interrupted Lili.  “I can ready myself for bed.  I will see you in the morning.”  Lili did not want to talk with anyone more tonight. 
 
    “Very well, m’lady.” 
 
    Lili heard her walk away. She locked her door.  She wanted no more visitors tonight.  She changed to her night dress.  It was the softest buttercream silk.  She touched it with loving fingers. She had never owned anything so luxurious.  She didn’t truly own this.  It was something Colin had bought her. She stood at her window and looked out.  She knew what she had to do.  
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Yet he for him I grieve shall never know it; 
 
    My tongue does not betray, nor my eyes show it; 
 
    Not a sigh, nor a tear, my pain discloses 
 
    But they fall silently, like dew on roses. 
 
    Song from Sweet Love 
 
    John Dryden 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lili quietly opened her door.  There were a few of the wall sconces lit.  Parts of the hall were in shadows.  Marie had explained to her where the duke’s chambers were earlier.   
 
    Quietly, she approached the door.  Slowly, she opened the door and quietly slipped inside the room.  Only a small candle was lit by his bedside.  She looked about the room until she found him standing at the window, his back to her.  He had not heard her come in. 
 
    For a moment, she hesitated.  She was uncertain as to why she was here.  All she could think of, was this would be the last time she would lay with him.  She wanted a memory that would last her a lifetime.   
 
    Colin stared into the night trying to decide whether to go to Lili’s room this late. Supper had been a torturous affair, watching Lynden flirt with Lili.  He was aware Lynden was enjoying it all at his expense, but Lili was not used to such attention. She had handled it well.  All he wanted to do was take her in his arms and make love to her.  But he also wanted to wait, until he made everything legal.   
 
    Sensing someone in the room, Colin turned.  Lili stood near the side of his bed.  The light from the candle behind her showed her silhouette.  He could feel his manhood throb with the need of her.  It had been several long weeks since he had felt her under him, around him.  He had not realized how much he truly missed her, the feel of her, until this very moment.  
 
    He walked until he stood before her bare chested.  She cupped his face.  Colin grabbed her hand and kissed the palm and teased the center with the tip of his tongue. He knew how it affected her.  Lili’s indrawn breath told him, he had succeeded. 
 
    With her free hand, she untied the ribbon at the neck of her gown and allowed it to slip off her body to puddle on the floor at her feet. Colin tried to say something but Lili placed her fingers over his lips and shook her head.  She didn’t want any talk tonight.  Talk meant lies and she didn’t want to hear any more lies.  Tonight, she didn’t want to think.  She just wanted to feel.  Deep in her heart, she knew this night, these feelings were going to have to last her a lifetime.  She prayed she was wrong but she did not think so. 
 
    Lili trailed her fingers down his chest till they came to rest at his pants. Slowly, she undid them and eased them passed his hips till they fell at his feet.  Lili smiled never breaking eye contact with him as she sat at the edge of the bed.  She laid back upon the pillows her hand tugging on his encouraging him to follow her down. 
 
    Colin smiled and stepped out his pants and followed her, just as she wanted.  He didn’t know what she was about, but he as more than willing to go where she wanted to lead.  After her reaction of earlier, he was pleased she was no longer angry with him. 
 
    Lili pulled his head down and claimed his lips.  The anger she had felt all afternoon turned to want, to need.  Her entire body felt an aching fire, she knew he alone could quench.  She turned off the thoughts that had been plaguing her mind all day.  She only wanted to experience every feeling and imprint it on her heart, to remember it in the days to come. 
 
    Colin’s kiss deepened, his tongue dancing a primal dance with hers. His hand cupped her breast and began to tease the hardened bud with his fingers.  Had he forgotten the feel of her body in those days apart?  Her breast seemed to fill his hand more than he remembered. He quickly dismissed the thoughts as her fingers teased his own nipples.  The thought of almost losing her made him want to touch and taste every part of her. He trailed kisses down her neck, down to her breast and with his tongue traced circles around her nipple. 
 
    Lili felt like was she melting into the mattress under her.  Her breast felt so sensitive like every touch of his hand, his tongue was ready to send her over the edge.  But she wasn’t ready to get to that point.  She wanted that feeling, that ache, that need to last forever.  She opened her legs to eagerly receive him.  When he hesitated and kept him from her, she moaned with longing and tried desperately to capture him.  He was there just out of her reach.  She pushed her hips against his hips but to no avail.  Her body was screaming with the need to have him inside her, to fill her as only he could. 
 
    Lili grabbed his head, his hair and pulled it away from her breast till he looked at her.  “Please.”  She whispered desperately. 
 
    Colin smiled and covered her mouth with his, his tongue striking at hers, his hand cupped her breast and teased the nipple tugging at it, as he thrust deep and hard within her.  No woman had ever felt so good around him.  She took all of him. 
 
    Lili felt his hard thrust fill her.  For a moment, she thought she would go over the edge. The feeling was so intense.  When he began to thrust in her, she met his every thrust wanting every thrust to fill her completely. She could feel the intensity building within her.  She didn’t want the feeling to end but she didn’t know how much longer she could absorb this feeling before she burst into a thousand points of light.  Her hands clenched the sheets at her sides.  And then like the fireworks she had once seen, everything about her burst and she let out a whimper of pure pleasure. 
 
    She felt when he went to withdraw from her as he usually did, but she grabbed his buttocks and held him deep inside of her.  Even satiated she did not want to let any part of him go.  She felt his shudder and release and knew she held a part of him.  He collapsed atop her and she held him close.  She could hear his raspy breathing in her ear, his heartbeat pounding against her chest.  He was still inside of her.  She was complete.  Moments later, he rolled to his side.  Even taking her with him, he slipped out of her.  She nearly cried out for the loss.   
 
    Colin rolled to his side and pulled Lili till she lay at his side against him.  His breathing was labored. He had not pulled out like he had been doing. He remembered, except for that first time.  It no longer mattered.  She would be his legally soon.  The feelings she created within him was more intense than anything he had ever experienced with any woman he had ever bedded.  This was where he was meant to be.  This was where Lili was meant to be at his side.   
 
    “My sweet Lili, do you--------”   
 
    Lili put her fingers over his lips again and shook her head. She wanted to remember this without words.  She wanted to remember feelings.  She wanted the memory emblazoned in her heart, in her mind. 
 
    Colin nodded.  Words were truly not necessary. Moments later, she heard his deep even breathing.  She turned her head to gaze at him while he slept.  She had hoped ------.  What exactly was she hoping?  No, she had no hope left.  All she had left were these memories.  She would not cry.  There would be time for that later.  For now, she would savor the feel of lying wrapped in his arms.  
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
       Lili was dreaming.  She was back at Glendenning.  The mist encircled everything.  She could hear the twins laughing.  When she looked to where the sound was coming from, she could see them running off into the mist and out of sight.  She started to go after them but Colin called from the opposite direction.  She turned to follow him but he disappeared into the mist as well.  She could hear them, but it came from different directions.  Both Colin and the twins were calling her.  She needed to go to one of them. 
 
      
 
    Lili’s lay with her back curled against Colin’s front in spoon fashion.  His hand cupped her breast. Colin felt her jump.  He had been lying there enjoying the feeling of Lili in his arms knowing this was but the beginning.  When he felt her twitch and then heard her whimper, he knew she was dreaming.  They had lessened at Glendenning. He had hoped they would eventually go away.  But here they were back again. 
 
    He gathered her close.  “Sh, my sweet.  You are safe in my arms.”  He kissed her temple. His hand absently rubbed her breast. 
 
    Lili woke slowly, not certain where she was, the dream still hazy in her mind but she could feel her body responding.  She smiled when she realized Colin was making her feel again. His hand was teasing the nipple and she could feel flame igniting to a full blaze.  
 
    He plied kisses at the back of her neck, nipping on her shoulder, now both hands holding her breasts, teasing the nipples with his fingers.  She tried to turn toward him, instead he turned her over to her stomach so that he knelt between her opened legs.   
 
    She could feel him just barely touching her, teasing her.  As much as she pushed back against him he would not enter her.  One hand left her breast to tease the nub below.  She desperately wanted to touch him, but she couldn’t because she needed to rest on her arms for fear of falling flat on the bed and away from him.  He tortured the nub of her womanhood till she whimpered in desperate need. He pulled her to him and thrust deep within her, filling her completely.  She bit the pillow her head lay on to stop the scream of pleasure that escaped her.  She felt him withdraw and thrust again and again.  She rocked her hips meeting his every move. With every thrust the crescendo built until she felt him shudder and spill his seed deep within her sending her over the cliff falling, her screams of pleasure muffled by the pillow she still held in her teeth. 
 
    Worth rolled to her side and brought her to lie against him as she had to begin with.  His breathing was ragged and raspy.  No one had ever made him feel this way, this contented afterwards.  He turned her face to him and kissed her lips softly.  “Ummm!  So nice!” 
 
    Lili lay in his arms and nodded softly.  In moments, she heard his soft gentle breathing as he fell asleep.  A lonely tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    With all my will, but against my heart, 
 
    We two now part. 
 
    A Farewell 
 
    Coventry Patmore 
 
      
 
    Colin bent down, kissed Lili lightly on her lips.  She stirred slightly and buried her head in the pillow. 
 
    “Come, my sweet.  I need to get you back to your bed,” he whispered in her ear.  She moaned softly in complaint.  Colin smiled.  He wrapped her in the bed sheet. He had done this before.  It brought back memories of Glendenning.  She snuggled in his arms.  Quietly, he left his room, dressed in just his pants, barefoot, walked down the darkened halls to Lili’s room.  Softly, he laid her down in the bed in the room he had chosen for her to use.  How many times at the keep had he brought her back to her room just before the predawn hours?  How much he had hated it?  Soon he thought, she would rightly share his bed.  Tonight, if all went as he planned.  
 
    He bent down to brush her lips again.  Lili pulled his head down and kissed him deeply.  Colin thought, he would never tire of her kisses.  He raised his head and stared into crystal blue eyes. The love he saw shining in her eyes brought joy to his heart.   
 
      “I have something I need to tend to this morning.  I was not able to accomplish it yesterday and it needs to be done.  When I return, there is something I need to discuss with you, something very important.  Hopefully, this will not take long.  Until I return, my sweet, my house is yours.”  
 
    Lili smiled into those gold flecked eyes she had come to love with all her heart.  She stared memorizing every plane of his face.  She nodded softly, not trusting her voice. Lightly with her fingers, she traced his face. 
 
    He grabbed her hand and brought it to his lips.  He kissed her palm and touched the tip of his tongue to the center. She closed her eyes. That very intimate gesture always made her melt inside.  It made her burn with desire. She could not watch him walk out of her room. This time, a part of her died when he kissed her palm. In everything he said, not once had he told her those three most precious words.  Those words that would have changed everything, those words of I love you.  Those were the only words she wanted to hear and yet, they were the ones, he would not say.  The moment the door closed, her decision was made.  The sound of the closing door broke her heart into thousand pieces.  She wondered, if she would ever be whole again.  She turned her head into her pillow and sobbed, till she fell into fitful sleep.   
 
    Dreams of Edward and Colin were intertwined.  None of them made any sense, what parts she did remember.  They just left her feeling melancholy.  Unable to lie abed any longer, Lili rose for the day.  Her nightdress lay draped at the end of her bed where Colin had left it earlier. She took it and folded it.  She smiled sadly.   
 
    She went about her morning toilet quickly.  She put on the light yellow muslin dress that hung in her closet.  Marie had informed her Colin had sent out for some clothes.  She had to accept them.  She had nothing else to wear.  Another thing, she would be indebted to Colin for. 
 
    Lili sat at the small writing desk.  She pulled out paper, quill and ink.  Slowly, she began to write, thinking every sentence through.  She informed Colin she was going home to Glendenning.  She thanked him for all he had done but she belonged in Glendenning not London. The twins needed her. She kept it short.  She signed her name hoping Colin would respect her wishes.   
 
    She was folding her letter putting it on top of the desk, when Marie knocked and walked in with her breakfast. 
 
    “Good morning, my lady.  You are dressed,” stated Marie, surprised to see her ladyship up and dressed.  She placed the breakfast tray on the table by the window.   
 
    “Good morning, Marie.  Would you please inquire if the Duchess is up for the day?  If she is, would you see to it a message gets to her.  It is imperative I speak with her as soon as possible.”  She would need the Duchess’s help to accomplish her trip home.  She could not do it on her own.   
 
    Marie nodded.  “Oui.  Yes, I will see to it at once.”   
 
    Lili watched her walk out of her room.  She turned to the tray Marie had brought in.  The thought of food turned her stomach.  She poured herself a cup of chocolate.  She took a sip and made a face.  Even her chocolate did not sit well.  She placed the cup back on the tray.  She walked to the window and stared out.  Her heart felt heavy. 
 
    Moments later, Marie returned.  “I spoke with Gina, the Duchess’s maid.  She will give her grace your message.” 
 
    Lili nodded. 
 
    Marie looked at the untouched tray.  “My lady you have not eaten.  Would you like me to get you something special from the kitchens?  I am certain Cook will fix something to your liking.”  Marie liked her new mistress.  But she looked so sad this morning.  Marie thought the return of the Duke would have made Lady Lili very happy.  But she wasn’t.  
 
    Lili shook her head.  “I’m not hungry this morning but thank you.”  Lili was about to say more but a knock at her door interrupted her. 
 
    Marie went to the door.  Gina, the Duchess’s maid stood at the door. 
 
    “My lady, her Grace says she will speak with you now. She is having breakfast in her sitting room.  She wishes you to join her,” stated Gina. 
 
    Lili turned to Marie.  “Marie, would you please pack the few clothes that I have here.”  She wished she could have left the clothes here but she needed them to get home.  It was the only clothes she owned at the moment.  She was glad it was but just a few.  That much less she would be indebted to the Duke for. 
 
    “But my lady?” questioned Marie in confusion. 
 
    “Please, Marie, please do this for me,” pleaded Lili. 
 
    Marie nodded. “Certainment.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  Lili turned and followed Gina out of her room to the Duchess’s room. 
 
    The Duchess was sitting at a small table by the window.  She wore a soft rose silk dressing gown and a small matching nightcap upon her gray head.       
 
    “Please sit down, my dear.”  She motioned for Lili to sit in the empty chair opposite her.  She did not like the look of sadness in Lili’s eyes.  The dark circles of those same eyes did not bode well of how she had spent the night. She watched Lili closely.  Something was definitely amiss.  What had her son done now, to upset this precious young lady of his?   
 
    She had been informed her son had left a few hours earlier.  She was afraid she was not going to like this meeting.  She sighed with resignation.  Why was her son out, when he should be here with Lili? 
 
    “Have you eaten yet?  Would you like to join me?”  Hopefully, she was wrong about this meeting.  But she had made the offer yesterday. 
 
    Lili shook her head.  “Thank you, your grace, but Marie brought my tray up earlier.”  She did not say she had been unable to eat any of it. 
 
    The Duchess nodded.  “Very well, my dear.  Shall we talk?” 
 
    Lili bit her bottom lip and closed her eyes.  The tightness in her chest made breathing difficult. “I need to go home.  You said yesterday, you would help get home.”  She opened her eyes to meet the Duchess’s eyes pleading with her. 
 
    “Can I ask why?” 
 
    Lili bit her bottom lip again.  It was the question, she had hoped, she would not have to answer.  She took a deep shuddering breath and answered, “I can’t think here.  So much has happened in the past fortnight. I just don’t know any more.  I just don’t know. The twins, Elsbeth, Rab, they all must be so worried.” 
 
    The duchess could see how upset Lili was.  She also knew there was more to this wish to go home than what she was telling.  She also knew, her son was at the heart of this matter.  And, he was nowhere around. 
 
    How could Lili explain to the duchess, when she herself did not understand?  All Lili knew was, she desperately needed to go home.  At home, she could think.  Here she could not.  Colin did not allow her to.  With Colin, all she could do was feel.  She needed to think, to think about what was best for the twins, what was best for her.  A little voice kept telling her, Colin was what was best for her.  But that other voice said, he had lied to her all this time.  He had lied, he was a duke.  
 
    “I can have my coach prepared.  It will take a couple of hours.  Are you certain you wish to leave now? From my understanding, you just spent several days getting here.  To get back in a coach again-------.”  The Duchess hoped to dissuade her. Perhaps, if she delayed long enough, Worth would return and put a stop to this. 
 
    Lili just nodded.  It didn’t matter.  She felt she would ride to hell and back, if it meant getting home. No, riding to hell had been riding to London with Edward. She shivered with distaste remembering. 
 
    “Very well, my dear.  I will see to it.  Though I have but known you since yesterday, I do believe you should stay and try to work this out with my son.  I think you would be good for him.  I do not understand your decision, but I will honor my promise to help you.”   
 
    Lili looked at the Duchess.  She too had grown to like the Duchess. She was nothing like what she had imagined a duchess to be like.  “Thank you, your Grace.”  She rose from her seat. 
 
    The duchess rose and rang for Gina.  “Well, my dear, let me get things moving.  Do have much to pack?”  She knew Lili did not.  Worth had asked her to take Lili shopping in the next few days.   
 
    “No, your grace. Just a couple of dresses Colin, I mean the Duke had waiting for me.”  She had nothing of her own.  Nothing.  Her hand went to her throat as was her habit when she was stressed.  Her fingers looked for her moonstone pendent, only to realize once again, it was not there.  Edward had taken that too this time. 
 
    She nearly fell apart.  No! she screamed in her mind.  She couldn’t.  She would not allow herself that luxury.  She felt like her emotions were as jumbled as the knots that so often plagued her hair.  Too much had happened, much too fast. 
 
    Gina entered the room.   
 
    “Ah, Gina, have Meyers and Bennings come to me.  I shall need their assistance in this.” 
 
    Gina nodded.  “Yes, of course, your grace.  I shall see to it immediately.” 
 
    The Duchess turned back to Lili.  “Why don’t you wait in your room, while I see to all of the details.  When all is done, I will send for you.”  The duchess reached over and patted her hand.  “I truly wish you would stay, but I think I understand your need to go home.  My advice, my dear, is to give it time.  Things have a way of working themselves out.” 
 
    Lili nodded.  She did not trust her voice. 
 
    The duchess watched with grave misgivings as Lili left the room.  It appeared her son had made a mess of it all.   
 
    Moments later, Bennings and Meyers both entered her room. 
 
    “Bennings, where’s my son this morning?”  she demanded. 
 
    Bennings was at a loss.  “I have no idea, your grace. He was up and dressed when I came up to his room.  He walked out without telling me a word.”  He found it strange even for the duke. 
 
    The Duchess turned to Meyers.  “Did he tell you anything concerning his plans, Meyers?” 
 
    “Yes, somewhat.  He said he had a very important missive to see to this morning.  I was to make certain, Lady McGowan was given whatever she needed.  That he would return as soon as his missive was accomplished,” replied Meyers. 
 
     “He did not explain what this missive was or where he was going?” she questioned further. 
 
    “No, I have no idea, your grace.  He did not say.” 
 
    The Duchess nodded.  “Send one of the footmen out and about to all the places Worth haunts.  Also send someone to the Marquess’s home.  Lynden may know something.  We need to find him post haste.  Lady McGowan is wishing to leave, to go home.  I promised her yesterday, I would help her get home if she was still in mind to go today.” 
 
    “But your grace,” interrupted Bennings, “the Duke is in love with my lady.  He wishes to marry her.  He has said as much.” 
 
    The duchess nodded.  “Yes, Bennings, I am very much aware of the fact.  But I believe my son has not explained that fact to Lady McGowan.  That is why we need to get the Duke back here to stop her. She is adamant about going home. She left behind her younger twin brother and sister.  She is concerned about their welfare.  They believe she had been kidnapped.  I am trying to allay those fears.” 
 
    “We could send the carriage for the children, your grace,” suggested Bennings. 
 
    “I said as much.  But she is afraid that would frighten the children more.  She is adamant about going home.  I am afraid, if I do not help her, she will try something on her own and we all know how disastrous that could be.  Hopefully, my son can be found or returns before Lili leaves.” 
 
    Certainly, she could order Lili to stay or simply postpone her departure as long as possible.  But on the other hand, this may be the jolt her son needed. 
 
    “You said my lady is most anxious to get home, your grace.   You mentioned by carriage but that will take several days.  By packet would be much faster.  My nephew works aboard the Morning Star, one of the Worthingston’s packets.  They sail twice a week for Edinburgh.  I believe it sails on the afternoon tide.  She could be in Edinburgh in less than two days, pick up the children, and come back,” suggested Meyers.   
 
    The Duchess gazed at Meyers thoughtfully.  She nodded slightly, thinking it through.  “Yes, Meyers, that sounds much better than the carriage.  Very good.  See to it, Meyers.  Book passage for Lady Lili and her maid Marie.  Bennings, I think you should accompany them as well.” 
 
    “Of course,” agreed Bennings.  “But surely, his Grace will return shortly and convince my lady to stay.” 
 
    “Perhaps, Bennings.  I pray so.” 
 
    “If he doesn’t, I will go.  I’m certain he will follow and we will return soon,” replied Bennings. 
 
    “My thoughts, exactly,” said the Duchess.  “Good. Now, we have much to do this morning.  Meyers, leave no stone unturned looking for my son.” 
 
    “Certainly, your grace.” 
 
    The duchess watched them leave.  She turned to her maid.  “Gina, we have a lot to do this morning.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Lili returned to her room.  She sat at the window, pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.  She laid her head on her knees.  She had thought the Duchess would try harder to convince her to stay.  Maybe, she was just as anxious for her to be gone as she, Lili was anxious to be gone. 
 
    She knew she could not stay.  She needed to get to the twins.  She needed to make certain they were all right.  She knew they would be worried.  So would be Elsbeth and Rab.  Colin, no the Duke, she corrected herself, told her he had talked with them.  It didn’t matter.  She needed to see them for herself. 
 
    She needed so desperately to think.  To be able to make sense of what had happened.  Be honest, she told herself.  She was running away.  She could have lived with Colin Wells knowing he knew and accepted her past.  But the Duke of Worthingston was a completely different matter.  No duke would ever be able to deal with damaged goods such as her.  A duke deserved someone clean and pure, someone more in line with his status.  Not, some unknown girl from Scotland.  
 
    The tears slowly rolled down her cheeks.  Why was she so emotional of late?  She had never been the crying type, but now tears were always ready to fall at a moment’s notice. But then, she told herself, she had never been in love before.  Somehow along the way, she had fallen in love with Colin.  She had given him her heart. 
 
    She loved Colin.  But her mind reasoned, Colin was the Duke of Worthingston.  She knew Colin.  She did not know this Duke of Worthingston.  She knew how to love Colin.  She had no clue of how to love a duke.  She needed away from this place.  She needed away from his influence.  She knew if she stayed, she would not be able to say no to him.  At Glendenning, she could have lived with him but as a duke, she could not just be his mistress.  As a duke, that is all she could ever be.    
 
    A soft knock sounded at her door.  Marie entered.   
 
    “Everything is ready, my lady.  The Duchess has instructed me to accompany you.  She says it is proper for you to travel with a maid,” explained Marie. 
 
    Lili wiped the tears from her face. Things were already changing because of the duke.  “Do you want to come with me?  Oh my, I cannot pay you Marie.” 
 
    “Oh, my lady, I would love to come. T’is an adventure it is.  If you don’t want me------.” 
 
    “Oh no, Marie,” interrupted Lili, “you are very welcome to accompany me.”  She had come to like the young French girl.  “But like I said earlier, I cannae pay you.” 
 
    “The Duke pays me.” 
 
    Lili sighed.  Of course, he would.  She would deal with it later.  She needed to be gone.  Besides, it would be nice to have Marie traveling with her. 
 
    “Very well,” agreed Lili. 
 
    She watched Marie grab the small bag she had packed earlier and followed her out the door.  Lili gazed down the hall to Colin’s door with momentary longing.  Then squaring her shoulders, knowing she was doing what was best, she turned and followed Marie down the hall, down the stairs.        
 
    The Duchess and two other servants awaited her downstairs.  
 
    “My dear, this is Bennings.  He will accompany you and Marie.  I have booked you passage on a ship that will have you in Edinburgh in a little over a day.  I thought this would get you there in the shortest amount time,” explained the Duchess.  
 
    Lili nodded. So this was Bennings, her grace spoke of.  Colin’s valet. Why was he coming she wasn’t quite sure. She was glad to have him.  She still didn’t believe Edward would not turn up.  Edward was still out there. 
 
    She had never been on a ship.  She remembered seeing them when she had visited Edinburgh with her father. They told her it was the fastest way to get back to Glendenning.  She was all for that.  “Thank you, your Grace.” 
 
    “Come then, my dear.  Meyers tells me they wish to leave on the evening high tide and we must get there now.” 
 
    “Again, I wish to thank you, your grace.” 
 
    “I am coming to see you off, my dear.  I want to make certain everything is seen to,” added the Duchess.  She hoped her son would make it in time to stop her.  But so far, Colin had not been found, nor had she had any word from him. 
 
    Meyers helped the Duchess with her pelisse and turned to Lili with a cloak of honey colored soft wool.  Lili looked to the Duchess in question. 
 
    “I am told it can get rather chilly on the water.  I thought you could use it.”  The Duchess smiled.  It was such a pleasure to be able to give something so simple that was appreciated so much.   
 
    “Thank you again, your Grace.”  The cloak felt so soft about her.  Her hands brushed it lovingly.   
 
    “The carriage awaits, your Grace,” stated Meyers. 
 
    “Then let us depart,” replied the Duchess.  
 
    Bennings assisted the Duchess, Lili, and Marie into the coach.  Bennings climbed on top with the driver.  Lili sat next to the Duchess while Marie sat on the bench across.  Lili looked out of the window as they traveled through the streets of London.  Lili was glad now she had not tried to leave on her own.  She would have been lost as soon as she would have walked out of the door.  
 
    Lili watched the scenery of London streets pass by.  A part of her wished she could stay and get to know London but another part of her wanted to get away, as quickly and as far as possible.  She reminded herself, that as exactly what she was doing. 
 
    All too soon, they were at the riverfront.  Lili could smell salt and brine and the stench of the river.  It made her stomach churn.  She closed her eyes for a moment to allow her stomach to settle.  Marie handed her a handkerchief to cover her nose. 
 
    The Duchess watched with concern.  Lili appeared to pale before her eyes.  She wondered. 
 
    “Are you all right, my dear?”  she asked.  She found the smell of the dock quiet offensive as well. 
 
    “Yes.” Lili nodded. 
 
    “Your grace, the Morning Star is awaiting us.  The captain wishes to leave as soon as we board,” stated Bennings. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” replied the Duchess.   
 
    Lili stood beside the Duchess and watched Bennings and Marie board the small ship with their bags.  It came time for Lili to say goodbye to the duchess, she found herself at a loss for words. 
 
    The duchess spoke first.  She took Lili’s hands in her own.  “I am truly sorry, my dear.  I would have loved to have gotten to know you better.  I think my son is making a grave mistake.  Please, know you are welcome back.”  Where was that son of hers?  He should be here making sure Lili did not leave. 
 
    Lili had tears in her eyes.  She too would have loved getting to know the duchess, as well.    “Thank you, so very much, your grace.  You have been so kind.  Please tell Colin, the Duke, I am sorry.” 
 
    “I wish you would stay.  I am certain he wants to talk to you.”   
 
    Lili shook her head. She couldn’t explain. As much as her heart told her to stay, her mind told her, she could not.  She wanted his love, but it was the one thing he had not given her.     
 
    “I understand.”  She kissed Lili’s cheek.  “Please take care, my dear.” 
 
    Lili nodded, unable to trust her voice. 
 
    A tall man in Captain’s clothing approached them, bowed and said, “Your grace, my lady.   I am Captain Farley. It is time my lady boards.  We need to be on our way.” 
 
    The Duchess nodded.  “Of course, Captain Farley.  Safe journey, my dear.” 
 
    Lili turned and took the Captain’s offered arm.  She followed him aboard the Morning Star.  She stood at the rail with Marie at her side and watched as the crew set the sails used to maneuver through the boats that littered the Thames, as they set out for the channel.  
 
    Lili waved to the Duchess till she could no longer be seen. She watched in fascination as the crew went about their duties. The wind felt good upon her face. The Captain suggested she go below to her cabin but she was not ready to be in an enclosed place.  Her first thought was the dungeons.  She would need time to convince herself, she could go down to her cabin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Away the good ship flees and leaves 
 
    Old England on the lee. 
 
    A Sea Song 
 
    Allan Cunningham 
 
      
 
    He that hath the steerage of my course; 
 
    Direct my sail. 
 
    Romeo and Juliet 
 
    William Shakespeare 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tears prickled behind her lids as she watched the English countryside drift pass. She kept telling herself, she was going home but a part of her did not want to go.  There was nothing left for her here.  No, that was not right.  Colin was here.  
 
    Captain Farley approached her.  “My lady, I think it would be best if you went below to your cabin.  We will be heading out to sea shortly and it can get rather choppy.” 
 
    Lili nodded.  She turned to find Bennings nearby.  “Shall I escort you to your cabin, my lady.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Bennings.”  Lili followed him down below to her cabin.  For a brief moment, she thought of the dungeons but it did not have the look of the dungeon.  The feeling of desperation did not materialize.  The queasy feeling in her stomach distracted her. 
 
    Marie awaited her in her cabin. She and Marie would be sharing.  Lili looked about her.  The cabin was small with two small bunks.   
 
    “My lady, the captain has invited you to dine with him.” 
 
    The thought of food turned her stomach.  She closed her eyes and felt the movement of the ship beneath her feet.  It had not bothered her up on the deck, but down below in her cabin closed in, the movement made her stomach turn.  
 
    “My lady, are you alright?” asked Marie in concern.  Her ladyship had tuned pale and did not look well.  
 
    Lili sat abruptly down on the bunk closest to her and covered her mouth with her hand. Marie immediately brought her the bucket.  Another sudden shift by the ship, Lili emptied what little she had in her stomach out into the bucket. 
 
    “Aw, my lady, I have seen this before.  Not everyone can take being on the water.”  Marie wet a cloth from the water basin.  “Lie down my lady.”  She eased Lili back upon the bunk and placed the cloth about her neck.  “This will help.” 
 
    Lili laid back.  She hated being sick like this.  She had heard of people being sick at sea. But she would have thought she would be one it would not bother. The ship seemed to steady itself and began gliding through the water. That and the cloth seemed to help a little. 
 
    “I will make your excuses to the Captain, my lady,” said Marie watching her new mistress with grave concern. 
 
    Lili tried to nod but the slight movement of her head intensified the queasy feeling of her stomach.  “Please do, Marie,” whispered Lili. 
 
    “I’ll be but a moment, my lady.” 
 
    Lili heard the door open and close. With great effort she turned toward the wall.  The queasiness of her stomach over shadowed the pain of her heart breaking.  She had never felt so miserable in all her life.  Tears of despair flowed down her cheeks.  The emotional toll of the past few days took its toll and exhaustion claimed its hold. 
 
    Marie entered the cabin moments later to find her ladyship curled in a tight ball with her face to the wall.  Hopefully, she would feel better when she woke up.  Marie did not understand why her ladyship was leaving the Duke and going back to Scotland.  It was obvious how much they loved each other.  Ah, these English nobility, thought Marie.  Did they not know love was the most important thing?          
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Lili woke up.  The cabin was in darkness except for a small lantern that hung from the middle rafter.  She could see Marie’s shape on the opposite bunk.  She could hear the soft breathing of her sleep. Lili rose quietly from her bed.  She relieved herself on the pot in the corner.  That was something else she found had changed lately.   
 
    Quietly she opened the door and peered out. No one was about. She could see the light of dawn shining through open door to the upper deck.  She walked out onto the deck.  Several of the sailors were about.  They nodded to her as she made her way to the railing.   
 
                She leaned against the railing and watched the sun peek over the horizon.  The blue gray clouds on the horizon were edged in orange from the small section of sun as it crept steadily upward into the sky. Lili watched its progression turning the sky into all shades of orange, pinks and mauves. From the railing she watched the packet slice through the small waves with no effort.  It was taking her home, to Glendenning.  There her heart could find some peace. 
 
    “My lady, can I help you?” asked one of the sailors gently.  “I’m Mr. Webb, the first mate, my lady. 
 
    Lili smiled at him.  He was tall, dark brown hair with dark brown eyes that crinkled at the corners as though he had squinted looking into the sun for many a long day.  His eyes were kind. “Are all the sunrises at sea this spectacular, Mr. Webb?” she asked. 
 
    Mr. Webb returned her smile.  “Many are, my lady.  It seems this morning’s one rivals the glow on my lady’s face.  Congratulations, my lady.  My own Claire had that glow with each child.  Your maid said you were sick last evening.  It doesn’t last long, my lady.” 
 
     Lili looked at him in shock.  He thought, she was with child. No, that couldn’t be. But then, she thought back over the past weeks and so many things fell into place.  It all made sense now.  She smiled.  She carried a part of Colin within her.  She placed her hand over her stomach. She would always have a part of him.  
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Webb for your words of encouragement.”    
 
    “I take it is your first, my lady?” 
 
    Lili nodded.  The idea was still new and strange to her.  She wanted to enjoy the realization before all the complications of this made themselves known. 
 
    “Then extend my congratulations to my lord, as well.” 
 
    Lili looked at him.  “His lordship does not know, yet.” 
 
    “Aye, you plan on telling him when you get to Edinburgh.  T’is no wonder you were most anxious to get there.   We should be there well before nightfall.” 
 
    “Good.”  Lili did not tell him differently.  Let him believe she was going to her lover and not leaving, not running away from him.  Time enough for later to deal with all the repercussions that would come.  For the moment, she just wanted enjoy the fact--- a child-----Colin’s child.  Her heart sang with joy   
 
    “Allow me to escort you down for breakfast, that is if ------” 
 
    “Yes,” interrupted Lili.  “It appears I am famished this morning,” Lili smiled as she took his offered arm. “Please, Mr. Webb, I would like to keep this secret a little longer.” 
 
    “Of course, my lady.” 
 
    Lili followed Mr. Webb down below and found the captain enjoying his own breakfast.  
 
    After many assurances, she was feeling much better, she and Captain enjoyed their meal.  He regaled her with some of stories, he had encountered at sea.   
 
    When her stomach became slightly queasy again, Lili was able to deal with, knowing the reason for it.  Though the ship seemed to be sailing quickly along, it was as though, it was taking forever to get Edinburgh.  Her stomach felt better on deck than stuck in her cabin.  The coastline changed as they sailed further north.   
 
    As anxious as she was to get to Edinburgh and it felt like forever to get there. Lili stood on the deck as the Morning Star came around the south shore of the Firth of Forth.  Lili stood on the deck out of the way of the sailors as they went about their business.  Mr. Webb had showed her where to stand.  It was amazing to watch as each sailor had a job to do, sails to take down or trimmed so the ship could enter the harbor and dock at Leith.  The sun was just beginning to set in the western sky as the Morning Star docked. 
 
    Lili thanked the Captain.  Mr. Webb smiled and whispered.  “Good luck, my lady.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Webb.”  Lili smiled knowing the secret she carried, Mr. Webb had introduced her to. 
 
    “My lady, I have a carriage waiting,” stated Bennings.   
 
    With Marie at her side, she followed Bennings to the waiting carriage.  Once inside, Bennings said, “The driver states that The Royal is one of the best inns here.  He is taking us there.  This driver has also stated he can direct me to a coach and driver for hire that will take us to Glendenning. I will see to it first thing in the morning.” 
 
    Lili nodded.  She was glad now Bennings had accompanied her.   She had no clue on how to go about securing rooms or hiring a coach to take her to Glendenning.  She sent a silent thank you to the duchess, for thinking of all these things. 
 
    The Royal proved to be a very excellent inn, better than anything she would have taken. It appeared Bennings was accustomed to handling these things.  At their arrival, Lili turned to him and before she could ask him, he informed her, a letter of credit had been issued by the duchess.  She was not to concern herself about any of it.  He was there to see to it all for her.   
 
    She was escorted to an immense room with walls the color of light blue.  Everything in the room was various shades of blue.  Marie was to stay with her.  There was a small servants’ bed in the far corner of the room. 
 
    Her meal was delivered and set up on the small table near the window.  She insisted Marie join her and listened as Marie chatted on.  Lili learned Marie was a fountain of information and loved to chat about anything and everything.   
 
    After supper, Lili stood at the window and looked out to the streets of Edinburgh.  She wondered if Colin had stayed here when he and Aiden had come those weeks ago.  Had Aiden enjoyed his trip?  She missed them so much. She wondered what Aiden would think when she showed back up at Glendenning with no Colin.  He would undoubtedly be upset.  He and Colin had gotten close. 
 
    But not close enough for Colin to inform any of them he was a duke. She still had trouble understanding why he had never told her.  And now she thought, now, she carried his child.  There was no possible way she could tell him.  She placed her hand protectively on her stomach.  No, he must never know.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
 
    “My lady, shall you change to your night dress?  I have set it out for you.” 
 
    Lili looked away from the window.  She did not know how to adjust to having a maid.  Though she was grateful for Marie’s company, she did not need a maid.  But not to hurt Marie’s feelings, she acquiesced. 
 
    “Yes, I think I shall go to bed early this evening.  Bennings said we are to leave early in the morning if we are to make to Glendenning in three days time,” explained Lili. 
 
    “Oui, my lady.  I am most anxious to see this Glendenning of yours.” 
 
    Lili smiled.  “I am most anxious to be back home again.” 
 
      
 
    Lili lay in the large bed and stared up at the ceiling wondering now if she had made the right decision.  Standing at the window staring out unto the city, her decision seemed to be the only possible one to make. But now lying in the dark, all alone, she wondered, if she should have stayed and talked it all over with Colin and come to some understanding.  Being in his company, she could not think.  He filled up the room; he filled up her thoughts, her emotions.  Yet, now alone, she should be able to think clearly, then why was she so befuddled.  Why did she miss his presence so? 
 
    Lili turned to her side and curled up in a ball.  Her fingers immediately went to her throat to touch her necklace. It was not there.  Edward had robbed her of so many things.  Tears flowed softly down her cheeks.  Everything about her was changing.  She was frightened of this new change.  But frightened or not, this was how it was.  Was she strong enough to do all of this on her own?  Would she be like Elsbeth, just her and her child?  No, she and her child had Elsbeth, Rab, Aiden and Alyssa.  But would that be enough?  Her mind told her it had to be, but her heart told her, she wanted more.   She fell asleep wondering what the future held for her, for her child. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Esacpe me? 
 
    Never----- 
 
    Beloved! 
 
    While I am I, and you are you. 
 
    So long as the world continues us both, 
 
    Me the loving and you the loth, 
 
    While the one eludes, must the other pursue. 
 
      
 
    Life is a Love 
 
    Robert Browning  
 
      
 
      
 
    Worth entered Mannery House in a jovial mood.  It had taken much longer than he thought, but he had finally tracked down Lili’s moonstone necklace.  He was determined to bring it back to her. He had even been able to find a couple of pieces of her mother’s, as well. He knew of all the jewels he would give her, this small stone necklace meant the world to her.  Returning this to her would set things right between them. 
 
    After finding her necklace, he had made a call to the archbishop and pleaded his case for a special license to marry.  Lynden had teased him about it but it had not deterred him in the least.  He was planning on presenting her necklace as part of his wedding gift.  Mother would know of a local vicar who could perform the ceremony.  When he parted ways with Lynden, he had made certain Lynden was to keep his evening free and await his summons to be his witness, when and wherever.  Lynden had been more than pleased to agree. 
 
    Meyers met him at the door.  “She’s gone, your Grace.” 
 
    Worth stopped dead in his tracks and looked at Meyers as though, he had lost his mind.  Surely, he had not heard Meyers right “What do you mean, she’s gone?” 
 
    “She and the Duchess left for the docks a little over an hour ago. She is booked on the Morning Star that is heading for Edinburgh.  The Duchess had Marie and Bennings accompany her.” 
 
    Everything he had done had led to this.  Lili was gone.  “What in bloody hell is going on?” demanded Worth.  He felt like all the air had been punched out of him.  Lili was gone, again. How could that be? She was here when he left this morning. 
 
    He heard a coach stop behind him on street.  He turned and watched his mother being handed down.  He strode purposely down the steps and walkway till he met up with her at the gate.  
 
    “I’ll ask you what the bloody hell is going on,” Worth shouted.  “Meyers tells me you escorted Lili to the docks to sail back to Scotland.” 
 
    “Now, now son,” placated the Duchess.  “We do not need to discuss this out in the street where everyone can hear.  Let us go inside and speak of this.”  
 
    “I don’t bloody well care who hears,” he replied.  He looked about.  Damn, that was one of the reasons he did not like London.  Too many eyes always looking, with too many mouths willing to give their interpretations on what they had seen, never caring who they hurt in the process.  
 
    There were several people strolling on the sidewalk.  Those that did not stop and stare turned their heads to watch as they walked by. 
 
     The Duchess continued walking up the steps to where Meyers stood with the door held open.  She was pleased with her son’s reaction.  Maybe, there was hope for him, yet. 
 
    Worth followed his mother into the hall.  He stood there seething as Meyers helped her off with her pelisse.   
 
    “Mother!”  Worth was beyond frustrated.  
 
    The Duchess raised her eyebrows at him and pursed her lips.  “Meyers, will you see to it tea is served in my drawing room,” stated the Duchess calmly and turned to see if her son was following her.   
 
    “Make certain a bottle of whiskey accompanies that tea tray,” stated Worth tersely, as he followed his mother up the stairs to her drawing room.    
 
    Once in her drawing room, Worth turned to his mother, “What were you thinking of in letting her leave?  I thought you approved of Lili. You said you liked Lili.  Mother, why?”  He was bewildered.  He had expected to come home and put all the plans he had made into motion. 
 
    The Duchess sat in her chair and gazed up at her son.  “She was very determined to go home.  I was afraid she would try something desperate on her own.  I could not let that happen.  I thought this was safest all around.  Besides, I sent word to you.  I hoped you would come back in time to stop her,” she admonished.  “Where were you?”  
 
    Worth let out a deep sigh of frustration.  Lili would be that determined once her mind was made up. But after her visit to his room last night like she used to at Glendenning, he thought, she had accepted the fact he was a duke. 
 
    He ran his fingers through his hair in agitation.  He pulled out a small moonstone pendant on a small leather cord from his inside coat pocket.  “I was searching for this.  Edward took this from her.  Her father gave it to her just before he died.  It is more precious to her than all the queen’s jewels.”  He rubbed the moonstone between his fingers.  He knew he could never buy her any jewel that would ever compare to this.   
 
    “Also this.”  He pulled the special dispensation out of his pocket.  “I had hopes you would help me find a vicar to marry us tonight.”  He felt like every plan he had made with Lili was falling apart.  His well laid plans never fell apart.  This was strange and new territory to him 
 
    The Duchess watched the expression on her son’s face.  She had never seen him so distraught.  She smiled knowingly.  She had always hoped one day he would find a woman who would capture his heart and melt the wall he had built around him.  She couldn’t be more pleased, it was Lili.  Lili would not surrender to his overbearing attitude.   
 
    “Did you let her know of your plans?” 
 
    Worth shook his head.  He was not in the habit of discussing his plans.   It was ingrained in him, one only discussed what needed to be known when it became time to be known.   
 
    “Don’t you think you should have discussed your plans with her?  Did they not involve her as well?”  the Duchess asked 
 
    “I thought she understood.  I told her, I had something to tend to this morning.  I would be back and I wanted to talk,” explained Worth.  In his mind, surely that was enough. 
 
    Meyers knocked and entered with the Duchess’s tea tray and Worth’s bottle of whiskey.  He placed the tray on the table at the Duchess’s side. 
 
    “Will there be anything else, your Grace?” asked Meyers. 
 
    “No, thank you, Meyers.  That will be all.” 
 
    Worth went to the table and poured himself a liberal glass of whiskey and downed most of it.  It appeared since his return to London, he was imbibing much more than usual.   
 
    The Duchess gave him a long hard look.  “Have you spoken to Lili about any of this?  Lili is not one who is used to being told what to do.  She has taken care of herself and her siblings.  She needs to be included.  She was very frightened that they were left alone.” 
 
    Worth knew that best of all.  If his mother knew how he met her, protecting her family, becoming a highway man, it would only prove her point.  She was right.    
 
    “Shall I give you a word of advice, my son?”  asked the Duchess. 
 
    Worth stopped his pacing.  A part of him was angry with his mother for assisting Lili in her departure.  He did understand her fear. Lili was stubborn enough to go home on her own.  That was too dangerous to even contemplate. 
 
    “Yes, mother?” 
 
    “Lili came to know Colin Wells. It is he, she fell in love with.   Now, you need to make her fall in love with Colin Hallwell, the fifth duke of Worthingston.  It is he, she does not know.  It is he, she is unsure of.  Make her understand they are one and the same,” explained the Duchess. 
 
    Worth gazed at his mother thoughtfully.  She was right.  Lili needed to come to know Worth, the Duke of Worthingston.  He had gotten her to love Colin Wells.  Certainly, it would not pose to be a problem to make her fall in love with Worth, as well.  He could, no, he would make that happen.   
 
     Worth smiled hopeful for the first time since he learned of her departure. Mother was right.  It was the Duke that had her scurrying back to Glendenning.  He bent and kissed her cheek.  “You are right, Mother. How did you get to be so wise?” 
 
    His mother smiled and touched his cheek lovingly.  “Now go on with you. Bring my new daughter back.  I don’t think she will care for London, but I believe she will like Stoneybrook.  Bring her and the twins back to Stoneybrook.” 
 
    Worth nodded and began to walk out when a thought stopped him.  He turned and asked, “Mother come with me?  I would very much like you there when we wed.  Glendenning is not elaborate, but it is comfortable.”  The more he thought about it, the more it made sense to him.  Besides mother could help him with Lili, if she proved to be difficult.     
 
    The Duchess was surprised by his request.  She did not like traveling by ship but she did so want to see her only son wed.  Besides, she could offer some assistance with Lili. 
 
    “Are you certain?” she asked.  
 
    Worth smiled.  For the first time since he heard Lili was gone, he felt hope in his heart.    “Yes.  The more I think about it, the better it sounds.  How quickly can you be packed and ready to leave?  I will go down to the docks.  I will check when one of our ships is leaving for Edinburgh and make certain we are on it.”   
 
    The Duchess called for her maid Gina as Worth walked out of her door. 
 
    “Gina, good.  There is much for us to do and not much time.  We are going to Scotland to see my son wed,” stated the Duchess as she began her preparations. 
 
    Gina’s eyes grew wide with surprise as she looked at the Duchess.  Quickly, she recovered and began pulling out the Duchess’s clothes. She walked into the hall and instructed one of the footmen to down her Graces trunks.  
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Worth walked into White’s.  He was not in the best of moods.  He had just left the docks only to be told by his cargo master that all his ships were out.  The Morning Star that had taken Lili to Edinburgh would be back in three days’ time.  Even with the delay, it would be faster than going by coach.  He had sent word to his mother of the delay and another to Lynden to meet him here.  He could not face going back to Mannery House knowing Lili was no longer there.  
 
    He sat as his usual table, a bottle of Scotch in front of him, his glass filled but untouched.  He felt like he had drunk more whiskey, scotch in the past few days than any time in the past year.  He twirled the scotch in his glass staring unseeingly.  
 
    It appeared, he had made a mess of the situation.  As astute as he believed himself to be, he did not know much about women, especially a certain woman.  Dulcey’s voice kept repeating in his head, hair of red, will lead you on a merry chase.  How he had dismissed those words of wisdom!  Yes, Lili had led him on a merry chase.  He would chase her wherever she led, until he convinced her of his love.  He thought he had, but maybe his mother was right.  He would tell her when next they met.  He would tell over and over again until he convinced her so.   He would tell her every day for the rest of his life.    
 
    Worth looked up when he felt someone stood at the front of his table.  Atwoode stood there.  Why did the hackles on the back of his neck go up?  There was something nefarious about the man.  He had only crossed paths with a couple of times but those times had been chance encounters.  To meet him, two days in a row was curious, puzzling. 
 
    “It seems you stole something from a good friend of mine,” stated Atwoode.  He said it loud enough that others around heard his accusation.  Several of the patrons looked to Worth. 
 
    Worth cocked an eyebrow in question.  “I have no reason to steal anything from anyone.” 
 
    “Did you not visit Madame Demey night before last?” Atwoode demanded. 
 
    Worth sat up abruptly and narrowed his eyes.  What had that damn woman said?  He should have followed up with that woman.  “And if I did?” 
 
    “You know you did.  You even threatened her and took-----.” 
 
    “And what business is it of yours, Atwoode?”  Worth could see several were listening to their conversation.  He did not want Lili’s name bantered about. 
 
    “It is my business,” answered Atwoode.   
 
    Worth realized what he was saying.  So he was the influence she talked about.  They were about to see what influence truly was.  “I suggest you get into another business.” 
 
    Atwoode stared at Worth through narrowed eyes.  “I do not allow anyone to interfere with my business, Worthingston.  I want what you took from Madame Demey’s house.” 
 
    Lynden walked in and saw Atwoode in front of Worth’s table.  Surely this fool was not arguing with Worth.  He walked up just in time to hear Atwoode’s demand.  One look at Worth’s face, Lynden knew he had to step in. 
 
    “Atwoode, Worth.”   
 
    Atwoode turned to Lynden.  He should have known Lynden would not be far away. 
 
    “Worthingston and I were discussing what he stole from Madame Demey.  I am told you were there too, assisting him.” 
 
    Lynden saw the tick in Worth’s jaw.  Damn, he thought.  Atwoode was trying to get himself killed if he continued on in this manner.  This should not be discussed in the middle of White’s. 
 
    “Gentlemen, this needs to be discussed privately,” suggested Lynden.  “I suggest we all retire to one of the private parlors.” 
 
    Atwoode looked about. There were several patrons very interested in their exchange. He rather enjoyed putting Worthingston on the defense.  “Discussing it here or it a private room does not change the fact that Worthingston stole something from Madame Demey, from me.” 
 
    Lynden raised his eyebrows.  The fact that Worth had gotten very quiet did not bode well. 
 
    “What I removed from Madame Demey house did not belong to her.  If she says differently, she is lying.  I only retrieved what was mine.” 
 
    “Madame Demey bought and paid for the lady,” sneered Atwoode.  
 
    Worth had been very careful not to mention a who.  Atwoode was getting too close to mentioning Lili’s name.  That would not happen. 
 
    “Then Madame Demey needs to speak with the sellar,” replied Worth. 
 
    “He cannot be found.  I am asking you.  You took her.” 
 
    “Again, I only took what was mine,” stating Worth emphatically. 
 
    Atwoode slammed his fist on the table in front of Worth.  “I want her back.” 
 
    Worth stood up, knocking over the chair he sat in.  Being a head taller than Atwoode, he stared down at the man.   
 
    Lynden put a hand on Worth’s arm.  “Don’t do it.” 
 
    Worth hesitated.   “Do not push me, Atwoode.  You do not want me for an enemy.” 
 
    Atwoode mocked.  “Are you threatening me?  I do not like threats.” 
 
    “I do not threat, Atwoode.  I do make promises that I keep,” stated Worth.  
 
    “I am not afraid of your threats or your promises,” answered Atwoode.  He was enjoying this verbal altercation with Worth especially here at White’s.   
 
    Lynden shook his head.  “Atwoode, I think it time for you to leave.” 
 
    Atwoode looked at Lynden.  “I do not listen to Worth’s lackey.  This is between myself and Worthingston.” 
 
    Lynden shrugged.  “Worth, I tried to warn him.  He seems he is hell bent on self- destruction.”  He could hear the mumbling about them of bets being made.  He needed to keep Worth from striking the fool in front of theses witnesses.  It appeared Atwoode was pushing for a fight.  “Shall we go back to my home, where the riff raff cannot follow?   I don’t know about you, but I have had enough of this harassment.”   
 
    Worth looked from Lynden to Atwoode then looked about him at the attention Atwoode was causing.  It dawned on him, Atwoode was baiting him for a reaction, a reaction that cast dispersions on him.  If he hadn’t been so concerned about Lili, he would have realized it earlier.  
 
    Worth laughed.  Every head in the place turned to look at him.  Atwoode looked at him as though he belonged in Bedlam.  Maybe he did, thought Worth.  But Lili was safely tucked away in Glendenning.  There was no way Atwoode could do anything to hurt her.  But he, Worth, could do much to make Atwoode regret this confrontation.  Something to do while waiting for the Morning Star to return.  
 
    Worth sat down in the chair he had vacated earlier, the valet had righted.  He grabbed his glass of Scotch, raised it in salute to Atwoode and took a long swallow.  Worth motioned to Lynden to sit, and poured him a glass. 
 
    Atwoode stared at Worth.  What was he about?  “What about my stolen property?” he demanded. 
 
    Worth shrugged.  “What about it? You say it’s stolen, I say I was retrieving what is mine. It is finished as far as I’m concerned.”  Worth leaned back in his chair and stared up at Atwoode daring him to continue.   
 
    Atwoode fumed.  If he continued on, it would look like he is wanted this argument.  Worthingston was making him look like a fool.  He stared at Worthingston for a long moment.  “This is not finished.” 
 
    Worth shrugged again.  “If I say it is, it is.”  He poured himself another shot and filled Lynden’s glass on the table dismissing Atwoode.  From the corner of his eyes, he watched Atwoode stride angrily out the door.  He smiled.  It seemed he needed to pay Oxley another visit. 
 
    Lynden watched Atwoode stride out and turned to his friend.  “That one will give you trouble, my friend.” 
 
    Worth laughed.  “No, he will wish he never had this conversation.”  Already, his mind was thinking of what he wanted to do. 
 
    “I was very surprised to receive your note to meet you here.  I thought I’d meeting you at one of the churches here for a wedding.” 
 
    “Lili sailed with the Morning Star earlier.  She is on her way to Edinburgh, then on to Glendenning.” 
 
    Lynden looked at his friend in shock.   
 
    Worth smiled.  “It appears my lady is leading me on a very merry chase.  I am forced to cool my heels here in London.  All my ships are out.  The Morning Star will return in three days’ time. I have convinced mother to come with me. Can I convince you to come, as well?” 
 
    “Your mother is sailing with you to Edinburgh?”  Lynden smiled.  “I have never been to Scotland.  It appears I will be taking a trip.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
      Several days later, Atwoode returned to his home to find it and all of his markers were now in the hands of Worthingston.  Madame Demey’s house was being converted into a girls home.  Whatever connections he had with other members of the ton were now nonexistent.  Worthingston had not left him completely broke but had left him with a very strict allowance.  Atwoode curses echoed through the house as he watched his things packed and moved to a small apartment across town. 
 
    Oxley stood on the street and watched the transfer.  He smiled.  He would write to the Duke and inform him all had gone just as he had planned.     
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Its sails unfurled catching the full force of the wind, the Windward Hawk cut through the waves as it followed the southern English coast on its way to the West Indies.  It had left London two days prior with a special cargo on board.  
 
    Deep in the bowels of the ship a ladle of water was thrown on the face of the man that lay in the hammock in the far corner. He had been drugged when brought on board. He came to sputtering, wiping his face with his hands. 
 
    “Up to it mate.  Ye can’t be lyin’ about all day when there be work to be doin’.” 
 
    Edward looked around.  Where the hell was he?  He remembered being held in this warehouse.  Some lordly gentleman entered asking about Lili.  Then everything went dark.  He felt his jaw and moved it about.  It hurt like hell.    
 
    He looked at the big burly man who stood waiting.  “Who are you and where the hell am I?”  demanded Edward.  
 
    The burly man laughed.  “My name be Big John.  I be the one tellin’ ye what to do from now on.  Ye be on his lordship’s ship the Windward Hawk. We be heading for the West Indies.  Ye be part of the crew.” 
 
    Edward looked at the man unable to comprehend what he was saying.  This could not be right. 
 
    “His lordship tells me to tell you, ye not be welcome on English soil again.” 
 
    Edward shook his head to clear his thoughts.  “Who is this lordship you speak of?  There has to be some mistake.” 
 
    Big John shook his head and laughed.  “Be no mistake.  His lordship be the Duke of Worthingston.  Told me to tell ye this be his wedding present to the new Duchess, the Lady Lili McGowan.  Ye must have really made the Duke angry.” 
 
    Edward turned a deathly shade of white as the realization of where he was and what his life had now become. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Three days later, Worth and the Duchess boarded the Morning Star. Lynden had sent word earlier, he would not be able to accompany them as he had hoped. His godmother, the Countess Danby had urgently requested his presence.  He had sent his regrets and well wishes to Worth on his upcoming marriage.  The crew was aware of the reason for the quick turn around trip.  They were also aware of the bonus the Duke had promised them for a speedy return. 
 
    Worth found Mr. Webb the first mate to be most accommodating.   
 
    The Morning Star made it to Edinburgh in record time.   Not long after they arrived, Worth and his mother were on their way to Glendenning.  The crew of the Morning Star were happy to spend an extra day in Edinburgh with extra coin in their pockets. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Home is where the heart’s tears can dry at their own pace. 
 
    Vernon Baker 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ache for home lives in all of us, the safe place where we can go as we are 
 
    And not be questioned. 
 
    Maya Angelou 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The coach came to a stop in the main yard of the keep much to Lili’s relief.   She threw open the door and climbed down before Bennings or Marie could help.  She drank in the sight of her beloved home.  It was nowhere near as luxurious as Colin’s, no, the Duke’s, she kept reminding herself, but this was her home.  This was where she belonged. 
 
    She stood and watched as Aiden and Alysa came running out with Elsbeth quick behind them.  Out of the corner of her eye she could see Rab and another young man coming out of the barn. 
 
    Lili bent down and hugged the two most precious things in her life.  She could not stop the tears that fell. She listened as they both talked at once. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad you’re home, Lili,” stated Aiden. 
 
    “I was so scared Lili,” cried Alysa as she hugged Lili tightly.  
 
    “I am so glad to be home, Aiden.  And I’m sorry Ali you were scared.  That’s why I’ve come back,” reassured Lili as she held them tight.  
 
    “Colin said he was going to bring you back,” stated Aiden as he let go of Lili and looked around.  But all he saw was this strange man getting down from the top of the carriage and young girl with dark hair get out of the carriage.  He did not see Colin anywhere.  “Where’s Colin?” he asked confused.  Colin promised he would bring Lili back himself.  He promised.  Lili was here but where was Colin? 
 
    Lili looked at him and saw his confusion and concern.  “Colin had to stay in London.  He helped me get back, though.” 
 
    Aiden looked at her through narrowed eyes.  There was something Lili was not telling him.  “He promised he would be coming back.” 
 
    “He did Lili, he did,” added Alysa. 
 
    “I know he did,” explained Lili.  “But there are things that need his attention in London, so he had to stay.”  How did she explain to them that the man they knew as Colin was a Duke?  That all these months he had stayed here with them, he had lied to them about who he was. 
 
    “But is he coming back?” demanded Aiden.   
 
    Lili looked at him wishing she could reassure Aiden but she couldn’t.  She looked up to catch Elsbeth staring at her with concern.   
 
     Before Lili could answer, Bennings interrupted.  “Of course, he is coming, my young man.  When the Duke makes a promise, he keeps his word.” 
 
    Lili closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  She should have known, she would not be able to keep that a secret.  Exactly what was she to tell them?  Another thing to hold against Colin.    
 
    “Who is this Lili and who is this duke?” asked Aiden looking from Bennings to Lili. 
 
    Elsbeth came to the rescue. “Let’s talk in the keep.  A’m certain yer sister is tired.  She can answer all ye questions then.  Come along,” as she guided the twins back to the keep.  
 
    Aiden balked.  “But who are these people, Lili?” 
 
    Again, Bennings answered.  “I am his grace’s valet and Marie is my lady’s maid.  His grace sent us to escort your sister home.”  
 
    Aiden shook his head.  “Who’s the Duke?” he demanded. 
 
    Lili looked at Bennings and Aiden.  She knew she had to explain.  “Aiden, Colin is the duke, Bennings is speaking about.” 
 
    “Colin’s a duke?  What does that mean?” asked Ali. 
 
    Lili looked at Elsbeth, taken aback to see Elsbeth was not surprised.  Elsbeth knew.  When and how did Elsbeth know?  So many secrets. 
 
     “Means he’s very important,” explained Aiden.  “Got a title, a big title, almost like a prince or king.  I knew he was important when we was in Edinburgh.” 
 
    “Oh, a prince,” said Ali with a big a smile.  She liked the idea of a prince. 
 
    “Not a prince, a duke,” corrected Aiden. 
 
    “But you said,------- ” 
 
    “Let’s not argue,” admonished Lili.  How had she forgotten about their arguing? 
 
    Bennings and Marie followed everyone inside.  Marie carried the small satchel for Lili.  
 
    Lili walked into the great room and sat in the rocker.  Suddenly, she was tired, very tired.  Here, she could finally relax and let her guard down.  She had not realized how tight a hold she had on her control, until now. 
 
    She looked at Elsbeth.  “Bennings will need a room and so will Marie, just something till they return back to Edinburgh in the morning.  Oh, and the driver, too” 
 
    “But my lady, I am to stay with you until his Grace comes. So is Marie. I am under strict instructions from the Duchess,” disputed Bennings.    
 
    “You see, Lili, even he says Colin is coming back,” stated Ali.  
 
    “Yes,” agreed Aiden giving Lili that I told you so look. 
 
    Lili sighed.  There was no use arguing with them.  Time would tell, but even if he did, there was no future for her with a duke.  He would not be staying.  Lili watched as Rab came in followed by a young man with brown shaggy hair, tall, thin.  Lili raised an eyebrow in question and looked at Elsbeth. 
 
    “Davis, tis be Lady Lilias McGowan.  Lady Lili tis be Davis Reid.  He came with Master Colin and Aiden when they come back from Edinburgh.  Master Colin hired him to help Rab,” explained Elsbeth. 
 
    Lili closed her eyes.  He was making more changes.  She could not afford help but Colin would not understand.  He would send her some anyway.  She opened her eyes to find Davis in front of her, his hat in his hand.  He looked not much older than she was.   
 
    “My lady, I know everyone here has been worried and they be glad ye’re back.” He replied. 
 
    Lili smiled.  It was not Davis to blame for all of this.  No, this was the work of Colin, the duke.  “I am glad you are here.”  She turned to Rab and asked, “I’m sure he has been a big help to you, Rab.” 
 
    Rab smiled.  “Aye, lass.  Tis good to have ye back home.  A’ve showed the driver where to put the coach and horse.”     
 
    Lili nodded.  She looked to Elsbeth.  “Do we have enough food for everyone.?”   She had worried about them having enough food to eat for so long, it was hard not to continue to worry. But she should have known better.  Colin had made so many changes. 
 
    “Of course, my lady,” replied Elsbeth.  She did not want these newcomers from London to know how bad things had been here for Lili.  “Why donna ye go upstairs to rest.  A can take care of everythin’ down here.”  
 
    Lili nodded.  As much as she wanted to come home, she realized now, so much had changed. It was not her home as she remembered, all because of Colin’s high handedness.     
 
     “Aiden, would you show Bennings, Colin’s, I mean the Duke’s room.  Ali, would you show Marie my room.  I have something to do in Papa’s study,” instructed Lili.   
 
    Lili watched as Aiden and Ali took Bennings and Marie as she directed, chatting to them, especially Aiden asking Bennings all sorts of questions about Colin.  Lili walked slowly to her father’s study.  She sat in her father’s chair, laid her head back and sighed deeply.  She was home, but it was all changing.   And she had no control of it.  She felt adrift in a sea of uncertainty.  All this time, Colin was a duke. No wonder, he was so autocratic.  He was used to being in control.  He had slowly integrated himself here at Glendenning. 
 
    But Glendenning was far removed from London.  In London, he had power and prestige.  She could not compete or become one of the ton.   She was no one, a daughter of an unknown Scottish laird.  She believed Colin cared. But he didn’t love her. Marriage was not an option.  She was damaged goods.  She was not worthy of a duke.  She truly believed, she could never be more than his paramour.  He had never said anything about love. Could she settle for that?  Thankfully, she lived here and no one knew.   She wondered if that was how Elsbeth felt with Rab’s father.   
 
    Would Colin follow her?  Part of her desperately wanted him to, but the reality of it was another thing.  If he did, what then?  All she could think about in London was getting back to Glendenning. To get away from Colin’s influence.  But had she truly gotten away.  It seemed he had made his influence known, never more so, than when he returned from Edinburgh. He had left his instructions when he had come after her.  Instructions, they all seemed to listen to more than anything she said.   
 
    Lili rose from the chair.  She had hoped by sitting here, she would get some semblance or direction on where she needed to go.  Usually, she felt her father’s presence in this room.  Today, she felt nothing. It only felt empty.  
 
    Lili walked into her room.  She could tell Marie had been there.  The clothes she had brought with her from London were hanging in her wardrobe.  Lili looked at her old clothes.  Maybe she would feel more like herself in her own clothes.  Quickly, she changed into her light brown dress.  She laced up her front and realized she needed to loosen it. Not by very much, not noticeable at least, not yet.   
 
    As much as the thought of carrying Colin’s child thrilled her, she knew how much it complicated the situation.  This child would be Colin’s, the dukes’ bastard child for she was certain they would never marry.  She stood at her windows overlooking the yard to the stables.  She was sad and happy, all at the same time. How could that be?  Why was her mind and heart so muddled?  No, it was just her mind.  Her heart knew what it wanted.  It wanted Colin’s love because it already loved Colin, duke and all. 
 
    Lili watched Rab and Davis and the driver, Henry go into barn.  It seemed everywhere she looked, she saw Colin’s influence.  She should feel easier that at the moment, she did not have to worry about repairs for the keep and food on the table, but she didn’t.  This made her feel like a kept woman.  But wasn’t she, her mind argued.            
 
    No longer able to stay in her room with the thoughts going round and round in her head, Lili went back downstairs.  The great room was empty except for Elsbeth who was preparing the evening meal.  Maybe, she and Elsbeth could talk. 
 
    Elsbeth raised her eyes to meet Lili’s when she came near.  “Ye’ve changed.” 
 
    Lili nodded.  “Yes, I’ve put on my own clothes.” 
 
    “T’is not the clothes A be talkin’ ‘bout.” 
 
    Lili looked at her confused. 
 
    “T’is ye, yerself that has changed.   A babe will do that.” 
 
    Lili stared at her in disbelief.  How did she and the first mate know?  
 
    “Aye, lass.  A know.  A watched yer monthly time after that Edward come to make certain he had not gotten ye with child.   Had to make sure the medicines A gave ye worked,” explained Elsbeth.  “Then when Master Colin come, A could see how the two of ye felt. The lust between the two of ye------.” 
 
    Lili eyes grew wide, overwhelmed, “Elsbeth!” 
 
    Elsbeth chuckled.  “He was good fer ye. He is good fer ye.  He will take care of all the things so ye’ll not have to worry no more.” 
 
    Lili sighed.  “Perhaps, Elsbeth, but I don’t think so.   He is a Duke, I am merely the lairds daughter.  For all purposes, I am not much more than a commoner,” explained Lili. 
 
    “Yer papa, the laird, he had a title, too,” stated Elsbeth. 
 
    “Yes, I think, I remember papa saying something along those lines, but nothing worthy of a duke.  He is a Duke,” stated Lili, as though that explained it all. 
 
    “Ach, maybe, lass.  He loves ye lass.  That A do know.  T’was a man possessed he was, when him and Aiden come back to find Edward had come and takin’ ye.  A never seen a man so angry.  There was blood in his eyes.” 
 
    Lili nodded. She couldn’t imagine Colin at a loss.  The Colin she knew was always in control.  That was one of the things that annoyed her about him.  He was always in control. She could not imagine him as Elsbeth described him.  But Lord Lynden had said something similar that night at supper.  She found it very difficult to believe, Colin acting in such a manner. 
 
    “I have no idea what he did to Edward.  All he would tell me was Edward would never do anything to me, ever again.  Colin did say he did not kill him, only he will wish, Colin had.  I’m not sure what he meant by that.  He would never tell me.” 
 
    Elsbeth nodded. “He would not.”  
 
    Lili sighed deeply.  Was she being unreasonable?  “I thought, if I came back home, I could think, but I can’t here either.  Now, I have a baby to think of, too.”  Lili looked at Elsbeth.  “How did you------?” 
 
    Elsbeth sat down beside Lili.  “T’was different for me.  Rab’s father died ‘fore Rab was born.  We were to be married, we were.” 
 
    Lili looked at her seriously.  “You’ve never spoke of him.  You’ve never married.” 
 
    Elsbeth looked at her.  “Yer mother, yer father knew.  They knew him.  A had everythin’ A wanted with Rab.  But ye donnae.  Ye want Master Colin and he be wantin’ ye.  Take what is given to ye.  T’is a gift.” 
 
    Lili sighed.  Perhaps, Elsbeth was right.  She just didn’t know anymore.  She was so tired of all this emotional upheaval.  Since Colin walked into her life, nothing had been the same.  But did she want what was before, struggling just to put food on the table.  Was she being selfish to all those under her care by not accepting Colin’s generosity?  Her mind said yes, she was. 
 
    “He shall follow ye.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Elsbeth smiled. “A do.” 
 
    Before Lili could reply, Aiden followed by Rab, Davis and Henry all walked in.  Elsbeth rose to tend to the men.   
 
    Aiden sat down beside her.  “When is Colin coming?  Bennings said to ask you.” 
 
    “I’m not certain, Aiden.”  She answered.  Ali slipped in to sit beside her, too. Where had Ali come from, wondered Lili.  
 
    “It may take him a fortnight or so, if he decides to come.  Remember, he has a great deal of responsibilities in London and he stayed with us for a long time.  He may not be able to get away any time soon.  We will have to wait and see what happens,” explained Lili. 
 
    Aiden shrugged like he wasn’t concerned at all.  “Colin’s coming back.  He’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Ali chimed in.  “Colin promised.” 
 
    Lili sat there wondering how to make them understand, she had serious doubts about Colin returning to Glendenning.  She truly did not want to destroy their hopes.  She decided for the time being, she would let things happen.  When the time came to make them understand Colin would not be returning, she would face that fact, as well.  Until then, she would let them have their hope.  Perhaps, she was letting herself have that hope, as well. 
 
    Lili smiled sadly.  “Yes, we shall see.” 
 
    With all the new people at the keep, supper proved to be a boisterous affair.  Lili sat at the head of the table and listened to all the talk about her. Rab and Elsbeth, the twins, all joined in the conversations as though they had all known each other for years.  Lili felt like the outsider, the outsider in her own home. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    The days at Glendenning took on a different routine for Lili.  Elsbeth took over the running of the interior of the keep, while Rab handled repairs.  Lili still made the twins continue on with their studies in the morning, but in the afternoon, left with time on her hand, Lili found a place where she felt at peace.   
 
    She took a book and walked to the small glen where they had celebrated her birthday all those months ago.  Every afternoon, she brought her book and a blanket.  She sat under the yew tree.  Every afternoon, she tried to read, but after the first few pages, she couldn’t recall any of what she read, she put her book aside. 
 
    Lili sat back and leaned her head against the tree.  Fall was in the air.  Winter would soon be here.  Colin stayed at the keep because of the snow.  So many things now were associated with Colin. 
 
    Four days turned to five days turned to six days. She knew it was much too soon to even consider Colin being able to return in that time span, but yet, she still looked for him. As the days began to add up, Lili began to doubt whether Colin would return.  Every night when Lili read for everyone, then escorted the twins to their rooms, Aiden always said, “Colin will be home tomorrow.” 
 
    Lili nodded, bid them goodnight and went to her room.  She was tempted to go to Colin’s room but she couldn’t quite make herself go there.  Too many memories, she was not ready to face. But lying in her bed at night staring at the canopy of her bed, the doubts, the fears crawled out of every corner of the darkness and reared their ugly heads.   
 
    Sleep finally came in the early morning hours, often plagued with dreams she couldn’t remember, except for the fact, they left her restless and more tired.    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
            
 
          
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    You pierce my soul.  I am half agony, half hope.  Tell me not that I am too late, 
 
    that such precious feelings are gone forever. 
 
    Persuasion   
 
    Jane Austen 
 
      
 
      
 
     Worth sighed with relief to finally enter the yard of Glendenning keep.  It seemed as though the stars had been against him.   For as much as he tried to leave immediately when he found Lili gone, everything that could go wrong, did go wrong.  It was eight days since Lili had left to return home.  
 
    Glendenning looked better than he remembered.  It appeared the repairs he had set into motion were being done.  Worth stepped down out of the carriage and turned to help his mother down. 
 
    As he turned around, he heard their screams, “Colin!  You’re back.”  Suddenly, he was embraced by Aiden and Alyssa so hard they nearly knocked him down.  He laughed and folded his arms around them, holding them close. 
 
    “Yes, I am.”  Worth felt like he was home.  These two imps held a special place in his heart.  Here, he felt like Colin and not Worth, the Duke. 
 
    Aiden was the first to take a step back.  “Lili said you wouldn’t come back.  I knew she was wrong,” stated Aiden in that matter of fact voice of his.  
 
    Worth smiled at him.  Aiden was still acting the laird of the keep.  “I was delayed or I would have been here sooner.”  He just hoped Lili would understand.    He could see Alysa eyeing his mother with interest.  She, of course, would be the more curious of the two. 
 
    “Lady Alysa McGowan, Lord Aiden McGowan may I present to you my mother, the Duchess of Worthingston.” 
 
    Ali eyes grew big, then she hit her twin in the side and curtseyed. 
 
    “Ouch, Ali,” said Aiden, then he noticed her curtsey and realized what Ali was doing.  He looked from Colin to his mother and bowed.  “Welcome to Glendenning.”  Dang! Colin was a duke just like Bennings said. 
 
    The Duchess smiled. These two were charming.  “Thank you both for this most charming welcome.  But now that we are about to become family such formality is not necessary.” 
 
    Aiden smiled.  “I knew you wouldn’t be uppity.  You’d be good like Colin.”  He grabbed her hand and looked to Ali to grab her other hand.  “Come.”  
 
    Ali grabbed her other hand.  “Yes, come.” 
 
    The Duchess looked back at her son and smiled.  “Well, are you coming as well, my son?” 
 
    Worth smiled.  He knew his mother would immediately love these two.  She had always wanted loads of grandchildren.  Carolyn and Grayson only had Abigail.  She now lived with Nate and Dulcey. 
 
    Dulcey, Worth thought.  Hair of red will lead you on a merry chase.  He smiled.  It had been a merry chase, indeed.  But Lili was worth it all.  He followed his mother and the children inside. He looked around but did not see Lili.   
 
    Elsbeth met them in the great room.   Marie was there, but no Lili.  
 
    “Elsbeth, may I introduce you to my mother, the Duchess.  Mother this Elsbeth.  She runs everything here and has been here since Lili’s mother.” 
 
    Elsbeth curtseyed for the duchess.  She liked the warmth she saw reflected in the Duchess’s eyes.   The fact, she came in holding the twins’ hands impressed Elsbeth of her kind heart.  Not that Elsbeth needed to be impressed, but she wanted someone who would be kind to her Lili.  Lili needed a motherly figure in her life, especially at this time of her life. 
 
    “Ye’re Grace.  Ye’re most welcome to Glendenning.  We are a small staff here, but we will make ye as comfortable as we can.” 
 
    The Duchess smiled.  It appeared these few people in Lili’s life were very important to her. She could understand why.  Having had to depend on each other as much as Colin said they had to, this was Lili’s family.  No matter the fact, Elsbeth was a servant. She could see how her son found peace here.  He had never been one that cared for all the properness that went along with London society.  She had lived in dread, every time he left on one his missions for the war department. And then after Caroline’s death, she had feared for him even more. He would no longer be putting himself in danger.  But he had become hardened.  Even if he decided to stay here at Glendenning, she knew, he would be happy and safe here.   
 
    “I told the twins, I do not always go along with all this properness and formality.  I think this is a place where all of that need not apply.” 
 
    Elsbeth nodded.  She could see where Master Colin got his big heart from.  Even with being a duke and such, he was a good man under all those trappings.   
 
    “Your grace, you are here,” stated Bennings as he entered the great room.  He had seen the coach enter the yard.  He had been worrying, thinking the duke would not follow.  Lady Lili and young Lord Aiden had been arguing the last few days.   
 
    “Yes, Bennings.  It appears so.  Would you and Marie help Gina and John with the trunks and anything else that needs to be done?”  He turned to Elsbeth.  “If additional help is needed, please hire whatever you need.  I am thinking, we may all be here for some time.” 
 
    “Ach, A will, but A see no need to now.  But we will need more supplies if A’m to cook and feed everyone,” she explained.  “We have most of the rooms cleaned and prepared.” 
 
    Worth nodded.  “Send Rab and Davis into town. Make a list of everything and anything you can think of.”  He looked around again.  Lili was not here of that he was certain.  She would have been down, as soon as she had heard the arrival of guests.  If she wasn’t in the keep, then where was she?  He was more than anxious to talk with her.  
 
    Elsbeth noticed his looking about.  He was looking for Lili.  She needed him, that much Elsbeth knew, as much as he needed her.  It was time this nonsense was put to rest. 
 
    “Ye be lookin’ ------ ”   
 
     “Where is Lili?” asked Worth at the same time. 
 
    Ali came to his side and pulled at his sleeve.  He knelt down to her level.  “I know where she is.  I followed her,” she told him softly.  “She goes to the spot where we had her birthday picnic. She brings a book but she doesn’t read it much.  She just sits.  She’s going to have a baby, you know.” 
 
    All eyes turned to her in shock. 
 
    Ali looked to Elsbeth.  “I heard Lili and you talking. You didn’t see me. Lili cries at night, too. ”  
 
    Aiden nodded.  “Ali told me.  Me and Ali have been taking care of Lili.”   
 
    Worth was taken aback by Ali’s announcement.  A baby, he thought.  How?  He had always withdrawn when they had bedded.  No, his mind said. Not, that first time.  He closed his eyes.  Lili was carrying his child, his heir.  He opened his eyes to find his mother looking at him with that smile of hers.  That smile that said she was on his side. 
 
    Worth looked to Elsbeth.  “T’is best she tells you.” 
 
    “I suspected as much when she was at Mannery House.”  Worth looked to his mother.  “Go to her, son.  Talk to her,” advised the Duchess. 
 
    Caroline came to mind.  Carolyn died in childbirth.  Panic grabbed hold of his heart in a vise like grip.  Could that happen to Lili? 
 
    His mother saw the fear in his eyes and understood.  He and Caroline had been so close.  Her death had affected him deeper than she realized. 
 
    “Caroline last pregnancy was difficult.  Remember, she had Abbigail without any problems.  Do not borrow trouble where there is none,” advised the Duchess.    
 
    Worth nodded.  A baby, he thought.  A tiny version of Lili with hair of red.  He smiled. He knelt in front of Ali. “Thank you, Ali.”  
 
    Ali nodded. 
 
    Worth nodded to all and walked swiftly out the door. 
 
    Worth walked to the copse where they had celebrated Lili’s birthday those months ago.  Quietly, as not to frighten her, he stood for a moment gazing at her.  She had spread a blanket under the large yew.  She sat with her back leaned against the base of the tree.  She held a book in her lap reading.  She looked so peaceful sitting there.  He was hesitant to disturb her.  He wanted that picture etched in his mind. 
 
    Mother said he needed to court her as Worth, the Duke of Worthingston.  Perhaps, she was right.  There was no time like the present to begin.  Then why did he feel like he would rather have faced Napoleon’s army or brave Napoleon himself, than face the possibility Lili would not fall in love with him. No, he refused to think in those lines.  She was carrying his child.   
 
    He walked slowly to her.  His foot snapped a branch and she looked up from her book.  Surely, that was a look of welcome.  
 
    “Hello, Lili,” he said softly, never taking his eyes off of her.  She looked tired but beautiful. He wanted to grab her and hold her tightly in his arms but he remembered what his mother said.  Court her, woo her. 
 
      
 
    When Lili looked up and saw Colin standing there in front of her, her heart skipped a beat. There before her, stood her heart’s desire. He had followed her.  She no longer had to worry whether he would or not. He had. Was this a good thing or bad?  She had no idea.  She had made up her mind during one of those long lonely nights, she would accept whatever he had to offer her.   
 
    “Hello, Colin.” 
 
    “May I sit down and join you?” he asked, watching her face closely. 
 
    “Yes, of course.”   
 
    Colin sat down beside her.  He felt encouraged.  She hadn’t thrown a glass at him. She didn’t have a glass but she did have a book.  He watched her place it gently at her side. 
 
    “You came?” she asked.  There was so much more she wanted to say but suddenly all the words did not want to come out. His presence, his nearness played havoc with her emotions.  When did he not, she asked herself. 
 
    “Of course, I followed you.  Did you think I would not?”  Colin watched the emotions play across her face.  He so wanted to believe those beautiful clear blue eyes of hers looked at him with love. 
 
    Lili looked away.  She could not continue to stare into those eyes of his.  They saw too much.  They looked into her heart.  “I was not sure,” she whispered. 
 
    Worth placed his fingers on her chin and turned her face toward him.  “Lili, I am sorry I didn’t tell you exactly who I am.  I have played so many parts while I worked for the war department.  But I never felt like I was playing a part here at Glendenning.  For the first time in a very long time, I felt like I could be who I truly was.  That I did not have to pretend or put on airs. I could be me, truly me.” 
 
    Lili looked into his eyes searching. The sincerity and pleading she saw in his eyes was her undoing.   
 
    “I did not want to fall in love with you but I did.  My intentions were to help you and the twins but you not only stole my money you stole my heart.”  He smiled.  His hand cupped her face.         
 
    Lili slowly shook her head. 
 
    Worth hopes plummeted.  She was shaking her head.  Surely, she was not telling him no.  What did he have to do to convince her? 
 
    “But in all that time you have never once said you love me?  You have never talked of love.”  How could she explain to him she needed those words of love because she felt damaged?   
 
    Worth smiled with hope replacing his despair.  “Rather remiss of me. I thought my actions told you so. I did not realize, I needed to say the words, as well.  But my love, my dearest love, I love you with every part of my heart and soul, with every part of me.” 
 
    Those were the words she had longed to hear for so long now, then why was she still hesitant about them.  Because deep in her own heart, as much as she loved him, she did not feel worthy of his love.   
 
    He claimed her lips, softly at first, the tip of his tongue tracing the outline of hers till she sighed and her lips parted in invitation.  Lili wrapped her arms around him pulling him closer.  She met his probing tongue and danced the dance of lovers.   
 
    Reluctantly, Colin pulled away.  There was more they needed to talk about.  He reached in the pocket of his jacket and pulled out the moonstone necklace and held it out in his hand.   
 
    Lili’s eyes opened wide with surprise.  She looked at the necklace Colin held in front of her to Colin and back to the necklace.  She had thought never to see it again after Edward took it from her.  
 
    “How?” she asked, disbelieving what her eyes saw. 
 
    Colin smiled.  “That is where I was that morning you left.  I was looking for this. It took me longer than I thought to track it down.  But it was something I felt I needed to do for you.  I was also able to recover a few of your mother’s jewels as well.” 
 
    Lili touched his cheek tenderly.  For Colin to have gone through all the trouble of locating her moonstone and bringing it back to her, meant more than anything he had ever or could ever do. Tears came to her eyes.  She was so moved by his thoughtfulness. 
 
    “Here let me put it on you.”  He placed it around her neck. 
 
    When it rested on her breast, Lili rubbed the moonstone between her fingers as she so often did.  It felt good to have it back again.  This was the best gift he could ever give her. 
 
    Colin watched the joy and contentment cross her face.  It was everything and more than what he expected. 
 
    “Marry me Lili?”  
 
    Lili gazed at him with concern.  As much as she wanted to hear those words, those words brought about grave apprehension to her heart.  She was not worthy of marrying a duke.  How could she convince Colin of that fact? 
 
    Colin sensed her hesitation.  “I love you, Lili.” 
 
    Lili bit her bottom lip and nodded.  “I love you, too, but-----.” 
 
    Colin placed a swift kiss on her lips to quieten her.  “There are no buts.” 
 
    Lili touched his cheek tenderly.  “There are buts.  You, my love, are a duke. I am a------.” 
 
    Colin places another kiss on her lips.  “You, my love, are everything I want in a wife.  Shhh!  Listen to me.  Your father’s title makes you a proper choice. I have a special license from the archbishop, as well.  Even mother has accompanied me to be here for our nuptials.” 
 
    Lili’s eyes grew wide with shock.  “Your mother is here?”  She tried to rise but Colin would not release her. 
 
    “Yes, she wanted to be here when her only son married the woman he loved.” 
 
    “But we’re not ready to receive a Duchess,” bewailed Lili still struggling in Colin’s arms. 
 
    “I left mother talking with Elsbeth.  All is being prepared.  Besides, my mother does not care for all that pomp.  Gina is here to help her and that is all she requires.”   
 
    Lili did not truly believe him.   
 
    “Besides, she could not be happier to be here, especially after Ali’s announcement.” 
 
    Lili looked at him strangely.   
 
    “Another reason for us to marry, my love.”  When he saw the added confusion to her face, he continued,  “I know.”  He placed his hand tenderly over her abdomen. 
 
    Lili’s eyes widened in astonishment.  Did he say Ali told him?  How did Ali know?   
 
    “Ali overheard you and Elsbeth.  It seems the twins have been taking care of you.” 
 
    Lili smiled as she remembered Aiden and Ali always there to help, to carry things for her. So many knew.  She placed her hand over his and sighed.  
 
    “This makes me happy, frightened, but happy.  I love you, my Lili.  I want our child to be born in wedlock,” Worth implored. 
 
    Lili nodded. 
 
    “Does that nod mean yes.  You will marry me,” stated Worth. 
 
    “I love you Colin, but------.” 
 
    “No,” interrupted Worth again.  “There are no buts for us.  I love you.  You love me.  You carry my child growing within you.  I want you as my wife.  You can be as much a duchess as you want to be.  If you want to stay here, I will be glad to live here, but I would like you to visit my home and then decide.  I truly think you will like Stoneybrook.  As to going to London, being part of the ton, I have never cared for it.  If we never go, I shall be content.  If there comes a time you would like to try London, I will be content to take you.  The only thing that matters to me is not where we are but that you are with me.” 
 
      Lili listened to Colin with her heart.  She needed to believe his every word.  Her heart said, believe him.  Every reason she thought of against this, he discredited it.   
 
    Worth waited and watched as she warred with herself.   
 
    “You would be giving up so much,” replied Lili  
 
    “No, I would be gaining everything I have ever wanted.  I would be gaining you and to me, you are my everything.”   He took her hand in his and brought to his lips and kissed the palm. 
 
    Lili closed her eyes and allowed the feelings cascade through her.  How could she deny him, herself these feelings, this love?  She could not.  Like him, he was her everything.  She opened her eyes to find those gold flecked eyes of his watching her carefully. 
 
    “Yes, Colin Harwell, Duke of Worthingston I will marry with you.  I will be your wife.”  After saying the words aloud to him, a feeling of such contentment flowed through her.   
 
    “Yes!”  Worth took her in his arms and kissed her with all the love his heart could hold.  She was to be his, his for all eternity.  Never had he felt so whole. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue  
 
      
 
      
 
    I found you and I loved you, 
 
    And all the world was mine. 
 
    A Golden Day 
 
    Paul Laurence Dunbar  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lili stood beside her new husband in the great hall of the keep and looked over those assembled there.  Between Elsbeth and the Duchess, no Lili corrected herself, the Dowager Duchess, the wedding and wedding feast had been a small private but grand affair.  They had convinced her and Colin to give them a week to prepare for it.  New clothes had been sewed for the twins, a new dress for herself. The local vicar, Vicar Coburn had presided over the ceremony. At the moment, he stood next to the Dowager Duchess deep in conversation.   
 
    She had promised Worth, she would go to Stoneybrook for the birth of their child.  She hated the thought of leaving Elsbeth, but somehow the Dowager Duchess had convinced Elsbeth to accompany them.  They were to leave shortly after Christmas with a stop at Brandanlyn to spend time with his best friend, Nathaniel Beckham and his wife Dulcey. The Dowager Duchess was anxious to see her grandchild, Abigail who lived with Nathaniel and Dulcey.  It was Nathaniel’s brother, Grayson who had been married to Worth’s sister, Caroline.  Abigail was their daughter.  Lili was anxious to talk with Dulcey who had warned Colin, of his lady with hair of red. 
 
    If the snows came early traveling would be difficult and long, but she found, she could not deny Worth this request.  From all he had described, Stoneybrook sounded beautiful and peaceful.  She could see the love he had for the place as he spoke of it.  She would make it her home.  After all, the keep did belong to Aiden.  It would be his home.  It would be where he would one day bring his bride.    
 
    Lili sighed. Worth looked at her with concern.  “Tired, my love?”   
 
    Lili shook her head.  “No, my husband.”  It sounded strange to say her husband but good at the same time.  “I never thought I could ever feel such contentment.  For so long, so many nights I worried about everything, everyone.  It almost does not seem real to me.  It feels like a dream.” 
 
    Worth smiled.  To take that burden from her was what he had set out to do all those months ago. “I promise you my love, it is no dream.  It is very much real.” He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her palm. 
 
    Lili closed her eyes.  That one simple thing always made her melt inside and want him.  
 
    Worth loved watching the reaction that brought about in her.  He would never grow tired of seeing the look of passion cross her face.  It made him hard just thinking about it. 
 
    “It is our wedding night, my love,” he whispered in her ear.  He had not laid with her since returning to Glendenning.  He had thought it best to wait till they were wed. 
 
    Lili laughed.  “I do believe we have had our wedding night several months ago my husband.  The child I carry will attest to that.” 
 
    Worth laughed as well.  “Aye, that it has, my lady with hair of red who has led me on a very merry chase.” 
 
    Lili took his hand in hers.  “Then come my lord, let me lead you on this merry chaise to our wedding bed where the chase does end.” 
 
    “Lead on my fair lady, for I am content to chase wherever you shall lead.” 
 
    With Worth in hand Lili led him to his very merry chase as the wedding attendants cheered them on.   
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