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  To my circle of friends and hatchet-wielders:

  
  Twelve years. And we haven’t killed each other yet.



Chapter One

  

  


There was little preamble to the coach’s departure. A loud oath from the old driver’s mouth, the brief, sharp rattle of harness, and then nothing but the wet slap of horses’ hooves and wheels slipping on the damp ground before the vehicle trundled off and disappeared around a bend in the road.


Charlotte stood still, the mud sucking at her boots as she gazed into the distance. Two miles, the driver had said. Two more miles to Ellesferth Castle. She glanced over her shoulder at the darkening horizon. Two miles, without light, on an unfamiliar highway that threatened to pull her into the mire with every step. She took a deep breath, the chill in the air making her nose run and her eyes water. If she moved, she knew she would at least keep some of the cold at bay.


She stayed on the matted line of grass and weeds at the edge of the road, her bag gripped tightly in her hands. There had been no time to pack all of her belongings. Indeed, there had been no time even to mourn her grandmother, barely cold in her grave before the message had arrived that she was to leave Shepherd’s Bush and go to her great aunt in Scotland.


Charlotte reminded herself to be grateful that even this much care had been taken for her future. She had expected less attention from her stepmother, but the attraction of a greater distance between them may have won out over any desire her father’s second wife possessed to simply forget his only daughter had ever existed in the first place.


Twilight faded faster than Charlotte had anticipated. She slowed her steps, doing her best to avoid stumbling over any rocks or impediments that might lie in her path. No moon lit her way, and not even the glint of a few stars came out to reassure her. Only clouds, and mist, and a darkness so thick she thought it would soon prevent her from seeing her own hand in front of her face.


A few more minutes passed before she saw a light, seeming to wink at her from a distance. She didn’t blink, afraid that to do so would risk its vanishing. Her pace quickened again, mud splattering from her heels as she moved towards the glow and the great black mass that loomed up behind it.


She paused at the gate, two stone columns that rose out of the ground like the trunks of ancient trees. Ahead of her, the ground changed from a road pockmarked with dirt and sharp stones to a neat path strewn with a pale shade of gravel. She followed the path for several yards before stepping off it once she realized it would lead her away from the beckoning light. A few more steps and she found herself in front of a shabby wooden door. She searched for a knocker or bell of some sort, but found nothing. With no other recourse before her, she raised her bare fist and gave the door three hard raps.


She heard a shuffling from the other side, before the door was opened wide to her. A grey-haired, wiry woman filled only a small portion of the doorway, but the intensity of the woman’s gaze caused Charlotte to take a wary step backwards into the night.


“What d’you want?”


Charlotte had prepared herself for a heavy Scottish brogue, but the old woman’s accent was more Cheshire than anything.


“Mrs. Faraday?”


The woman tilted her head to one side, but gave no indication that she might be the Mrs. Faraday in question.


Charlotte cleared her throat and began again. “I’m looking for a Mrs. Harriet Faraday. My name is Charlotte Claridge. I am your… Well, her niece.”


The woman drew in a breath and held onto it as she took in every detail of Charlotte’s appearance from head to toe. “Wipe your boots,” she said, and stepped aside to let Charlotte enter.


Still clutching her bag, Charlotte scraped as much dirt from her shoes as she could before taking a step into the large, low room. A bright fire crackled in the grate, but she remained near the door while the old woman bustled around the place, too busy arranging cups and bowls on a wooden tray to take any apparent notice of her guest’s discomfiture.


The woman indicated a chair near the fire with a nod of her head. Charlotte walked forward and lowered herself into the indicated seat, clinging to the edge of it as if her welcome might be revoked in the blink of an eye. Her bag still in her lap, a large tankard was thrust towards her. She apologized profusely as she sought to set the bag on the floor and take the cup without spilling a drop of its contents.


“It’s milk,” the woman informed her as Charlotte took her first sip. “If you were hoping for something stronger, I’m not sorry to disappoint. There’ll be no spirits served at my table.”


Charlotte took another sip of the heated beverage and closed her eyes as it warmed her insides. She began to express her thanks, but the appearance of a plate filled with steaming hot lamb, potatoes, and dark bread and cheese immediately silenced her.


“Take it.” The old woman held out the dish, forcing Charlotte to reach for it in case it end up in her lap should she hesitate for too long. “You’re too small a thing. I don’t know what your grandmother took to feeding you, but it wasn’t near enough.”


Charlotte tore into the food with little adherence to ceremony or manners. The old woman watched her for another moment, then took her own seat and retrieved a bit of knitting from a basket at her feet.


Several minutes passed with only the crackle of a damp log on the fire, the rhythmic click of the old woman’s needles, and the scrape of Charlotte’s fork across her rapidly emptying plate. When she finally paused between bites to catch her breath, she glanced over at her host, who had given her such a peculiar welcome. She studied the delicate shape of the woman’s ears, the sharp line of her jaw, the slight upturn of her nose, all of them traits Charlotte recognized as belonging to her mother’s family.


“You’re Mrs. Faraday, aren’t you?”


Charlotte spoke quietly, but the woman’s ears seemed ready to pick up the sound of a dust mote striking the table.


“Of course I am.” She didn’t bother to look up from her knitting. “Or are you accustomed to strangers gifting you with a hot meal and a warm seat by the fire?”


Charlotte swallowed. “Not with any sort of regularity, no.” She returned her attention to her plate, but the remains of her appetite were already giving way to the exhaustion that had dogged her during her journey north.


“No doubt you’ll want to be shown to your room,” Mrs. Faraday announced as she dropped her knitting into her basket. She stood up, retrieved a small stub of candle from a sconce in the wall, and lit the wick from a lamp on the table.


“You’re not to go wandering,” she explained as she led Charlotte out of the kitchen and down a labyrinth of dimly lit corridors. “You’ll keep to your room or to the kitchen, and that’s where I expect you to stay unless otherwise permitted. You can go out of doors if you like, but I’ll not have you running about the countryside like a common gypsy.”


Mrs. Faraday came to a halt in front of a plain door, identical to several others they had already passed. “It’s not much, but I’m sure it’s above sleeping out in the weather.” With that sage pronouncement, she opened the narrow door and allowed Charlotte to step into the room.


The room didn’t fail to meet her expectations, lowered as they were by her great aunt. A bed took up most of the available space, while a spindly dressing table—boasting a cracked pitcher and wash basin—and a wardrobe wedged into the corner made up the rest of the room’s meagre furnishings.


“It will do very well. Thank you.”


Mrs. Faraday grunted a reply and held out the small candle to Charlotte. “Don’t worry about me.” She nodded at the weak light. “I can find my way through every corridor of this house with my eyes shut. Now, I don’t know what sort of hours your grandmother kept, but I can assure you there won’t be any sleeping away the day around here.”


Charlotte blinked at the sharp snap of the door closing. She still held the candle in her hand, the hot wax threatening to spill over onto her fingertips. Pouring a few drops of wax onto the surface of the table, she set the candle into the small puddle and held it still until the wax cooled around its base.


She took another look around the room while her hands slid up and down her arms. A fireplace stood in the corner opposite the wardrobe, cold and empty. She fingered the thin blankets on the bed, and gave a quick prayer of thanks that the light from the candle wasn’t strong enough for her to see her own breath.


“Right.” She set her bag on the bed and searched through it for all of her warmest bits of clothing.


Several minutes later, clad in multiple layers of stockings and a pair of wool socks, two nightdresses, and a knitted scarf wrapped around her head for a cap, she climbed between the cold sheets. Her other gowns she draped across the bed, forming another layer of covers that she hoped would lend some additional warmth during the night.


“This will do,” she whispered to herself, the sound of her own voice breaking a tension that had resided in her chest since boarding the coach for Scotland. She burrowed deeper beneath the thin blankets and tucked her hands beneath her arms. “This will do very well,” she spoke again,  and watched the candle’s flame sputter once, before a hiss marked a drowning death in its own wax.



***


“Hartley!”


The sound of his name made him wince.


“Damn you, Hartley! Get up!”


He raised a hand to his face and touched something warm on his cheek. Blood? Possibly. His own? More than likely. An experimental movement of his jaw brought out a groan from deep within his chest. He wondered if he still possessed all of his teeth, but his tongue felt too thick and heavy in his mouth to aid in his finding out.


“I’ve got ten guineas on this fight, and if you don’t get up off your ass…”


He managed to open his left eye at that. A mistake, as the face of his cousin swam before him in a most nauseating fashion.


“Only ten, Ballard?” Hartley swallowed quickly as the taste of bile rose in the back of his throat. “I would’ve thought you had more faith in me than that.”


Edward Ballard gripped his cousin under his arms and hoisted him up until he had almost returned to something that resembled an upright position. “I didn’t say I’d wagered it on you,” he shouted in Hartley’s ear, before one firm push sent him hurtling back towards his opponent.


Hartley wiped at his face a second time. A glance at his fingers showed him the crimson streak of blood that had trickled from his nose. His opponent—an ox of a man whose name he’d promptly forgotten once the first hit had sounded against his jaw—stood near the edge of the makeshift ring, no wounds or obvious injuries on his person. Only the faintest sheen of perspiration on the man’s forehead showed the slight amount of effort expended in what was shaping up to be a clear victory for him.


Hartley gave his head a shake and tried to clear his vision. He’d toppled larger men than this, but that had been half a dozen years ago and while sober. He’d arrived here this morning still struggling to digest the enormous supper—not to mention the bottle of wine—he’d demolished the night before.


Unfortunately, those were the only details of the night he could remember. So it had been more than a shock to find himself forcibly dragged from the comfort of his bed this morning and bundled off to some hovel in Wapping for a fight. A fight in which he was apparently the main attraction.


He recognized a few of the men on the outskirts of the circle. There was Lord Chadwick, Marquess of Beningfield. And just to his right was that damned Baron Oaksley. Hartley would’ve suspected his involvement above all others if he’d had a spare minute to think. But at that moment, he had no more spare minutes.


The man—the ox—came lunging towards him; not light on his feet or darting with any sort of strategy, but simply using his sheer mass as an advantage, ready to tear down whatever object might lie in his path. Hartley, still dazed from the last punch, moved back a step. And then another. The ring of onlookers that surrounded them gave him little room to maneuver. The shouts and curses of their audience rang through his head, distracting him, confusing him.


And the worst part? He couldn’t even recall why he was here. What foolish boast on his part had brought about this fight? And who was this man stalking towards him, one massive slab of a fist already raised and ready to break Hartley’s skull?


He ducked as quickly as his dizziness allowed—not quite quick enough as rough knuckles grazed his ear. That brought on more ringing in his head, but he recovered with some speed, stepping back until the jeers of the crowd overwhelmed him and he was once again pushed forward from behind.


“Enough.” The word came out under his breath, a breath that burned its way out of his lungs. He would have to end this, or else allow every tooth to be battered loose from his jaw.


He never took his eyes off his opponent. The other man was huge, his massive size his greatest asset. But it made him clumsy. Hartley noticed how every time the man moved forward, arm lifted to swing, he left his face—his entire upper torso, in fact—open and unprotected. And this was where Hartley would put his speed and agility to good use. Well, what speed and agility were left to him since the first collision of the other man’s fist against his skull.


The shouts from the circle of spectators grew to a fevered pitch. They must have noticed the change in Hartley’s behavior, the way he began to dart forward, testing his balance as he teased his opponent into making more brazen and thoughtless attacks, the other man depending on nothing but his breadth and width to save him.


And before he knew it, there it was. The opening Hartley needed. It was the briefest of windows. A single glance to either side and he would’ve missed it. He heard nothing from the crowd around him, felt nothing but the point of contact between his fist and the underside of the other man’s jaw.


The pain came a second. His hand, his arm, his entire shoulder reverberated from the shock as if recoiling from a pistol shot. No doubt he’d broken something, possibly something important. Better your hand than your head, he reminded himself and took a step back just as the large man’s frame—all twenty stone of it—dropped to the floor.


Someone in the crowd—probably Ballard, though he couldn’t be sure—tossed a clean, white handkerchief to him. Hartley wasted no time wiping the effluence of blood and perspiration from his face. More blood trickled down the back of his throat. A ragged cough scraped it clean before he spat out the foul substance onto the floor beside him.


Still too dazed to revel in his victory over the giant, Hartley bent over, bracing his forearms on his knees. Already, various twinges in his muscles foretold the agony he would experience later, when he began to relax. Copious amounts of alcohol would be needed to dull the oncoming pain. He cursed the rapid deterioration of his physical state for preventing him from participating in the raucous joy currently spreading through the gathered crowd. Or at least the minority of them who had seen their pockets lined by his victory.


He glanced over at his opponent, sprawled across the floor, his head thrown back and one arm pinned beneath his side. A flurry of movement surrounded the man, and then a harsh shout went up, quickly echoed by a half dozen others.


“Hartley.” Ballard’s hand gripped his arm, to restrain him or urge him forward, he couldn’t tell.


“What…?” Hartley couldn’t keep his voice strong enough to finish the question. The cries he’d heard were for a doctor, but it was an unheeded request. He had only to look at his former opponent’s face, his eyes wide open, his unseeing gaze evidence enough of a life that had been so suddenly snuffed out.


“Come along.” Ballard tugged at him.


“But I didn’t…” Before he could protest further, Ballard’s grip on his arm tightened as he was pulled towards the back of the room.


“An accident, old man,” he heard Ballard say. “No one’s fault. You must have struck him in just the right spot. Or the worst spot, as it were. Simply one of those things.”


Hartley was pushed into a chair, a silver flask pressed into his hand. He held onto it, his knuckles changing color from red to white, but he didn’t take a drink.


“Just stay here.” Ballard’s tone was unlike anything Hartley had ever heard before. “Stay here and I’ll—”


“Ballard.” He caught the edge of his cousin’s coat between fingers that didn’t want to work. “What happened?”


Ballard opened his mouth and closed it again.


“He’s dead?”


Ballard nodded once, his expression stricken.


“I killed him.”



“Yes.” Ballard breathed out the word on a sigh. “Yes, old man. I’m afraid you did.”





Chapter Two

  

  

Charlotte could count on one hand the number of times she had seen the sun in the last month. She had heard tales of Scottish weather during her childhood in Essex, of the incessant wind and rain and snow, that it was a bleak and uninhabitable land, unfit for any civilized creature.


Small wonder then, that Lady Alvord had not thought twice about sending her here.


She exhaled, her warm breath coating the glass of her bedroom window with a layer of moisture. She looked down, her only view that of the gardener’s tool shed, a small stone building with a wooden roof that had surrendered to the elements some time before. And even that dilapidated building was mostly obscured from sight by a thick, ice-laden fog that clung to every stick and flattened every blade of dead, brown grass.


Charlotte stepped back from the window, her hands seeking out the long braid that trailed over her shoulder. It wouldn’t do to dawdle. Her aunt had most likely been in the kitchen for the last hour, elbow-deep in flour for tomorrow’s bread, or plucking a chicken for their dinner. Charlotte twisted the braid into a bun, pushed a few pins into the knot, and snatched a book off the end of her bed before heading for the door.


She tucked the book under her arm as she stepped into the dimly lit corridor. Only a small measure of daylight penetrated the gloom that suffused the more narrow passages of the house, but Charlotte found that her eyes had quickly become accustomed to the lack of flame or lamplight in the rooms beyond the kitchen. She took each turning with confidence, never once stumbling as she moved around the sturdy furnishings that lined every hall, their surfaces hidden beneath heavy lines of drapery and cloth.


The ghostly figures had filled her with some unease during the first few days of her stay, dusty shapes that regularly startled her when she happened to catch sight of them out of the corner of her eye. But as she grew familiar with the harsh weather and the near solitude that filled her days, so did she also reconcile herself to the phantom-like companions that accompanied her every journey from room to room.


She opened the door to the library slowly, wincing at the squeal that sounded from the hinges. The room was dark, the heavy drapes blocking out most of the daylight from the windows. She walked towards the rear of the room, the fingers of her left hand trailing over the shelves, across rows of gorgeous leather-bound tomes, their jewel tones and gold etching shining from the shadows like hidden treasures.


Charlotte returned her book to its place on the shelf, careful to maintain the precise order of the other books on either side of it. She wished that she had more time to peruse the shelves and make her next selection, but she had already wasted too many minutes. Too much longer, and Mrs. Faraday would come searching for her if she didn’t make an appearance in the kitchen before breakfast.


She could already hear the clatter of dishes as she rushed through the halls and made her way downstairs, one hand clutching at her skirts to prevent herself from tripping on the hem. If she had wished to enter the kitchen unobserved, she was about to endure a severe disappointment. Her aunt possessed the keen eyes and ears of a creature bred in a harsh land, so it was the barest whisper of Charlotte’s skirts, the lightest touch of her heel on the step that drew the older woman’s gaze towards the kitchen door.


“Your breakfast is there.” Mrs. Faraday’s clipped tone carried a fair amount of disapproval towards Charlotte’s delayed arrival downstairs.


“Thank you, ma’am.” Charlotte retrieved her plate, still warm, from its place on the hearth and removed the cloth her aunt had used to cover it. The mouth-watering scent of oat cakes filled her nostrils, and she settled down on the edge of the fire-warmed bricks, her knife and fork busy with the crocks of jam and butter Mrs. Faraday has set out for her.


“There’s potatoes need peeling,” her aunt informed her as she started on the second of her oat cakes. “And I’ve already heated water for the dishes,” she added, leaving Charlotte unable to ignore the implication.


“Yes, ma’am,” she said from around a mouthful of food, before she stabbed her fork into the last of the cakes.


The next few hours were spent peeling a large pile of potatoes for a lamb stew, washing the breakfast dishes, and scrubbing down the tabletops in preparation for the rest of the day’s cooking. A few minutes after ten o’clock, Maggie, one of the girls from the local inn, arrived to help with the heavier chores. Together, the three women scrubbed floors, rolled up rugs and carried them out to be beaten, and hauled some of the larger pieces of furniture into the light for waxing.


By teatime, Charlotte felt a pleasant burn in her shoulders and upper arms from the morning’s exertions, and it took a great deal of restraint not to give in to the temptation to gulp down her tea in a few swallows. Mrs. Faraday brought out a board laid with thick slices of dark bread, smoked ham, and a brittle cheese. The three of them were silent for several minutes as hunger took place before the niceties of conversation.


Charlotte enjoyed the rest, brief as she knew it would be. The preparations for dinner would commence soon enough, she and her aunt cooking enough provisions to feed not only themselves, but also Maggie, the gardener, and Roger, the young man who cleared out the stables and looked after their two horses.


Mrs. Faraday had just returned her empty cup to the tray when an odd noise from outside caught the attention of all three of them. A moment later, the door to the kitchen flew open, and Roger ducked his ruddy head into the room.


“Ma’am,” he squeaked, his young voice still searching for a deeper note. “There’s a carriage roundin’ up the drive. I thought you’d wish to know.”


Mrs. Faraday stood up, passed the tray to Charlotte, and smoothed her hands down the front of her apron. “No doubt some poor fool lost their way in the fog and we’ll be directing them back to the crossroads. Maggie.” She turned to the girl sitting on a stool, wiping the last of a few crumbs from her mouth. “Better fix another batch of tea, in case they’ll be wanting a rest. And Charlotte—”


Roger cleared his throat, interrupting the older lady before she could continue with her list of orders.


“Yes, boy? Speak up!”


“Well, it’s only that…” He paused to clear his throat a second time. “There’s a coat of arms on the door, ma’am.”


“And what of that?” Mrs. Faraday countered. “We may be a bit out of the way, but it’s not uncommon for quality to find its way to our doorstep.”


“No, ma’am.” Roger’s gaze darted towards the floor as he brushed a hand across his ginger curls. “What I meant to say was…it’s the Cowden coat of arms.”


Charlotte watched the near-infinitesimal change in her aunt’s demeanor. A slight tightening in the woman’s jaw, a straightening of her shoulders, and then she nodded her head.


“The Baron? Right,” she said, her voice barely audible over the crackling of the fire. “No notice, of course. But then, that’s often the way with these gentlemen. Maggie,” she called to the girl a second time, halting the young woman’s progress as she filled a tray with clean cups and a dish of biscuits. “When you’ve finished there, head up to the old master’s room, you know the one. I want fresh linens on the bed and a fire laid before anyone in that coach has a chance to set a foot on the ground.”


“Yes, ma’am.” The girl nodded her dark head before returning to her task.


“Come along, Charlotte.” Her aunt beckoned her towards the door and retrieved her heavy woolen shawl from a peg on the wall. “Let’s greet our visitors.”


They tramped outside, Mrs. Faraday leading the way and Roger falling into step behind them. Charlotte peered through the mist, her eyes squinted against the icy drizzle that stung her cheeks and forehead. She could barely make out the shapes of the four horses that made their way down the length of the gravel drive, the black carriage creaking in its wake behind them.


As the carriage turned, she spied the coat of arms that graced the door and wondered at Roger’s ability to identify it beneath its liberal spattering of mud. Clutching her own shawl more tightly around her shoulders, she stepped up to her aunt’s side.


“Who is it?” Her voice came out as a whisper beneath the mingled sound of stamping horses and falling sleet.


“Well, seeing as how the former Baron and Baroness, Lord and Lady Cowden, have been dead these last ten years, I’d say we’re about to meet the young Lord Cowden.”


“Do you mean you’ve not met him before?”


“Not since he was small enough to be chivvied around by a nurse.”


Charlotte drew in a breath, the air cold enough to burn in her lungs. “What do you believe has brought him here after all this time?”


Mrs. Faraday clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “It’s more than my job’s worth to sit around debating the ways of the gentry. It’s his house, despite the fact he’s not set foot in it for near thirty years. He’s permitted to come and depart as should please him.”


Charlotte stepped away from her aunt just as the carriage wheels ground to a halt on the drive. She wondered what would become of her situation now that the errant Lord Cowden had decided to once again grace his ancestral home. One of the reasons her aunt had taken her in was because of the abandoned nature that Ellesferth Castle enjoyed. But if the family decided to take a renewed interest in the deteriorating estate…


A footman dropped down from his perch on the outside of the carriage, flecks of ice and rain bouncing off the dark cloak that protected his shoulders from the weather. Steam blasted from his mouth as he opened the carriage door and lowered the step. And then he moved back, his chin tucked into his chest as he waited.


From where Charlotte stood, she couldn’t see inside the carriage. For several minutes, no one moved, yet the carriage door remained open. Charlotte began to wonder if this was some great trick, that there was no one inside at all. But then a noise, low and plaintive in quality, emanated from inside the big, black box.


Her first thought was that it sounded like an animal. A dying animal, if she wished to be more precise. And then a number of thumps and shufflings preceded the appearance of a pale hand, reaching out to grip the edge of the door frame. A disheveled head soon followed, blond hair that didn’t appear to have been properly washed or combed for several days hanging over the collar of a shirt that looked to have been slept in for several consecutive nights.


The man stood at the carriage door, his chin tilted down so that Charlotte could see nothing but the top of his unwashed head. His shoulders were rounded forward as he attempted to fit his tall frame through the narrow opening, and then his foot slipped on the first step, his hands grasping at thin air as he stumbled forward and sprawled face-down on the gravel drive.


At first, no one moved. The shock of seeing someone tumble out of a carriage and land, seemingly unconscious, at their feet was enough to freeze their limbs. Mrs. Faraday finally broke the spell when she hitched up her skirts and dropped to her knees by the man’s side.


“Here, Charlotte. Help me roll him onto his back.”


Together, they succeeded in turning his face upwards, only to gasp when they saw the large quantity of blood running over his forehead and down the side of his cheek.


“The gravel,” her aunt pointed out, and indicated a sharp piece of stone on the ground that bore his blood. “Nothing to fret about.”


Charlotte bit her lips as she swept damp strands of hair back from the man’s injured forehead, her hand coming away streaked with blood. She examined the wound and assured herself that it was only a small puncture, the worst of the bleeding having already begun to slow.


Mrs. Faraday busied herself with the task of loosening the man’s neckcloth, her nimble hands making quick work of the poorly tied knot. She leaned over him, her fingers pressed against the side of his throat. At the touch, he released a pitiful groan and rolled his head from side to side in Charlotte’s lap.


Mrs. Faraday sat up abruptly, her nose wrinkled in disgust.


“What is it?” Charlotte asked as she attempted to wipe more blood from Lord Cowden’s face.


“Drunk,” her aunt announced with clear displeasure. “His breath reeks of spirits. And here I was, ready to feel sorry for the fool.”


Lord Cowden groaned a second time, but Mrs. Faraday was already on her feet, her hands buried in the folds of her apron as if she could wipe away the contamination that came from touching an inebriated man.


“Take the carriage ‘round to the stables,” she ordered to anyone who would listen. “Those horses will want looking after. And if he bothered to bring any luggage with him, I want it carried up to his room immediately.”


As the carriage trundled away, and all of the able-bodied men along with it, Mrs. Faraday turned back to the inert form of her master, still stretched out on the ground.


“Well, there’s nothing for it,” she said with a sigh. “We’ll have to move him indoors. I may not approve of what he’s gone and done to himself, but I’ll not be charged with leaving him to perish on his very own doorstep.” She knelt down again, this time by his feet, before she tied the ends of her shawl into a knot around her shoulders. “I’ll have you take him under the arms, and I’ll take his legs. We’ll get him inside and dried off before he catches his death out here.”


Charlotte was about to protest that it would be inconceivable for two small women such as themselves to successfully transport a fully grown man into the house and up at least two flights of stairs—without doing the poor man any additional measure of harm—but before she could say a word, her aunt had already reached down and taken ahold of the man’s ankles.


Bending down, Charlotte slipped her hands beneath Lord Cowden’s arms and lifted his upper body from the ground just as Mrs. Faraday lifted his legs. He was lighter than she had expected him to be, and over the last month of working to take care of an enormous home, her body had gained an exceptional amount of strength.


They carried him through the kitchen and up the rear staircase, which took them on a less circuitous route than if they had brought him in by the building’s front entrance. By the time they arrived at the second staircase, Charlotte noticed a defiant trembling in the muscles across her upper back, but she took a deep breath and tightened her grip on his arms.


The door to his room stood open, and as they approached, Charlotte heard the crackling of a fire being brought to life in the grate. Maggie started up from her position by the fireplace as soon as she saw them enter the bedroom, and she moved to help them hoist his lordship’s limp figure onto the freshly made bed.


“Fetch me a basin of hot water, and some clean strips of cloth,” Mrs. Faraday instructed between attempts to catch her breath. “And his lordship’s men will be wanting something to eat, I’m sure, so a tray of sandwiches for them as well after you’ve brought me those bandages.” Maggie gave a quick nod and disappeared from the room.


“Now.” Her aunt removed her damp shawl and tossed it onto a nearby chair. “Help me with his boots.”


They turned Lord Cowden so that his legs dangled over the edge of the bed. It took the two of them together to achieve their goal. Once his boots had been tossed aside, Mrs. Faraday reached up to his throat and pulled away his mangled neckcloth before she tackled the damp folds of his coat.


Charlotte collected each item of clothing, setting them near the door to be gathered up and washed later. She hadn’t noticed a valet at the time of Lord Cowden’s arrival, and she suspected the duty of cleaning his boots would fall either to herself or her aunt sometime later that evening.


“His shirt,” Mrs. Faraday said, and passed that piece of clothing over to Charlotte’s waiting hands. “And I wouldn’t bother with washing it. The thing hardly looks fit to be cut into rags.”


She glanced down at the wrinkled fabric, liberally stained with sweat and what appeared to be dribbles of red wine and food down the front. It didn’t look to have been laundered since first being stitched into existence. Despite her aunt’s opinion, Charlotte placed it with the rest of the discarded clothing.


When Charlotte looked back towards the bed, she saw her aunt’s hands move over the fastenings of Lord Cowden’s trousers. Charlotte blinked, her gaze fixed on that one spot, until her aunt’s voice drew her gaze upward again.


“I’d avert your eyes if I were you, until I’ve got him properly tucked beneath the covers.”


A blush warmed Charlotte’s cheeks as she turned away from the bed, her eyes fixing on nothing in particular as she waited for the man’s naked body to be hidden from sight.


“Here, ma’am.” Maggie bustled through the door, a shallow basin of water balanced in her hands as she walked up to the side of the bed. Tendrils of steam rippled off the surface of the water, but Mrs. Faraday dipped a finger into the basin anyway, as if the appearance of vapor were not enough to ensure the temperature met her requirements.


“Good.” She took the bandages that Maggie had tucked under her arm. “Charlotte, I’ll have you wash and dress this wound of his. If he wakes, see if you can find out what in heaven’s name has brought him all the way up here, and without a piece of baggage to be seen.” Mrs. Faraday continued to mutter something under her breath, though by the tone of her voice, Charlotte assumed it was better that the woman’s words remained unintelligible.


“I’ll go down and see about fetching another girl from town,” she continued. “Since his lordship has been so kind as to fail to enlighten as to the length of his stay, or if any others may be following in his drunken footsteps.”


Charlotte waited until both her aunt and Maggie had departed before she took up a position beside the bed. The grey light that came in through the windows had already begun to fade, and she could still hear the steady strike of ice against the glass. Picking up a clean cloth from the stack left for her on the nightstand, she dipped a corner into the warm water and cleaned away the tracks of dried blood that stained Lord Cowden’s face and neck.


She worked slowly, careful not to disturb the gash on his forehead and set it to bleeding once again. By the time she finished, the water in the basin had taken on a faint pink color. After setting aside her cloth, she turned his face towards the dim light of the windows and examined the rest of his face.


Pale was the first word that came to her mind, his sickly pallor set off by the reddish blond hair that had recently sprouted across his jaw and upper lip. His eyelashes were long, and a darker color than the hair on his head.


Her fingers moved from the wound on his brow and down to his temples where a few grey hairs were already visible among the blond. The silver hairs were a match for the lines and creases on his weathered face, the deepest an indentation between his eyes that appeared and vanished again as his sleep became more restless.


As she pulled her hand away from his face, his lips parted, and she received a glimpse of white teeth, gritted in pain.


“No.” His eyes squeezed shut until fine lines fanned out from the corners. His head rolled from side to side on the pillow, and Charlotte placed a restraining hand on his shoulder when he suddenly moved to sit up.


“It’s all right,” she told him in soothing tones. “Just sleep, please. I’m sure it’s the best thing for you right now.”


At the sound of her voice, his eyes fluttered open. Green eyes, so vivid they reminded her of the first green shoots of spring. She stood still, held in place by the brilliancy of his gaze, and she realized that even her breathing had ceased as she watched him.


“I…” Lord Cowden croaked, his voice a rumble that made the gravel in the drive seem dull. “I’m sorry.” He groaned, his eyes rolling upward before he fell back against the pillow, unconscious once more.






Chapter Three

  

  

Hartley had no desire to open his eyes. The light was too bright, even filtered through his eyelids. It flickered and swayed, and he had the slightly nauseating sensation of being carried across a large body of unruly waves.


He turned his head, but his cheek pressed against a cool dampness that sent a shudder through his frame. He wanted to move, but his limbs seemed incapable of carrying out the orders sent from his brain. And so he turned his head again, and he opened his eyes.


The light came from a candle on the nightstand, a small pinprick of flame that danced every few seconds, disturbed by a draft of air. A softer glow emanated from the corner of the room, no doubt the dying embers of a fire. Hartley shut his eyes again, eager to dispel the sensation of movement that had taken over him. For he knew it couldn’t be anything but a trick of his mind, to feel as if an entire room had been clapped onto the deck of a sailing ship.


And he knew that he was in a house. His mind wasn’t so muddled that he couldn’t recognize a room from his own father’s house.


No, that wasn’t right. It was his house now.


He gazed upward, confused at the darkness that met his eyes until he realized he was looking at the great, dark canopy that hung over the bed. He remembered that canopy, and he knew in an instant that he was in his father’s bed. Lord Cowden’s bed.


But how on earth had he come to be here? The last he could recall—what tenuous powers of recollection he still possessed—he had been at White’s.


No, no. That wasn’t right, either. He hadn’t been at White’s for some weeks, not since the incident that had prompted them to ever-so-politely request that he absent himself from the premises. No, he had been somewhere else. Somewhere less… reputable.


He shut his eyes again. His head hurt. But as soon as he recognized the discomfort in his head, he understood that mere words such as “hurt” and “pain” would never be strong enough to convey a feeling more akin to someone using a sharp hammer to pick their way into his skull. He wanted to sit up, to get out of this damn bed and find himself a nice bottle of brandy, or wine, or anything that would help to dull the throbbing in his head.


He grit his teeth as he pulled himself up onto his elbows and waited for his vision to clear. He blinked a few times, allowed his eyes to adjust to the light in the room, and then he froze.


Someone else was there, as well.


A large leather armchair sat near the fireplace, so close that it must have been moved to its current position for want of greater warmth or light. Hartley tilted his head to one side, leaning towards the edge of the bed for a better view of his guest. He was gifted with only a few clues—the point of an elbow, the curve of a shoulder, and the flutter of fingers as they turned the page of a book—but enough to let him know that his silent visitor was a woman.


A maid, perhaps? He couldn’t imagine the presumptuousness of a servant who would seat themselves in their master’s room, in their master’s chair, while that very same master slumbered in a bed situated several paces behind them. Or a nurse? But again, why was she tucked into his chair, her head bowed over the pages of a book, when her duty was to be by his side, to look after him?


He cleared his throat and instantly regretted it. The pain in his head took it as a sign to redouble its efforts to make him cast up his accounts on the bedroom floor. From the other side of the room, there came a small gasp, and then the sharp snap of a book being shut, before the rustle of fabric preceded the appearance of two booted feet stretching down towards the floor.


The woman stood up, showing herself to be hardly taller than the oversized armchair in which she had been sitting. She held her hands clasped loosely in front of her as she crossed the space between the fireplace and the bed.


Hartley couldn’t make out her face right away. The light of the fire was behind her, keeping her expression in shadow. She stopped at the foot of the bed and cleared her own throat as if preparing to speak, but no words followed.


Her dress, what he could see of it, was plain. A deep charcoal grey, nearly black. She wore her hair pulled back and fastened into a bun at the back of her head. There was no fussiness about her, no frills or ribbons or curls. She had the appearance of a governess, but since there were no children about—as far as he knew—he adhered to his original assumption that she must be a maid of some sort.


And still, he waited for her to speak. He waited for her explanation as to who she was and why she was in his room, but her mouth remained shut, her lips forming a straight line that cut across the lower half of her face.


He had no patience for this. The ache in his head was torture, his throat hurt, and he still needed that drink. “Can you speak?” he asked, his voice an uncomfortable rasp. It added a harshness to his words he wasn’t certain he’d intended.


The woman blinked. He could barely distinguish her eyes from the shadows that hid her face, but he saw the weak light of the candle reflected in them. “Yes,” she said. And that was all.


“Well, then. Since your voice is not incapacitated in any way, would you do me a great service and tell me who you are?”


He thought he saw her eyebrows lift, but in this light, he couldn’t be sure. “Charlotte,” she said, and continued after a brief pause. “My name is Charlotte.”


“Ah.” With some effort, he raised himself to a less horizontal position. A rush of cool air brushed his skin when the covers slipped down to his waist. “And now perhaps you would be so kind as to tell me what you are doing in my room, Miss Charlotte.”


She pushed her shoulders back and raised her chin an inch. The change in posture increased her height, but she still appeared to be a small creature, at least from where he sat. “Mrs. Faraday told me to keep watch over you during your… illness.”


He didn’t fail to miss her hesitation. “I’ve been ill, you say? For how long?”


“You arrived here two days ago. You were not in good health. There was a mild fever, but it broke earlier this evening. You’ve slept peacefully since then.”


Two days. And worse yet, he couldn’t recall arriving here in the first place. He shook his head and made an attempt at concentrating on the other things she’d told him.


Mrs. Faraday… He knew that name. She was the housekeeper, or had been when his father was still alive. But the woman had been a relic even then. He couldn’t imagine her still charging through the place, wielding her tarnished ring of keys as one would a weapon.


Hartley reached up and pushed a hand through his hair. It was tangled, filthy, and the back of his head was soaked with sweat, likely a result of the end of his fever. He moved to swing one leg over the edge of the bed, but remembered the young woman’s presence and his own lack of clothing.


“Where’s Jenson?” he grumbled, and he tugged at the edge of the blanket to prevent himself from revealing any additional inches of bare flesh.


“Jenson?” Her voice quavered slightly on the second syllable.


“My valet. Be so good as to find the man and tell him I want a bath, and a fresh suit of clothes, and…”


He faltered into silence at a small gesture from Charlotte.


“Jenson is not here. You arrived with only your driver and a single manservant. We thought that perhaps the rest of your company would arrive sometime after you, but there was no sign of your luggage, or—”


“Wait, what?” He took his own turn at holding up a quieting hand. “No luggage? Not even—”


“You arrived with nothing. Well.” Her gaze dropped to his naked chest before it made a swift return to his face. “Apart from the clothes on your back.”


He swore. Loudly. And then he remembered his current company, but when he looked again into her shadowed face, he saw no sign that he’d offended her with his language. The woman was an enigma. Here he sat, naked as the day he was born but for a corner of sheet draped across his hips, and he’d yet to make out a single blush on her fair cheeks.


He reminded himself that she was simply a maid, that she had probably seen more of her previous employers than she would wish to tell. But the more she spoke, the more he realized her speech was too genteel for someone leading a life of servitude.


“Where are my clothes, then?” He shifted uncomfortably, suddenly feeling something akin to embarrassment beneath Charlotte’s gaze.


“Washed and mended. Mrs. Faraday wanted them destroyed, but when it became clear that you had nothing else in your possession…” She cleared her throat. “I’ll just go and fetch them for you.”


She returned to the chair near the fire and retrieved a small bundle of cloth. She gathered a few more things from a large chest of drawers beneath the window, and deposited the stack of clothing on the foot of the mattress, as far away from him as she could place them without simply dropping them on the floor.


“And your shirt.” She shook out the linen folds that had been tucked away with her in the armchair. “I’ve only just finished the tear in the sleeve.” She placed the mended shirt with the rest of his clothes and stepped back from the bed, her hands clasping and unclasping in front of her.


He picked up the shirt, still warm from its place near the fire. He hesitated, and then pulled it on over his head. When he opened his eyes again, the woman—Charlotte—had taken another step back.


“If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go and inform Mrs. Faraday that you are awake.” Without a curtsy, without even the slightest of nods, she swept out of the room, her quiet footsteps the only evidence that he had been in conversation with a being of corporeal form.


Hartley stared after her, or rather at the door she’d just walked through, before another string of curses spilled out of his mouth.


Solitude, he remembered. It was what had brought him all the way up here. “Off the edge of the map,” his father used to say when referring to Ellesferth. Indeed, Hartley hadn’t darkened the doorstep of his family’s Scottish estate for nearly three decades. And now he was here, because he’d no longer been able to stand the sight of his own face reflected in another person’s eyes.


“Damn it all to hell,” he muttered, and pushed himself off the bed in search of that elusive drink.



***


Charlotte didn’t see him again that day. Not that she wasn’t made constantly aware of his presence in the house. Her aunt seemed to be particularly irritated by Lord Cowden’s impetuous decision to return to Ellesferth Castle, complaining to anyone who would listen about the quality of a man who would arrive drunk and disoriented on his own doorstep.


Mrs. Faraday ordered a hot bath for him, but he refused to set a toe in the water, despite his earlier declaration of wanting one. Trays of food and strong coffee were sent up to his room, but everything was returned to the kitchen untouched.


By the end of the first full day following Lord Cowden’s return to consciousness, Mrs. Faraday threw up her hands before pounding out the rest of her frustration into the dough that would be tomorrow’s loaf of bread.


“Let him wallow in his own filth.” She sent another tightly balled fist into the mound of sticky dough. “No food or drink, he’ll end up flat on his back again, cursing every drop of spirits he allowed to pass through his lips.”


Charlotte looked up from the carrots she’d chopped and brushed a strand of hair from her forehead. “How long do you think he intends to stay?”


“The man arrived here with no clothes, no additional servants…” Mrs. Faraday shook her head. “How could he even know how long he intends to stay when it appears he hardly planned to come here in the first place?”


Charlotte finished chopping the vegetables and helped her aunt with the rest of the preparations for dinner. There were two additions to their table, Lord Cowden’s driver and the footman, both men polite enough to silence any grumblings about the weather once they were introduced to the excellence of Mrs. Faraday’s cooking.


After dinner, the men retired to the stables for a smoke and nip of whiskey away from the watchful eye of Ellesferth’s formidable housekeeper. Charlotte helped her aunt clean the kitchen—Maggie having returned to the inn before their meal—and settled in front of the fire for a few minutes of sewing before her eyes became too tired to see.


While Mrs. Faraday’s knitting needles clicked their way through the beginnings of a pair of socks, Charlotte attempted to focus on her work mending a hole in her chemise, but it was no use. Her mind kept wandering, as it had for the last three days since Lord Cowden’s inelegant arrival.


She had watched over him for two whole days, Mrs. Faraday or Maggie only taking her place at his bedside when Charlotte needed to eat or rest. She had pressed countless cold cloths to his forehead, throat, and wrists as she worked to bring down his temperature. She had raised cups of water to his mouth and whispered soothing words to him when he became too restless. She had taken on the task of mending all his damaged clothing while her aunt prepared the house for his lordship’s presence.


And during all that time, she’d heard the mutterings in his sleep, the pleas for forgiveness, and she’d seen the tears at the corners of his eyes in the midst of his most agitated rest.


She couldn’t have had any idea what to expect from him when he finally awoke. That he would be curt and irascible had not entered her mind. That he would show no shame or embarrassment at being nearly naked in front of another person, especially a woman…


She blushed at the memory and glanced at her aunt to make sure the older woman hadn’t seen. Once Charlotte was certain her change in color had gone undetected, she set down her sewing and rose from her chair.


“My apologies for leaving you alone,” she told Mrs. Faraday. “But I think I will retire early tonight, if you don’t mind.”


Her aunt nodded without looking up. “Very well. I’ll see you at first light.” Her needles continued to click against one another as Charlotte took a candle from the table and left the room.


Once she was away from the kitchen and the loud crackling of the fireplace, the other sounds of the house—both within and without—teased her ears. There was the usual creak of walls and windows and floorboards, the whistle of wind forcing its way through some hidden gap, and the distant tap-tap of a branch striking a windowpane.


She was only a few steps from her own bedroom door when she heard something that didn’t match the array of familiar noises that accompanied her evening walk upstairs. It sounded like a muffled sort of thump, quickly followed by a more audible crash as of something shattering to pieces.


Charlotte stood still, her breath disturbing the flame of the candle she held in her hand. She waited for another noise, perhaps of her aunt coming to investigate, but the sound had come from the side of the house opposite the kitchens. Despite Mrs. Faraday’s peculiarly good hearing, Charlotte doubted that the older woman would have noticed.


A part of her wanted to dismiss the noise as nothing more than another symptom of an old, drafty building. But the other part of her, the part that had always driven her stepmother to distraction, wanted nothing more than to explore.


Charlotte glanced down at her small stub of candle in its holder. It wouldn’t last much longer. And if she should get into mischief herself, and if her aunt should find her somewhere other than her room…


Another thump reached her ears. It seemed to come from the study, she realized, having spent enough of her free time wandering the maze of halls and narrow corridors in search of books and paintings and every other piece of knowledge the house had to offer.


She threw a glance over her shoulder—as if the shadows themselves contained eyes to watch her—and picked up her skirts. She moved swiftly along the passage, walking towards the main staircase and the rooms she knew resided on the floor below.


She slowed her pace when her brisk movement threatened to extinguish her light, but she arrived downstairs and approached the door to the study with quiet footsteps. As she moved closer, she noticed the glow of a much brighter light than her own flicker from inside the room.


She paused just outside the door, which stood open enough for her to slip inside if she felt daring enough for such a maneuver. The light came from an oil lamp, and the flickering from a shadow passing back and forth in front of it. She heard a curse then, and she closed her eyes as the familiarity of the voice rolled over her.


A deep breath was all she needed for confidence. She stepped forward, her slight form filling up the narrow gap in the doorway. Lord Cowden stood inside the room, or attempted to stand, as his balance wavered in his attempt to cross from one side of the study to the other.


The light from the lamp caught the edge of the glass in his hand, a glass that was currently empty, but Charlotte spotted the tray of bottles and decanters that drew Lord Cowden like a moth to a flame.


She nudged the door with her foot, enough that its hinges let out a soft whine. Lord Cowden turned around suddenly, but the movement proved too much for his fragile equilibrium. He staggered sideways, his free hand grasping blindly for something to prevent him from falling into a heap at her feet.


Charlotte said nothing. She was too aghast at his appearance, his hair—still unwashed and uncombed—the thick growth of beard on his jaw, and the dark circles that underlined red, glassy eyes.


And he smelled. Even from where she stood, the odor that came from him was almost enough to make her stomach turn. A mixture of body odor and foul breath and spirits… She sealed her lips together and drew in a shallow breath through her nose.


“Be a dear,” Lord Cowden slurred, his gaze sliding away from her before his head reeled and his eyes took a moment to find their way back to his face. “Be a dear and fetch me that’n… that…” He gestured towards the tray of decanters, though the wide sweep of his arm took in half the entire room. “It’s… It’s my legs, I can’t…” He blew out a breath, his chin dropping onto his chest as if his muscles had finally given up on the task of holding his head erect. “Just fetch me that, will you?”


Charlotte heard a faint hiss. She looked down to see the last of her candle’s flame before it was smothered by the puddle of wax in the base of the holder. In front of her, Lord Cowden still swayed on his feet, nearly stumbling again when he allowed his gaze to linger on his empty glass for too long.


“No.” Charlotte spoke the word softly, and only once. That single word marked a change in Lord Cowden’s demeanor. A frisson seemed to pass through his frame, and when his eyes—glazed as they were—found their way back to her, the glint of challenge in them was unmistakable.






Chapter Four

  

  

“No.”


It wasn’t a word Hartley was accustomed to hearing with any sort of regularity. The last time someone had replied to him in the negative, he’d…


No, he couldn’t recall any prior incident in which someone had used that single syllable with such finality. Of course, he had some difficulty recalling much of anything at the moment, except perhaps his name and the previous contents of his glass.


Oh, and the woman. He remembered her, as much as he could evoke the particulars of a dream several hours after waking. Even now, she had an illusory quality, the way the lines of her figure and face shifted and wavered beneath his gaze.


He blinked, clearing his vision somewhat, but a soft haze remained draped across everything in the room. The woman still stood there, near to the door, and for the first time he was able to distinguish her features, the details that had all remained a mystery to him the last time he’d seen her.


Her eyes drew him in. Like an anchor, giving him something to hold onto while his balance—or lack thereof—sought to undermine him. Her eyes were dark, nearly black in the light in the lamp. And they were large, or at least appeared to be against the paleness and fine features of her face.


“What did you say?”


His voice didn’t sound like it belonged to him, even to his own ears. And then he wondered what had provoked him into asking such a stupid question, when he knew very well the reply he’d already been given.


“I’ll not fetch you anything from that tray.” Her own voice was low, edged with steel.


“And why…” He had to stop and catch his breath, and to sort out the jumble of words and phrases that had tangled into an incomprehensible knot inside his mind. “Whyever not? A simple favor, ‘s all. Have you no… no… ?” He couldn’t elaborate on what she seemed to be devoid of, and so he shut his eyes against the overwhelming urge to sink down onto the floor, right where he stood.


“You appear to have done very well for yourself thus far,” he heard her say, her words joining in with a brisk ringing in his ears.


“Well, that’s… you’re… I don’t see why…” He wavered again, and wondered how much time he had left before the floor decided to rise up and smack into his face. But instead he felt a gentle touch on his shoulders, and then something possessed of even greater strength pulled him backwards, or maybe forwards, and then he was down, and there was softness beneath him, and the room ceased some of its infernal spinning.


The sharp rattle of a cup then, and something hot and steaming appeared beneath his nose. The smell that invaded his sinuses filled his head and forced his eyes the rest of the way open.


“Drink this.” The woman held the cup only a few inches from his mouth.


He moved to swat the cup away, but her reflexes were quicker, and she snatched it from harm before a single drop of coffee could be spilled.


“Drink,” she said again. “Whether of your own volition, or mine.”


He couldn’t ignore the threat in her words, and so he took the cup, the hot liquid nearly scalding his mouth as it flowed over his tongue.


She stood there as he drank, not speaking, with her hands clasped loosely in front of her apron. As soon as he finished, she took the cup from him, refilled it from a pot on a nearby table, and returned it to his unsteady hand.


“Who made the coffee?” he asked before he took another sip.


“I did.”


“When… When did you…?”


“You’ve been asleep for some time.”


He tried to shape his thoughts around something as shapeless as the passage of hours and minutes, but despite the effects of his first cup of coffee already racing towards his brain, he closed his eyes and took another sip.


“Who are you?” he asked as he passed the empty cup back into her hands.


“My name is—”


He waved a hand to interrupt her. “Yes, yes. Charlotte. You’ve already told me. But… who are you?”


She hesitated, either that or his mind was still experiencing some difficulty grasping the subtle nuances of human behavior. “Mrs. Faraday is my great aunt.” She pronounced each word with such precision that he wondered how long she’d pondered over them before setting them onto her tongue.


“Mrs. Faraday,” he said quietly, before his thoughts began to wander. It wasn’t an easy task, picturing the formidable housekeeper with flesh and blood relations. Of course, he could hardly continue with his childhood assumption that she’d simply carved herself out of a rock face, fully formed and ready to scold the first poor soul to cross her path.


“You have no other family?” He already suspected what her answer would be.


She paused again, this one more significant. “No.”


“And you’re not a servant. Don’t try to tell me you are.”


She pursed her lips. She had full lips, and a lovely mouth. But he pushed the thought away with a shake of his head.


He leaned back in the chair and for the first time took in the color of her dress. This one, like the one he has seen her wear previously, was plain and dark in style and color, as if she chose to clothe herself in a shield against life and vitality.


“You’re in mourning,” he said, no tone of question in his voice.


“Yes.”


He waited for an explanation from her, but she failed to provide any.


“I am sorry.” The sentiment sounded hollow, though he’d not intended it to be so. He cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably. The coffee had succeeded in sharpening his wits only enough to allow him awareness of how ill-equipped he was to carry on a dialogue with another person.


He glanced at the other chair in the room and was suddenly reminded of some vestige of manners he may have possessed at one time. “Sit,” he said, the request shedding all of its former politeness during the journey from his brain to his mouth.


“No, thank you.” Her hands twitched again as she pulled at her fingers. “I only wished to make certain that you wouldn’t come to some harm. Now that your sense is restored, I’ll return to my room.”


Just as before, she gave him no words of deference, no curtsy or even the slightest nod of her head to indicate his position in rank above her. He should have been insulted, but as he watched her slip out of the room, her dark skirts blending in with the shadows before she disappeared from sight, he felt nothing more than an overwhelming sense of shame.


For why should she show him any sort of condescension? What had he done to deserve it? He’d arrived here, drunk and ill, without any prior notice of his appearance, and then continued to vacillate between drunk and ill for several consecutive days. He’d spurned any care they’d attempted to foist on him, without any thought as to how it would affect his health or the sanity of those around him.


Which was no different from how he’d chosen to behave for the last four months.


The coffee in his cup was nearly cold. He drank the last of it in one swallow, shuddering only slightly as the dregs slid down his throat. He held the empty cup in his hand and noticed the trembling in his fingers, the subtle vibration that shook his muscles, all the way up to his shoulder.


Hartley thought of Ballard’s last words to him, that he was dragging this out longer than he needed to, that there was no reason for him to destroy his own life over the accidental death of a blacksmith from Leeds. But it was more than that. It wasn’t as if his existence had taken a sharp and sudden downturn the minute his fist had connected with that poor man’s jaw. He hadn’t exactly been a shining beacon of integrity before that fateful morning in Wapping.


He pressed his head back against the chair and closed his eyes. He tried not to think about how much he hurt, or how ill he felt. Instead, he thought about the woman, Charlotte, and the immeasurable depths in the darkness of her eyes.



***


Charlotte woke late the next morning.


She knew she’d overslept when she opened her eyes and saw the light coming through her small window. She threw back the covers and leapt out of bed, her stockinged feet sliding on the hardwood floor as she dressed and searched for her shoes. Her hair still curled in a braid over her shoulder as she raced down the stairs and towards the kitchen, her fingers grasping at pins she had left in her apron the night before.


She expected a dark look from her aunt or even a scolding if Mrs. Faraday was in a particularly foul mood, but she hadn’t anticipated finding the kitchen deserted, the fire crackling low in the grate.


So she had missed breakfast entirely. The realization didn’t surprise her. She’d slept poorly the night before, tossing and fidgeting until the hall clock had chimed away the earliest hours of the morning.


There was no point in fooling herself as to why she hadn’t found any decent rest, at least not until the first light of dawn had begun to brighten the sky outside her window. Lord Cowden had played a predominant role in her thoughts, contrasting images of when he was ill and when he was—fortunately or unfortunately—awake battling each other on the underside of her eyelids.


She had yet to decide on her opinion of him. Her time in his company had been short, but she sensed a quick mind beneath the ravages of illness and too much drink. If he took the trouble to clean himself up, perhaps bathe or shave or do something with his hair, she might even label him as handsome.


But his curiosity was dangerous. Already, he wanted to know who she was, and after that he would wish to know where she came from. Of course, it wasn’t a great secret, but matters always seemed to be much simpler when people knew as little about her and her family as possible.


She spotted a crust of bread on the table and reminded herself to eat something. The bread was tough—leftover from one of the previous day’s loaves—but she tore it to pieces and ate it quickly enough. She brushed the last of the crumbs from her mouth as Maggie came in from outside, her apron clutched around a pile of fresh eggs.


“Oh, Miss!” Maggie paused at the door, startled by Charlotte’s appearance in the kitchen. She held the parcel of eggs with more care as she walked to the table and deposited them, one by one, into a large wooden bowl. “Mrs. Faraday was in a right state when you didna make an appearance ‘round the table this mornin’. But then she sent me out to look after the chickens, and you’re s’pposed to…” Maggie’s bright gaze shifted up to the ceiling as she struggled to recall the necessary information. “Oh! You’re s’pposed to take down all the dust cloths from the upper parlour and the library.”


Charlotte glanced at the fresh eggs resting in the bowl. Because of her tardiness, she’d have to wait until midday for a proper meal. “And where is my aunt now?”


“In his lordship’s room,” Maggie said, a curious gleam in her eye.


“Oh?” Charlotte could not think of anything else to say.


“Well.” Maggie lowered her voice to an exaggerated whisper, her gaze darting towards the door as she spoke. “She’s cleanin’ his room and fixin’ ‘em up all proper since he went and passed out in the study last night. S’far as I know, he’s still there, snorin’ away in one of them big armchairs.”


Charlotte thought back to last encounter with Lord Cowden. If she was fortunate, the amount of spirits he’d imbibed would prevent him from remembering any part of their conversation, or at least the bits where she’d gone and nearly forced a scalding cup of coffee down his throat.


“Thank you, Maggie.” Charlotte left the girl in the kitchen and made her way to the upstairs parlour.


She set into her tasks with a vigor that belied her tiredness and the lack of food in her belly. Long-abandoned cobwebs laden with a year’s worth of grime were banished from every dark corner, while pillows and cushions were beaten with enough force to send clouds of dust into the air. Charlotte tied a cloth around the lower half of her face to shield her nose and mouth from the effluence of grit and particles around her, but she could still feel the dirt on her hands and neck, along with the layer of dust that settled on her hair.


Unbidden, the thought of a bath crossed her mind. A warm, scented bath that she could luxuriate in for an hour, until the water turned cold and her skin was wrinkled and soft. She’d not had a real bath in quite some time. Certainly not since she’d arrived at Ellesferth Castle, and before that her grandmother had considered baths to be not only a costly indulgence, but the older gentlewoman had believed the act of submerging oneself in water to be damaging to the health and wellness of a susceptible individual.


Her grandmother…


Charlotte allowed herself a moment’s reminiscence, of studying moldy texts by candlelight, of tramping through the countryside examining plants and the habitations of local wildlife, of carving out an existence perfectly suited to the desires of a young girl who wanted nothing more than to climb trees and forge shallow creeks and streams in search of tadpoles.


She shook her head, and with that small movement, she shook away the memories as well. She had not given herself a chance to grieve. Her grandmother’s death had been so sudden, and Lady Claridge’s letter had arrived only a few days later, sending Charlotte off to Scotland, as if there could never be enough distance between the two of them.


Her work in the parlour finished, she moved on to the library where the familiar smells of leather and old paper comforted her. She moved swiftly through the room, dusting shelves that were regularly disturbed by her midnight searches through the forgotten volumes. She took down the drapes that needed cleaning, and shook out the dust cloths that covered several arm chairs and a large desk.


With nothing left to do after that, she perused the nearest shelf, her head tilted to one side as she read the titles embossed on their spines. She slid one book out of its place and fingered through its worn pages before a step in the corridor drew her attention to the door.


There was no mistaking the sound of the footsteps, the heaviness that marked them as belonging to a man. For a moment, she permitted herself to hope that it would be Roger or perhaps even the gardener come to fetch her on Mrs. Faraday’s orders, but her hope was extinguished by the appearance of Lord Cowden in the doorway.


Charlotte should have anticipated it. It would have been foolishness to expect to never cross paths with him as long as they both occupied the same household. But a part of her had believed—incorrectly, of course—that his habits would keep him to his rooms for most of the daylight hours, only venturing out when he wished to inflict himself on the shadows and moonbeams that inhabited the house at night.


She took in his demeanor, the dark circles beneath his eyes, and the rumpled state of his dress. If she wasn’t mistaken, he still wore the same shirt and trousers she’d found him in the previous evening. He wore no coat, and his fair hair hung unwashed and unkempt around his face.


“Have I disturbed your studies?”


Charlotte remembered the book in her hands. His book. She snapped it shut and returned it to its place on the shelf.


“I’m—” She began to speak before she realized the cloth still covered the lower half of her face. She reached up and tugged at the end of it, pulling it down around her neck. “I was cleaning,” she said, without a touch of guilt at being caught doing anything but. “And I have just finished, so if you’ll excuse me…” She moved towards the door where he stood, but he didn’t step back to let her pass.


“I wanted to thank you,” he said quietly.


She swallowed. She saw the choice before her, to acknowledge what had transpired between them, the care she’d given to him over the last several days, or to pretend ignorance towards the reason for his gratitude.


She dipped her chin and closed her eyes. “It was nothing.”


A small blast of sound erupted from his mouth. A curse, perhaps. He did have a gift for slipping them into every conversation. “Then I hope you continue in your endeavors to do nothing for other people.”


She bristled at the irritation in his voice. “That’s not what I meant.” She was prepared to say more, but instead pressed her lips into a thin line. It wouldn’t do her any good to delve into an argument with this man, especially since she’d begun to suspect that he derived a twisted pleasure from goading her.


She met his gaze, struck with the clarity in their green depths. It was the first time since his arrival that she’d seen such lucidity in his eyes. It made her wary, as if she was suddenly dealing with an unknown entity rather than the invalid she’d been greeted with his first day at Ellesferth.


“Have you eaten?” The question slipped out before she had a chance to examine the politeness of such a direct query.


“Eaten?” He spoke the word as if he were attempting to converse with her in a foreign language.


“Yes, eaten. Food,” she elaborated. “It’s not something you’re like to find at the bottom of a brandy decanter.”


As soon as the words were out, she would’ve given anything to draw them back. It took all her will not to wince at the incivility of her speech, but when she met his gaze again, she saw no anger there. Instead, he gifted her with the briefest of nods.


“I’m not certain,” he said, and paused before beginning again. “I’m not certain how strong my appetite is.”


She returned his nod with one of her own. “I’m sure my aunt will have a thin broth or a soup tucked away, and if not, I don’t doubt she’ll contrive to have one made up for you without delay.” She made another move towards the door, and this time he stood aside. But before she’d taken three steps out of the room, she turned back again. “Shall I have it sent up to your room?”


He shook his head. She thought she saw a slight lift at the corner of his mouth, something that could almost be taken for a smile. “Here is fine.”


“There’s no fire,” she pointed out.


“I do believe I’ll survive.”


She raised her eyebrows, but let his comment slip away. “I’ll be sure to tell Mrs. Faraday.”


“Oh, and one more thing.”


“Yes?”


This time, the smile was unmistakable. “I’d like you to join me.”





Chapter Five

  

  

Hartley watched Charlotte as she set down the tray, as she poured tea for herself and removed the cloth that covered a dish of broth and several slices of dark bread. She moved like one trained by the tedious instructions of a dull governess. Each and every gesture was akin to the smallest of performances, played out on a stage that extended little beyond the confines of the plain wooden tray.


“What is that?” he asked as she grasped a heavy mug and presented it to him without a hint as to its contents.


“Milk,” she said. “Goat’s milk, to be precise. My aunt swears that it can cure almost every ill.”


He sniffed it. It smelled grassy and faintly spicy, like various herbs and clover had been crushed into the bottom of the mug. He thought the aroma would have been more pleasant had he been some sort of cattle or lately taken to chewing on his cud. “Why aren’t you having any?”


“Because I’m not ill.”


Hartley took the mug and held it with both hands, his elbows braced on the arms of the chair to disguise the trembling that still afflicted his limbs. He looked up and saw her standing over him, her hands on her hips, her jaw set in a manner that brought to his mind a vision of her snapping  a rod across his knuckles should he fail to toast the woman before him and drink down the milk in a single swallow.


He raised the mug to his lips and let a few drops flow over his tongue. It wasn’t the vilest thing he’d ever put in his mouth. He took another sip and rested the mug on his knee.


“Tell me, do you make a habit of foisting unwanted beverages on hapless individuals?”


Charlotte paused in the middle of buttering a slice of bread. A slight blush spread across her cheeks, and he watched the rise and fall of her throat as she swallowed before speaking.


“I wouldn’t go so far as to describe you in those terms.” Her attention remained fixed on the bread, which already bore enough butter for an entire loaf.


Interesting, he thought, how adeptly she managed to skirt around the edge of his question. He took another sip of the milk, reluctant to admit to himself that he was already becoming accustomed to the flavor. “But am I not an unfortunate person? That is what hapless means, unless my esteemed tutors were well off the mark.” He returned the mug to the tray, and when she still refused to meet his eyes, he spoke again. “How would you describe me?”


Her hands went still. He took advantage of her discomfiture and studied those hands, along with the slender curve of her wrist before it disappeared beneath the grey fabric of her sleeve. Suddenly, he blinked, astounded that the sight of a woman’s arm should arouse so much interest in him. He’d assumed—wrongly, perhaps—that his interest in the opposite sex had died a swift and inimical death some months before.


“I wouldn’t,” she said, and placed the knife on the tray before passing a slice of bread to him. “It’s not my place to scrutinize your portrait, regardless of the fact that you’re the one offering it up for discussion.”


Hartley took a bite of bread and chewed thoughtfully. The bread was a bit tough, but the butter had a sweetness that caused his mouth to water. His stomach, on the other hand, let out a rumble that could have been interpreted as a cry for more food or a rather loud protest at the prospect of something solid being delivered to its depths. It had been too long since he’d eaten a full meal to tell the difference.


“And what is your place, Miss…?” He cocked his head to one side. “Surely your parents, whoever they were, weren’t so remiss in their duties as to send their child into the world bearing only a single appellation. And as you claim our imposing Mrs. Faraday as a relation, I can’t imagine your surname to be something as nondescript as Smith.”


The corners of her mouth tightened. Her reluctance to be forthcoming with her personal details only piqued his curiosity, every hesitation on her part, every shift of her eyes like another bite of bread, slowly waking his appetite.


“Claridge,” she admitted, with a slight wince, as if the name had been dragged from her mouth with a set of pliers.


He experienced a twinge of recognition, but he shook his head, firm in the belief that if their paths had crossed before now, he surely would’ve committed her to memory. “Miss Claridge,” he said, relishing this new knowledge about her. “You say that Mrs. Faraday is your aunt. Your mother’s family?”


“Yes,” she said. And nothing more.


“Please, sit,” he told her when she continued to stand by the tray, her hands hovering uselessly over the various dishes. “I’m sure I can butter my own bread, should I desire another slice.”



She took the seat across from him, the tray resting on a small table between them. Without another glance in his direction, she assembled a sandwich for herself out of the bread, cheese, and a few slices of cold meat that gave off a pleasant, smoky aroma.


They ate together in silence for several minutes. Hartley finished his bread and dared to take a few sips of broth, the saltiness of it overwhelming his tastebuds. He couldn’t remember the last meal he’d eaten, at least one that hadn’t consisted of primarily wine or brandy. Another sip of broth, and he was reluctant to admit that he already felt full.


“You should at least finish your milk,” Charlotte said as she discreetly wiped a smear of mustard from the corner of her mouth. “My aunt won’t be pleased to see that cup returned to her with more than a few drops left at the bottom.”


“I’d be happy to oblige her, but my stomach is currently averse to consuming more than would satisfy a finicky mouse.” But despite his words, he picked up the mug and took another swallow.


He observed her as she continued to eat, her gaze always directed downwards, towards the tray or occasionally her lap. A dozen questions irritated his thoughts, like the buzzing of persistent insects. There was something so skittish about her, and her reluctance to divulge more than the barest details only incited his interest to greater heights.


Her parentage, he assumed, must be less than savory. She was an illegitimate daughter, perhaps, come to lay claim to her aunt’s charity. Or—and this was the theory to most recently take shape in his mind—she was a young lady from the minor gentry, escaped from… No, no… banished from town under the furor of some preposterous scandal and forced to pay penance for her crimes in the barren wilderness…


Hartley swallowed the last of his milk. He held the mug in his hands, his fingers idly tracing the rim. “How do you like Ellesferth, Miss Claridge?” If he couldn’t provoke her into talking about herself, he would at least find satisfaction in hearing her thoughts on more mundane matters.


“I admit, I’ve not seen all of it yet.” Her eyes, still focused on the tray as she arranged the empty dishes into a tidy stack, were shuttered but less wary than before. “Mrs. Faraday forbid me to venture into any part of the house beyond what necessity dictated.”


“I see.” One corner of his mouth quirked upward. He thought back to his youth and the numerous times the housekeeper had practiced her powers of forbiddance on him. And all of the times he had so blatantly disobeyed her. “And when did you arrive here?”


Her gaze returned to his face. There was the same tightening around her mouth again, her dark blue eyes widening as she seemed to consider every facet of her response before lending it a voice. “Not long ago,” she said, with studied carelessness. “I’ve only been here a month, or a little more.”


“Ah, early spring in Scotland.” He sighed. “Small wonder you’ve not seen much of the place. The wind seeps in through every mouse hole and crevice, dogging your steps through the house, while the ice attempts to stab any fragment of skin you’d dared to leave uncovered before setting foot out of doors.”


Charlotte nodded once. “It has been dreary.”


“There should be finer weather in the summer months. If my memory isn’t incorrect, there may be a day near the end of June that could be described as reaching very close to tolerable.” His tone took on a gruffness he’d tried to keep out of his voice for the last several minutes. But his ill-advised stroll through the house—admittedly done with the hope of running into Miss Claridge—compounded by his insistence on taking his meal here rather than in his own room only served to demonstrate how weak he still was.


The trembling had yet to abate, the muscles of his arms and back tensed from the effort of preventing the least bit of shaking to pass through his shoulders. His head had begun to pound not long after waking, and now had transformed into a thunderous ache that matched its throbbing with every beat of his heart.


He looked at the empty dishes on the tray. He regretted eating so much. The buttered bread he blamed for the increased fervor of his headache, and the goat’s milk—that accursed beverage—was no doubt the cause of the discomfort currently wrapping itself around his intestines.


As if she sensed the change in him, Charlotte rose from her chair and bent over the tray. “Have you need of anything else? I can have a bath sent up to your room, if you wish.”


Without thinking, he brushed the back of his hand along the underside of his jaw. Christ, when had he last had a shave? He must resemble some wild thing, a creature just trundled in from the moors.


“My valet…” he began.


“A message was sent to your townhouse in London. If I’m not mistaken, your valet, your clothing, your personal belongings… Everything is due to arrive within the next fortnight.”


He pushed a hand through his hair and grimaced at the feel of the unwashed strands beneath his fingers. “Dependant on the weather,” he growled.


“Of course.” Charlotte lifted the tray off the table and set it against her hip. “Will you require any assistance returning to your room?”


Something about her words irritated him, and then he realized it was because she had asked him. He much preferred it when the mode of her care consisted of her simply browbeating him into submission.


“Dammit.” He shook his head. “No, I’ll…” Another curse slid out of him, and he shifted forward to the edge of his chair. He was a man of only five and thirty years, but it shamed him that the simple act of rising from a chair should make him feel like a fellow bidding farewell to his seventh decade.


There was a quaver in his limbs, and before he could reach out and grasp the nearest thing for balance, he heard the tray return to the table, followed by a swish of skirts, and then her hands were upon him. A moment later, her words finally penetrated the ringing in his ears.


“Allow me,” she said. Her voice was a soft whisper, but imbued with an edge of steel underlying each syllable, a warning that she would brook no argument.


She was deceptively strong, and he wondered at that. He glanced down and saw that the top of her head barely reached the level of his collarbone. Unfortunately, the pain in his head prevented him from discerning which part of her strength was innate, and how much had to do with Mrs. Faraday forcing the girl to drag out the carpets for a regular beating.


“I need no help.” He despised how plaintive the words sounded as they fell off his tongue. Her hand on his arm tightened its grip, and she placed her other hand on his back, her splayed fingers urging him slowly towards the door.


“You’re still recovering,” she told him, her voice now coming from somewhere in the vicinity of his ribcage. “For two days you were ill, confined to your bed, and that is without any consideration as to your state before you set foot here. So it’s not in the least surprising that you may need some help stalking from one end of a rather massive house to the other.”


She sought to placate him, and though her words were all that was wise, he had no desire to be cast in the role of submissive invalid.


“I’m a grown man,” he groused at her, and yet he made no move to pull away from her touch.


“Yes, grown in body, I’ll admit. Though the fact that you collapsed before your own doorstep, reeking of enough spirits to send Hannibal’s elephants into a swoon does not recommend the maturation of your mind.”


He stumbled, only to have Charlotte slide her arm around his back, a change in position that pressed the length of her body along his side.


“Tell me,” he said, and then paused to catch his breath at the feel of her breasts shifting against him. “Does your redoubtable aunt permit such boldness of speech in her presence? From what I remember of my youth, she wasn’t the sort to allow even the slightest hint of insolence from those younger than herself.” Or older, or even the same age for that matter.


“Was I being insolent?” She stopped and turned her head to look up at him. In the poor light of the corridor, her hair and the sooty shade of her dress were mere shadows. Her eyes, however, glinted with an infuriating lack of guile as she regarded him. “My apologies, then. I’m afraid my social circle has steadily diminished over the last few years, so you must forgive me if the basic niceties of human behavior are absent from my daily conduct.”


Hartley’s eyes narrowed as he studied her. What, precisely, was her game? Was she mocking him? Using his present physical weakness as an opportunity to berate him for no other reason than because he was at a disadvantage? Or was this some sort of bizarre flirtation, and instead of fans and batted eyelashes and coquettish laughter, she was—like the prodding of a large beast—attempting to gain his attention with verbal jabs and impertinence?


But there was something in her gaze, a frankness that dispelled any suspicion that her behavior was a practice in artifice and deceit. And it was that naivety in her expression, combined with the sharpness in her speech, that made him blurt out the next question to enter his head.


“How old are you?”


She drew back from him. Astonishment at this sudden change in subject registered in the deep lines that formed across her brow. “I am twenty-four years old.”


He had to admit, her appearance was of someone barely out of the schoolroom, rather than a woman the majority of London society would declare as well on her way to spinsterhood. He wanted to ask another question, to find out if she had ever spent a season in town, but before the words could take shape, he saw the familiar mask descend over her face, guarding her features.


At his signal, they resumed their progress forward. His balance only deserted him once as they made the arduous trek up the main staircase. By the time they arrived outside the door to his room, he could feel the exhaustion creeping up on him, all of his muscles settling into a steady trembling that made even the simple task of opening the door a crippling chore.


Hartley’s first instinct was to head for the massive canopy bed, but Charlotte steered him towards one of the two large armchairs next to the fireplace.


“Sit,” she ordered, before she unceremoniously dumped him into the plush leather seat. “Why you even thought to go wandering about the house in the first place…” She dropped down to her knees in front of him, her hands grabbing for one of his boots before she gave it an almighty tug.


“I felt tolerably well this morning,” he said in his own defense, his excuse made weaker when he tipped his head back against the chair and closed his eyes.


“And after a bout of illness, and without even a biscuit or a cup of tea to line your stomach, you decide to tear about the corridors—”


“I didn’t tear,” he protested.


“—like someone much used to overestimating their body’s recuperative abilities,” she finished without paying heed to his interruption. “There.” She tossed one black boot aside. “And now for the other one.”


“You shouldn’t have to do this,” Hartley said, and opened his eyes to the sight of a dark-haired wisp of a woman kneeling at his feet. He shifted uncomfortably at the onslaught of sensations such an enticing prospect ignited in him. And when she glanced up at him from between his legs, her hair slightly disheveled, her face flushed from the battle she fought against his footwear, he had to blow out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.


“Well,” she said, and returned her attention to his left boot. “Until your valet arrives, and until my aunt ceases to foist chores on your beleaguered footman, I’m afraid that if you insist on dressing yourself each morning, you must endure the displeasure of being summarily undressed by one unaccustomed to the difficulties of men’s clothing.”


He wondered what his reaction would be if wasn’t recovering from a fever. Would he grab her by the shoulders, hoist her onto his lap, and... what? Hike her skirts up to her waist and ruin her, all for a few brief minutes of pleasure?


He looked at her again, at the delicate lines of her face, her high cheekbones, and the dark blue of her eyes. She was a gently bred woman, one who had shown no interest in him in that regard, and despite the atrocities he’d already committed in his own life, he’d be damned if he was going to add yet another atrocity to the list.


“There we are,” Charlotte said as the other boot came free. She rocked back onto her heels, one hand brushing at the loose strands of her hair as she placed her other hand on his knee, her fingers gripping his thigh as she pushed herself up to a standing position.


Though the touch was fleeting, he couldn’t prevent his mind from imagining an alternate scenario, one in which her hand continued to slide along the length of his thigh, her fingers reaching for…


“No.” He forced the word out between clenched teeth.


“I’m sorry?” She tilted her head to one side as she looked at him. “Do you need something? Shall I fetch—”


“I need you to leave,” he said, cutting her words short.


She stood there with one hand at her throat, her fingers fussing with the high neckline of her gown. “Of course,” she said finally, and he thought he saw another flush of color on her cheeks before she lowered her eyes. “I’ll just… Yes, of course.”


Hartley shut his eyes again until he heard the door close behind her. “Damn it all,” he muttered, and slid forward to the edge of his seat. The fire was low, just a mound of glowing embers, but he had no desire to call anyone to the room to have it built up again.


He had come up here to be alone. It was Ellesferth. It was bloody Scotland, for Christ’s sake. He was supposed to have ample amounts of solitude in which to fully complete his slide towards dissipation and self-loathing. And instead, he was being treated to unsolicited attention and care, as if he were nothing more than a querulous child in need of a midday nap.


Gripping the sides of the chair, he used what strength he had left to shove himself forward and into a stumbling gait that managed to take him the rest of the way to the bed. He was still in his shirt and trousers, but he climbed onto the mattress, on top of the numerous bed linens and quilts and pillows that had been brought out of storage since his arrival.


He laid face-down, his long body cutting a diagonal line across the bed. A nap, he thought, might not be such a poor idea after all. But only as long as he didn’t dream.






Chapter Six

  

  

Charlotte heaved the last of the wet sheets into the basket, grasped the woven handles with red, aching fingers, and lifted up the entire burden onto her hip.


The last five days had been spent putting Ellesferth Castle to rights, every floor scrubbed, every leg of furniture waxed, every piece of silver brought out of storage and polished into pristine brilliance; and all for a master who remained determinedly cloistered away in his room, requesting nothing from his servants, nor even deigning to answer the heaviest of knocks applied to his door.


Mrs. Faraday continued on as if nothing about Lord Cowden’s behavior were amiss, her list of chores only multiplying with each passing day. The older woman seemed to delight in once again having a household over which to preside, her small figure seen bustling from room to room, dictating orders to one of the newly acquired maids or criticizing the quality of the mending on a set of curtains in the breakfast room.


Charlotte passed through the washroom door, her eyes squinting at the brilliant assault of the sun’s rays. The air was still chilled, cold even, but there was sunshine for the first time in weeks. A great rush began to open windows and doors, to hang out rugs and blankets and freshly laundered linens beneath the blinding sun as it cut its course across the burnished blue of the March sky.


A light wind tugged at her skirts as she bent down and deposited her basket on the ground beside the clothesline. As she stood up again, her gaze drifted towards the back wall of the house. She shaded her eyes with her hand while she took in the crumbling stonework that flanked the doors and the cracked and hastily repaired windows on the second and third floors.


She hadn’t seen the outside of Ellesferth more than two or three times since arriving here, and during one of those instances she’d been too distracted by the falling of both sleet and gentlemen to notice the condition of the building behind her.


It was a roof over her head, Charlotte reminded herself as she dragged the corner of a wet sheet from the basket. She fished in the pocket of her apron for a handful of clothespins, and with one great heave, tossed the bulk of the fabric over the line before she smoothed it out and fixed it in place with the wooden pins.


By the time she finished, her hands throbbed from the cold. She retrieved her empty basket and hurried inside, the sun’s light seeming to have lost some of its warmth now that her hands and the front of her dress and apron were damp from the laundry.


When she arrived in the kitchen, she found the beginnings of the midday meal spread out on the table. There were nine people who now called the crumbling estate home, not counting Lord Hartley, and the routine activities such as mealtimes had started to become a more elaborate production than when it had only been Mrs. Faraday and herself, with Roger and the old gardener stepping in for a sandwich or a swallow of tea.


Charlotte made a cup of hot tea for herself from the kettle near the fire. She wrapped her hands around the warm mug, her fingers trembling with relief as she walked towards the sideboard where her aunt stood, loading a tray with food.


“I don’t know why I even go to all the trouble,” Mrs. Faraday said. She placed several slices of ham and hard cheese on a plate. “He rarely touches any of it. Not even a bite of bread or a few sips of broth these last two days.” She muttered a few more choice words, and covered everything neatly. “If he’s intent on starving himself, that’ll be his privilege. I’ll not suffer a guilty conscience for it.”


Charlotte looked down at the tray of food, none of which would likely be eaten by its intended recipient. She took a small sip of tea and sighed.


No one had laid eyes on Lord Cowden for five days. In fact, Charlotte was the last person to see him, to speak to him before this unusual seclusion he’d imposed upon himself. But three times a day, without fail, Mrs. Faraday placed a tray overflowing with victuals outside his door. And three times a day, without fail, she returned to collect a tray that had hardly been disturbed, if at all.


And for five days, Charlotte had kept her distance. She wondered if she had been too bold with him, had overstepped some societal boundary of the sort that her stepmother had always been so quick to reprimand her for ignoring. And there had also been that odd darkening in his eyes when he’d told her to leave him, along with the tremor in his voice…


“Are you going to take that up to him this minute?” Charlotte still gripped her mug of tea as her fingers soaked up the heat from it.


“Yes,” her aunt replied without raising her eyes. “And then I need to—”


“I’ll do it.”


Mrs. Faraday blinked. “Did you finish with the last of the sheets?”


Charlotte nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


“I’ll leave you to it, then.” Her aunt stepped back and wiped her hands across the front of her apron. “Knock four times so he knows it’s there. You won’t receive an answer, but give him an hour or so before you go back for it. And don’t dispose of anything. That’s good ham there and I won’t see it go to waste.”


Charlotte finished her tea and reached for the tray. The dishes clinked against each other as she picked it up and carried it out of the kitchen. Once she left that room behind her, the buzz of sound that had surrounded her—the crackle of the fire, the rush of a meal bolted down by hungry servants, the whispered gossip of the village girls—faded away until there was nothing to reach her ears but the soft strike of her footsteps on the floor. She arrived at Lord Cowden’s room without a morsel of food shifted out of place. Following her aunt’s instructions, she set down the tray, knocked four times, and waited.


And waited.


She pressed her ear against the door. She heard nothing but the ringing of her own ears, still cold from her time outside. Was he asleep? Was he ill? Unconscious? Or…?


She refused to entertain any possibility beyond him being merely passed out with his head burrowed beneath the covers. Squaring her shoulders, she raised her right hand and knocked again.


She held her breath. The slightest of thumps sounded from the other side of the door, but it presented no accompaniment.


She should leave, she told herself. She should continue on with the precedent her aunt had set, leave the tray, and come back for it in an hour. Whatever this Lord Cowden chose to do with himself—to himself—was no particular concern of hers. Should he endeavor to decay into nothing more than a pile of unwashed clothes and fleshless bones, it was no prerogative of hers to shift him from his chosen course.


Her fingers twitched at her side. The doorknob was only a few inches from her grasp. She wrapped her hand around it and turned, a soft click announcing its unlocked state before the door drifted open enough for her to duck her head into the room.


The odor that assaulted her was appalling. There was the sour smell of sick, combined with the stench of human waste and unwashed skin. She took one timid step into the room, her gaze sweeping from one wall to the other as she attempted not to trip over one of the twisted sheets or open books strewn across the floor.


With the back of her hand pressed to her nose, she made her way towards the windows. The heavy drapes were closed, casting everything into a dreary twilight that battled with the sunshine she knew existed just on the other side of the glass.


She didn’t hesitate before pulling the drapes open, suffusing the room with a brilliant shaft of light that banished the shadows to the farthest corners. She repeated the process with the other window, and when she turned around, it was to find rather large and misshapen mound of fabric and limbs sprawled on the floor beside the bed.


Charlotte blew out a breath and instantly regretted it. Her only choice was to draw in another lungful of air, along with the miasma of odors that made up the stale atmosphere of the room.


“Oh, you foul—” She bit off the rest of her words as she turned again towards the window. She beat at the casement with her hands, pushing upwards until twenty years of grime and rotted wood gave away as the window slid open.


The air that rushed into the room was cold but refreshing. Charlotte moved back to the first window and spent a full minute battling against warped wood and paint until she succeeded in opening it an inch.


“I don’t want…” A voice growled from beneath a week’s growth of beard.


She ignored him and walked over to the bell-pull at the head of the bed. Less than a minute later, a breathless Maggie stumbled into the room, her aghast expression quickly replaced with a look of surprise at finding Charlotte standing over the prone form of Lord Cowden.


“A bath,” Charlotte ordered. “As hot as you think a person could stand. And soap. A good deal of it, please.”


“Yes, Miss.” Maggie bobbed her head, seemingly nonplussed by the request, and disappeared.


The bundle of clothes moved again, and this time Charlotte allowed it to garner her attention.


“I’ll not go to the trouble of reciting any of the perfunctory enquiries as to your health,” she said, dropping down to her knees beside him. “The visual you present is more descriptive than any response you could provide in your current state.”


He tilted up his face to look at her, his green eyes narrowed against the bright light from the windows. She sucked in a breath at the expression of hunger in his gaze, and she noticed then the newly acquired gauntness in his cheeks, and the shadows in his face that the beard did little to disguise.


“I don’t understand what it might be that compels you to destroy yourself, what weakness of mind has infected you,” she told him, her voice low. “But this is the last time I come to your aid.”


He blinked up at her, his mouth opening and closing again without a single syllable uttered.


“If you truly wish to put an end to your life in such an awful manner,” she continued, while her hands moved to the buttons of his shirt, her fingers tugging at the stiff, stubborn fabric. “Then I beg you to remove yourself from under the protection of this roof, and not allow your… your demise…” She faltered once, but quickly recovered. “... to cast a shadow over this estate or any of its inhabitants.”


Her hands stilled on his chest. She couldn’t bring herself to look at his face, to see what impact, if any, her words may have had on him. She bit down on the soft flesh inside her bottom lip and instilled the next portion of her speech with as much confidence as she could muster.


“Now sit up as best you can, or else I’ll be forced to call for a pair of shears and have your clothing cut to ribbons in order to see you undressed.”


Charlotte felt a tremor pass through him, and then he moved, his chest rising until his weight rested on his elbows before she helped him to sit up fully with his back against the side of the bed. She made no comment about his sudden compliance, but simply sent a prayer heavenwards when he shifted his arms and allowed her to pull his shirt up and over his head.


But despite her lack of comment, she wasn’t quick enough to stifle the gasp that slipped out of her at the sight of his bare chest.


He was thin, so much thinner than when he’d first arrived at Ellesferth. His ribs, his collarbone… Everything was too visible to her searching gaze. Without thinking, she reached out and touched his side, her fingers grazing the edge of his ribcage and sliding down, down to a waist that was much too slender.


“You’re a fool,” she whispered, and then allowed her gaze to return to his face.


He didn’t turn away from her scrutiny. She would have thought less of him if he had. Instead, he met her look boldly, his green eyes bright, displaying a spark of life and vitality that gave her a measure of hope.


“There is a tray of food outside,” she told him. “If you wish to eat something while we wait for your bath.”


Lord Cowden shook his head. “No, not yet.”


“But you will eat after?” she pressed.


He gave the briefest of nods, but it was enough to satisfy her.


“Miss Claridge,” he said, and she wondered why her breath hitched at the sound of her name on his lips. “I’m… I’m sorry.”


She couldn’t think of what to say. Her voice had abandoned her. And so she did nothing more than return his small nod with one of her own.


The bath arrived several minutes later, along with Mrs. Faraday and a small force of servants, the latter lugging in the heated water while the former instructed young Roger and the footman on the best location for the tub.


Charlotte remained at Lord Cowden’s side until her aunt made a sign that she wanted to speak with her.


“I’m surprised he requested a bath,” the older woman said, her keen gaze never deserting the efforts of her staff.


“He did not,” Charlotte clarified, but offered no further explanation.


“Well, John and I will see that he’s properly looked after,” Mrs. Faraday said, referring to the burly footman who had helped to carry in the bathtub. “I’m sure Maggie could use your help in the kitchen, and then—”


“No,” Charlotte interrupted. “I will stay here, if you please.”


Mrs. Faraday’s grey eyebrows lifted, but she made no argument. “You’re right. He’ll need someone to act as a nurse until he’s well and able to stand on his own two feet again. Shall I send up one of the new girls to help you set the room to rights?”


“I can manage.”


“I’ve no doubt about that.” Her aunt gave everything a final, sweeping glance before she chivvied the maids out of the room. “You’ll give us a shout should you need anything,” she said, and left Charlotte to tend to her patient.



***


Hartley attempted to raise his hand to his face and wipe away the beads of sweat that had formed across his forehead, but exhaustion had rendered him inert, his breath slowing as the warmth from the water seeped into his bones.


He wanted to close his eyes, but he didn’t dare while she was in the room with him. A part of him feared that should he look away, even to blink, she would flicker and disappear, like a wisp encountered on the moors.


She stood by the bed, turning down the covers with a practiced movement. As if sensing his gaze upon her, she glanced over at him, her own eyes studying his face.


“Your cheeks are flushed,” she said, and walked towards the side of the tub. “Is the water too warm?”


“I feel like boiled mutton,” he croaked, appalled at how weak his voice sounded.


“Then I shall throw a few potatoes in with you and let my aunt know she can cease her preparations for dinner.”


He wanted to smile, perhaps even laugh, but the most he could summon was a half-hearted grimace as he shifted into a different position, one that kept his legs together and his hands shielding his privates from view.


“You shouldn’t be doing this,” he told her, repeating a protest he’d already recited before she’d undressed him and helped him into the bath.


“I wouldn’t have to be doing this if you could be trusted to perform the most basic tasks of grooming and not allowing yourself to starve to death in a puddle of your own sick.” She pushed back her sleeves, picked up a bar of soap, and dipped her hands into the tub to wet them. “Sit up, please. I want to wash your hair.”


“I can wash my own hair.” He straightened up anyway, raising his shoulders and a good deal of his chest above the water.


She made no response, but simply burrowed her lathered fingers into his hair. The smell of lye and a whiff of something sweeter touched his nostrils, but it was the feel of her, the sensation of her hands on his skin that sent the blood out of his head and rushing towards his groin.


He knew that if he’d felt stronger, he wouldn’t hesitate to grab her and pull her into the tub with him. He also realized that if she could’ve discerned the impropriety of his thoughts, she would no doubt be thanking heaven and earth that he barely had enough strength to keep from sinking beneath the water and drowning in his own bath.


“I do believe I’ve seen bird nests in better order,” Charlotte said, as one of her fingers caught in a tangle. “When did you last have your hair cut?”


Hartley closed his eyes. Behind him, there was a clatter as she seemed to search for something. A moment later, her hands returned to his head, armed with a comb. “I don’t remember,” he said, and winced as she attacked another knot.


“I hadn’t thought hair as long as yours was in accordance with current fashions.” Her voice was low and nearer to his ear than before. Her breath touched the side of his throat, and as her fingers worked down towards his nape of his neck, he couldn’t prevent the prickle of gooseflesh that erupted on his skin.


“You’re in Scotland,” he grumbled at her, his eyes still shut tight. “That alone should preclude your having any knowledge of current fashion.”


“Ah, you forget,” she said, and he thought he heard a hint of a smile in her voice. “I’ve only been here for a short time.”


“And where were you before?” He didn’t expect a direct answer from her. She was too skilled at fobbing him off, of changing the subject entirely when she decided the questions had become too personal.


“Shepherd’s Bush,” she said, stunning him with the promptness of her reply.


Shepherd’s Bush… Shepherd’s Bush… Some rural stick of land a few miles west of London, if he wasn’t mistaken. “You lived there with your family?”


“With my grandmother,” she said quietly.


“And your parents…?”


Her hands paused in his hair. “My mother died when I was quite young. I remember her, but not…” He thought he heard her sigh, and then her fingers resumed their efforts at untangling the snarls that decorated his scalp. “Chin up, please,” she instructed, and she reached around to tap the side of his bearded jaw when he didn’t immediately comply.


“Your father?” he prompted again.


Another hesitation from her, and he already feared her reply before she spoke. “My father suffered a heart seizure seven—no, it would be eight years ago. The doctors suggested some hope of recovery, but he lingered for several months afterward. And then, one morning, he simply failed to awaken.”


“I’m sorry.” The words sounded paltry to his own ears, a perfunctory phrase spoken more to fill the silence than because of any feelings he had towards her plight. “So now, after all that, you’ve come here to live with your aunt.”


“Mrs. Faraday is my great-aunt,” she reminded him. “When my grandmother’s health began to suffer, my st—” She halted suddenly, and when Hartley turned his head to see what was the matter, he saw her with her head bowed as she bit her lip. “My aunt was kind enough to take me in,” she finished, and he was left to wonder why some part of the narration had been hastily discarded.


“Kind enough to take you in,” he said, echoing her own phrasing. “But she doesn’t appear to show any contrition for keeping you so far from civilization, performing drudge work in exchange for your room and board.”


She reached for a large, clean towel and shook it open beside him. “Don’t be absurd.” She clicked her tongue. “Now, are you strong enough to step out of the bath on your own, or do you need my help?”


He gripped both sides of the tub and pushed, water running down his naked body as he stood. As soon as he had one foot on the floor, he felt the towel wrap around his shoulders, and then she was beside him, her arms supporting his as he maneuvered his other leg out of the tub. She steered him towards the fire, and then proceeded to plunk him down into a chair without ceremony.


“We’ll start you off with some tea.” She passed a cup to him. “I don’t know how you normally take it, but for right now, strong and with a healthy dose of cream and sugar is what you’ll have.”


He took a tentative sip, and followed it with two more swallows that drained the cup. “More,” he said, handing the cup back to her. “If you have it.”


A smile twitched at the corners of her mouth. There was a brief, dizzying moment when he realized he would be willing to say or do anything if it meant she would grace him with another one of those smiles.


“And now you know how I came to be here,” she said, and passed his second cup of tea to him. “So it is only right and proper for you to return the favor.”


Hartley felt his hand begin to tremble, and there was a quickening of fear that spread like a leaden weight in the depths of his abdomen. Was this why she had finally acquiesced to revealing some information about herself, in the hope that he would feel indebted to do the same?


He swirled the milky contents of his cup, not watching to see if he spilled any over the rim, but instead kept his eyes on her as she poured her own tea and raised it to her lips.


He would speak with a great amount of calm, he told himself. But there would be no mincing words. And then he would see if she still wished to look after him with such tenacity and care.


“I am here because I killed a man,” he said. And then he lifted his cup to his mouth and drank.






Chapter Seven

  

  

It took all of Charlotte’s willpower not to choke and splutter over her tea. She managed to swallow without too much difficulty, and then she returned her cup to the tray.


“I’m sure that is nothing to boast about,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “The war with Napoleon succeeded in making killers out of thousands of young men, so I doubt your claims to infamy should garner a loftier rank than those of your compatriots.”


He looked up at her from his seat on the chair. His formerly pallid complexion had been invigorated by both his soak in the tub and his current proximity to the fire, and his eyes sparked like pale green gems as they reflected the light from the flames.


“I fought in no war,” he told her, his bearded jaw set in a hard line. “I faced no enemy in battle. There can be no military heroics tacked on to my actions.”


On his last word a shudder passed through his shoulders, and she knew that whatever strength he’d obtained from the bath and the tea would be fleeting if he didn’t put something more substantial into his stomach.


“Some soup,” she announced. She was flustered at the turn the conversation had taken, and her hands lost their steadiness as she uncovered the bowl and made a fumbling move for the spoon. “You promised me that you would eat,” she said as she handed the bowl to him. “And should you confess to some other evil, even make a claim to be the devil himself, I will still hold you to that vow.”


As he accepted the soup, a corner of the towel slid from his shoulder, revealing a portion of his chest and abdomen. Charlotte knew she should avert her eyes. She had looked elsewhere when she’d helped him in and out of the bath, and every inch of him had been accessible to her inquisitive gaze. But it was now, with the firelight playing across the dips and hollows of his frame that she found she couldn’t pull her eyes away.


He was too thin, this course of self-ruination on which he’d fixed himself having taken its toll. But the evidence of his former shape remained, and her gaze was drawn to the lean muscles that stretched across his arms and upper body. In all of her twenty-four years, she’d never seen an undressed man before arriving at Ellesferth. The greatest amount of male skin she’d witnessed had been the bare forearms of her father’s footmen and stable boys, their sleeves rolled up to their elbows when they’d cleaned out the horses’ stalls on warmer days.


And now, in less than a week, she had seen a man—this man—in such various states of undress that her grandmother would probably rise out of her grave simply for the opportunity to mutter an oath, declare herself appalled, and sink back into her posthumous home with her offended eyes rolling heavenward in search of relief.


Charlotte’s gaze returned to his face, only to find him watching her. Warmth suffused her cheeks, and she cleared her throat, her chin lifting in a gesture that indicated the bowl he held between his hands. “Take a bite,” she prompted, and held her breath until his fingers grasped the handle of the spoon.


He ate slowly, methodically, treating the meal as if it were a chore to be done away with, the task devoid of any enjoyment of flavor or pleasure. He handed the bowl back to her when it was empty, and she noticed the fresh shadows beneath his eyes.


“You need rest.” She moved to his side, her hands searching for his arm as he slid forward in the chair and began to stand. When they arrived at his bedside, she produced a small stack of clothing from amidst the pile of clean linens on the nightstand. “These were donated from George, our gardener, until your own clothing is laundered or more suitable attire can be acquired.” She held out a plain, well-worn shirt and a pair of woolen socks. “He is shorter than you and a bit, shall we say—” She spread her arms apart in time with her words. “—broader, but as you’ll be spending a fair amount of the next few days recuperating, I doubt that you’ll require anything more elaborate than this.”


Lord Cowden greeted the appearance of the shirt with a grimace, but without speaking a word of protest, he raised his shoulders and allowed the towel to slide down his back and onto the floor.


He did this deliberately, she thought, and turned her head away while he pulled the shirt over his head. When she deemed it safe to look again, he stood with one hand on the mattress, his back bowed slightly, seeming to bend under the weight of his exhaustion.


“Into bed with you.” She stepped around him to turn down the covers. He brushed against her as he climbed between the sheets, and she held her breath as she tucked him in, her hands fiddling nervously with the embroidered edge of the blanket.


“You’re being very quiet,” he said as she plumped up the pillows behind his head. “At least, you’ve not insulted me in the last few minutes.”


Charlotte stepped back and surveyed her patient, the mingled ash and gold of his hair against the white pillowcase, the taunting curve of his mouth beneath whiskers of a more ruddy hue. Once again, her eyes found his. They were clearer now than before he’d gone into the bath, and their lucidity disarmed her.


Not twenty minutes ago he’d confessed to killing a man, uttering the words like one resigned to carrying his crime like a mark set upon his back. And now the lack of artifice and contrivance in his gaze lent a greater amount of honesty to his admission than she would have preferred.


“Speak,” Lord Cowden said, his eyes closing as he pressed his head back into the pillow. “You’ve been too quiet. You’re thinking, and I feel myself to be at a terrible disadvantage when you put your mind to such silent exertions.”


Charlotte’s hands fell away from the side of the bed. She should leave him to rest, she reminded herself. The progress he’d made in the last few hours was a fragile victory. Should she push him, or allow him to push himself too far…


“What happened?” she asked.


A muscle jumped in his jaw, but his eyes stayed closed. “There was a fight. Not the byproduct of a war or battle. Just two men, one against the other. Nothing more.”


“And the other man…” She swallowed. “You killed him?”


He didn’t answer right away. She wondered if he’d drifted off to sleep, but then he pulled in a deeper breath, his chest expanding and nearly shuddering with the movement.


“Yes.” His voice was flat. “Yes, I did.”


His words resonated inside her head. Death had been such a great part of her life, overshadowing her existence since her mother had died when she was only a few years old. But to hear of it spoken of in such a manner, to talk of one forcibly taking the life of another person… It was an unfathomable thing to her.


“What was the cause of the fight?”


Again, he hesitated. His silence gave her mind time to wander, all sorts of theories conjured to life among her thoughts. Had the fight been over money? Or a horse? Or… perhaps even a woman?


At the last possibility her stomach tightened and a frisson of displeasure rippled through her. Quickly, she brushed the sensation away and focused all of her attention on the man in front of her.


His eyes fluttered open as if he were just waking, but the weariness in his gaze demonstrated how much rest he still needed. He turned his face towards her and she saw a heaviness etched into the lines around his eyes, a despair that slowly drew the breath from her lungs.


“Nothing.” He shook his head. “There was no provocation. It was simply a fight. A bit of entertainment for the locals.”


His gaze held hers. She understood that he was waiting for her to speak, for some sort of reaction from her, but she couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t lengthen the conversation and keep him from the sleep he so desperately needed.


“Rest.” She laid her hand across his forehead. His skin was warm to the touch, but not so hot she worried over it. Without thinking, she moved her hand upwards, pushing his hair back from his brow before her fingers combed through his thick, fair locks. “I’ll be here when you wake,” she said, and took a step back from the bed.


After a minute, his eyelids lowered and his breathing slowed. She watched the steady beating of his pulse at the base of his neck and she experienced a sudden, frightening urge to touch him there, to place her lips there and taste the mixture of soap and sweat on his skin.


She took another step back. Her hand fidgeted at her own throat, twisting one of the buttons at her collar before she turned away and left the room.



***


Charlotte had broken her word. She wasn’t there when Hartley woke. Nine hours later, as the last stroke of midnight reverberated through the halls, he opened his eyes to the sight of his valet, Jenson, sorting through the contents of a much battered and muddied trunk.


“Ah, my lord.” Jenson straightened up to his full height, dipped his bald head once, and returned to his previous task of disentangling a large pile of hosiery. “Shall I fetch something for you?”


Hartley struggled to sit up. The covers seemed to have made an attempt at strangling him while he slept. “No.” He ground his knuckles into his eyes, until there was nothing but starbursts of white light behind his eyelids. “Dammit, where’ve you been all this time?”


“Traveling, my lord.” Jenson poured as much disdain into the first word as its three syllables would allow. “Not an hour after we set off, one of the horses threw a shoe. Then as we were leaving Kingsland—”


“Enough.” Hartley sliced his hand through the air, cutting off any further commentary concerning the ill-favored journey. “How long since you arrived?”


“Oh, no more than an hour, my lord. Perhaps two. We had planned on finding a reputable inn for another night’s stay, but when the driver informed us that only a few more miles lay ahead…” The valet cocked his head to one side and turned his attention to a stack of rumpled shirts excavated from the bottom of the trunk. “I do apologize for the disturbance, but the girl said you’d been asleep for most of the day, and she suggested—”


“The girl?” Hartley sat up straighter, then gripped the edge of the mattress as a wave of dizziness swept over him.


“Yes, my lord. She suggested that we—”


“Where is she?”


Jenson showed no outward sign that his lordship’s continued interruptions were anything but a matter of course. “I sent her away, my lord. Back with the other servants.”


“Damn you,” Hartley groused, before he tipped his head back into the pillows.


Jenson stepped up to the bedside, his posture a study in contrition. “I’m sorry, my lord. Have I done something wrong?”


Hartley sat up again and grabbed for the edge of the covers in order to extract his limbs from the twisted sheets. “No, of course not,” he said, his words dripping with sarcasm. “You simply come blundering in here, ordering people about without a thought as to… to…” He reeled sideways as soon as his feet touched the floor, the mattress barely breaking his fall as he staggered off balance.


“My lord!” Jenson was at his side, guiding him back into bed. “You shouldn’t be exerting yourself so soon after your illness. The girl did say—”


“The girl has a name,” Hartley protested, while his valet took to fussing and fretting over him. “She is Miss Claridge, and she is most certainly not a servant. I’ll have you take care not to refer to her as such in the future.”


“Of course, my lord. My apologies.”


Hartley leaned his head back against the pillows. He stared at a spot on the far wall until his vision cleared and he could trust himself to move again. With a greater amount of caution, he sat up and pushed his hands through his hair.


Unbidden, the memory of Charlotte’s hands returned to him, the soft tug of the comb as she’d worked his fingers across his scalp, the brush of her arm against his side as she’d helped him out of the bath.


He wondered now to what depths her opinion of him had descended; that is, if she could have thought any worse of him after discovering him prostrated in a puddle of his own filth. He wanted to see her, to speak to her, even if it was simply for the pleasure of hearing her castigate him for his latest folly. But she had told him—had warned him—that she wouldn’t offer her help should he once again slide into ruin. Would she spurn him now that she knew a greater breadth of his sins?


“Jenson,” Hartley said, pulling the man away from a thorough examination of his lordship’s boots. “I feel I should eat. Some food, if you will.”


“Right away, my lord.” Jenson bowed and departed with an energy in his step that belied the lateness of the hour.


Hartley’s shoulders sagged once he was alone again. He told himself that he would eat, that he would rest, and then, when he could trust his legs to support his weight, he would find Charlotte. Because he needed to see her eyes, he realized, to measure the amount of disapproval that would no doubt radiate from the dark blue of their depths.






Chapter Eight

  

  

Since coming to live at Ellesferth Castle, Charlotte had begun to appreciate the calm and quiet of the evening more than any other part of the day. The dishes washed and put away, the tables wiped down and the floors swept clean, she would take her seat near the fire and sew, or—if her aunt happened to turn in early for the night—read through a book pinched from the library.


Sometimes Maggie would sit up with her now that the young maid had taken on a full-time position at the estate. More often than not, they would talk about meaningless things that never failed to bring smiles to their faces or send them into fits of giggles. Tonight, the two of them were bent over the edge of a tablecloth, their fingers working over a section of damaged embroidery. A few paces away, Mrs. Faraday sat with her feet up on the hearth, her latest knitted creation coming to life beneath the click of her needles.


The hired girls had returned home for the evening and the men had retired to their rooms above the stables, where they could drink and smoke and swear without the watchful eyes of Mrs. Faraday boring into them.


Charlotte tilted a section of the tablecloth towards the fire, the better to see the stitches that needed to be removed. Her neck ached from bending over her work, but she needed a task that would keep her mind and her hands occupied.


For the entire day she’d taken on every task her aunt had given her, burrowing into the chores with a fervor that left her arms quivering and and her fingers numb with fatigue. Even now, her eyes burned and her shoulders sagged, but she wasn’t ready to go to bed, to set her head on her pillow and give her mind a modicum of freedom. She already knew where her thoughts would stray, how quickly her mind would settle on the image of a man with thick blond hair that shone with hints of silver in the firelight, his green eyes seeming to possess a power that pierced through her with every glance.


She hadn’t seen him for three nights since, when Jenson had arrived and nearly chased her out of Lord Hartley’s bedroom while wielding a stack of silk handkerchiefs and a lint brush. Unable to sleep, she’d gone into the library and curled up in one of the chairs, her head nodding only once or twice before the faint light of dawn crept through the windows.


I am here because I killed a man.


Her fingers slipped as the phrase played over in her mind for the hundredth time, the small scissors she held in her right hand accidentally snipping a bit of skin on her left. She winced and lifted the inside of her wrist to her lips, where her tongue encountered the metallic tang of blood.


“Are you all right, Miss?” Maggie’s voice was low, presumably so their conversation wouldn’t disturb Mrs. Faraday and her knitting.


“It’s nothing,” Charlotte assured her. “Only a scratch.”


“No, Miss. I don’t mean that.” She set down her own portion of the tablecloth and leaned forward. “You’ve been a quiet thing all day, and you hardly touched your food at dinner.”


“I am well.” Charlotte managed a small smile. “Simply tired, is all. I’m sure that a good night’s rest will have me back to my former self, and you can cease your worrying.”


“Of course,” Maggie said, but there was something in the young woman’s brow that made her appear to be still unconvinced.


Charlotte tried to return to her work, but the brief exchange with Maggie had torn through the barrier she’d constructed around her thoughts. “Perhaps I should turn in early,” she admitted, and set her work aside as she moved to rise from her seat.


She had barely straightened to her full height when a shadow near the door caught her attention. And then Lord Cowden was there, walking into the kitchen, his head ducked down to avoid striking it against the top of the doorframe.


Maggie was the first to move, the unfinished tablecloth sliding to the floor as she jumped to her feet and almost stumbled over the edge of her skirt in the process. Mrs. Faraday, however, didn’t rise immediately. Still clutching her knitting, she took the time to finish a last row of stitches before returning her work to a basket beside the chair.


“My lord.” The housekeeper stood up slowly. “I trust you’re feeling better, if you’ve seen fit to make the journey all the way down here.”


Charlotte remained still. The man who stood before her shared little resemblance with the figure she’d nearly mistaken for a soiled bundle of linens three days before. He was fully dressed now, his lean frame clad in a dark coat and breeches, well-tailored but fitting loosely on his undernourished body.


But it was the sight of his face that succeeded in pulling the air from her lungs. He was clean shaven, his cheeks and jaw clear of the blond and gold beard that had begun to overwhelm his lean features. His hair had also been trimmed, the ends of it curling just above his collar. He looked younger, more fragile, she thought. And then her eyes met his, and she found him gazing directly at her.


“I sent my valet to bed,” he told Mrs. Faraday, while he continued to watch Charlotte from her place across the room from him. “And then I realized I needed to eat, and had no wish to trouble any of you with the burden of traipsing up and down the stairs at this time in the evening.”


“How courteous of you.” Her aunt sniffed. “I’ll have Maggie fix a tray and bring it up—”


“There’s no need to put forth so much effort,” he interrupted. “I can eat here just as well as any other place. That is, if none of you are averse to my presence.” Again, his gaze sought out Charlotte, but she said nothing. In fact, she wouldn’t have been surprised to find that her tongue had gone and taken leave of her mouth entirely when she saw him enter the kitchen.


“Maggie, fetch a few of the cold meats leftover from dinner,” Mrs. Faraday ordered. “And Charlotte, something to drink for his lordship.”


A sudden bustle of activity followed as they prepared the sparse wooden table for Lord Hartley’s meal. He seated himself on a stool and waited in silence as each item was placed in front of him.


Charlotte set clean utensils and a mug of tea in front of him, her chin lowered so that she wouldn’t catch his gaze. As she turned away, she heard him clear his throat.


“You’ve been avoiding me.”


His words came out on a whisper, low enough that neither Maggie or her aunt would overhear him.


She turned back to the table and wiped absently at nonexistent crumbs. “I’ve been busy, and you’ve been keeping to your room. There hasn’t been any occasion for our paths to cross since I last saw you.”


“Since you abandoned me,” he countered.


She glanced at his face as he raised a forkful of potatoes to his mouth. There, just at the corners of his lips, she saw a hint of a smile before he began to chew.


“You seemed to be in capable hands,” she told him, her own voice lowered. “And I had no wish to antagonize your Jenson. He seemed ready to toss me out on my ear if I refused to leave you to his care.”


“Jenson is a fool,” Lord Hartley said around a second mouthful of potatoes.


“Then why have him in your employ?”


“Because he is a loyal fool.” He stabbed a piece of ham with the tines of his fork. “I haven’t been the most tolerable company these last few months. Well, years, to be truthful. I wouldn’t have blamed the man if he’d strangled me with my own neckcloth and tossed me into the Thames.”


“Perhaps you’re not as unlikable as you suppose.” When his next bite stalled partway to his mouth, she dared to look him in the eye. “Or perhaps you pay him too well.”


A flicker of amusement brightened his eyes, but he seemed determined to keep his mouth from betraying him. Another bite passed between his lips, and she couldn’t prevent the grin that tugged at the edges of her own mouth.


“Does my hunger amuse you?” he asked, setting down his fork and reaching for his mug of tea.


“It pleases me to see that some semblance of an appetite has returned to you,” she admitted. “I feel I could almost mistake you for a person in good health.”


He sipped slowly at his tea, and when he glanced over his shoulder, she followed the line of his gaze. Her aunt, she saw, had returned to her place by the fire, her knitting grasped firmly in her hands once more. Maggie, on the other hand, had picked up a cloth and was wiping her way through a stack of dishes that had already been scrubbed and dried an hour before. Both of the women were far enough away that Charlotte didn’t suspect them of eavesdropping.


“I’m not well,” Lord Hartley said, the rim of his cup held only an inch from his mouth. “It took all of my strength to come down here this evening, and if I remove my elbow from this table, you’ll have a mess of spilled tea to mop up.”


She looked down at the arm that held the cup. Only a slight amount of trembling was visible in his wrist and fingers. “You should have stayed in your room. You’ll do yourself no favors if you start gamboling around the house the moment you feel the briefest twinge of improvement.”


“It’s more than a twinge,” he said, a touch of petulance lending an edge to his voice. “And I was restless. I’d been confined to my room for too long. Another hour and I fear I would have given in to the temptation to hurl myself out the window.”


He was exaggerating, she told herself. And yet a nagging unease that there was some truth to his declaration wouldn’t let her disregard his comment as mere flippancy. “Don’t say such things,” she whispered.


He set down his cup and reached for his fork, but his fingers wavered uselessly before he placed his hand on the tabletop. “I’m sorry.” He bowed his head, his shoulders rounding forward as he inhaled deeply and breathed out again.


It returned to her then, that terrible urge to touch him, to place her arms around him and lay her cheek against the soft waves of his hair. “Here,” she said, her voice quavering as she reached out for his half-empty cup. “Allow me.”


As she picked up the cup, he suddenly reached out for her arm. His fingers slid over and around her wrist, turning it towards the light of the fire so that she had to let go of his tea or risk spilling it on the floor. “You’re hurt,” he said simply, his thumb grazing the small wound the scissors had left on her arm.


“Oh.” She saw the streak of blood, already beginning to dry and darken from its previous vivid red. “I was busy with a bit of mending, and… Well, it was merely an accident.”


He held her wrist so that her arm was held out towards him, her palm upturned. She waited for him to release her, but his fingers continued their delicate perusal of her skin. There was something in his touch, a kind of reverence in the way his hand brushed over hers. And then he returned to her wrist, his thumb tracing a light circle over her sensitive skin.


A small gasp slipped out of her. She pulled her arm away from him, the tea and his dinner forgotten as she stood frozen to the spot, his searing emerald gaze locked with her own. It had been too much, too delicious a feeling to have his hands on her skin, and nearly frightening in how much she had wanted it to continue.


“I’m sorry.” His words broke the spell. She blinked at him, puzzled at his apology, the second in as many minutes. For him, it had been nothing more than the barest of touches, a brief word of concern for the wound on her wrist, and then…


And then she had seen the expression in his eyes, the same look he had given her more than a week before. It was a look of hunger that, at the time, she had mistaken for a want of sustenance. But there could be no misinterpretation this time. During those fleeting seconds, his gaze had devoured her, and she—ill-mannered, improper, unwanted creature that she was—had not wished for it to end.


“Your tea,” she said quickly, and reached for the cup a second time. When she turned away from Lord Cowden, she found herself caught in Mrs. Faraday’s line of sight, the older woman’s knitting abandoned on her lap, her dark eyes surveying Charlotte with an inscrutable stare.



***


He should leave. Hartley tested the thought, weighing it in his mind as he sat on the edge of his bed, yanking at a neckcloth that clung to his throat with all the temerity of a noose. He’d come to Scotland to absent himself from society, and here was society, or some small portion of it, stalking him in the guise of a diminutive woman with dark hair and silent footsteps.


The neckcloth fell to the floor, followed by his waistcoat. He still had his boots to remove, and his thoughts tripped back to the memory of Charlotte forcing him back into a chair before tackling his footwear: her head bowed, her hands on his legs, fingers brushing against his thigh…


He blew out a breath and tipped his head back until all he saw was the gloom of the ceiling above him. No, this would not do. He should return to London, avail himself of the services provided by a woman for whom he would feel nothing more than an emptiness in his pockets by morning. And there would be the feeling of shame, as well. He couldn’t possibly forget that. For when was there not some measure of that familiar feeling gilding the edge of every choice he’d made since his easy, spoiled childhood?


He finished the task of undressing without thought, stripping down to his shirt and nothing else before slipping between sheets that somehow managed to hold a greater chill than the air outside of them. He would leave, he told himself again, as he thumped his pillow into some semblance of comfort. Not for London, though. He had no love for that place, for the muck and the crowds and the smoke. He despised the version of himself he became when he resided in the shadows of those filth-streaked buildings.


But where else could he go? Ellesferth was to have been his chance of escape. A pressure settled on his chest, nearly taking away his ability to breathe when he paused to question himself as to whether that escape was meant to be from the gossip-fueled glances of all of London, or an escape from everything, even his very life.


If Charlotte hadn’t barged into his room five days before…


There was no abandoning the truth of it. Coward that he was, he would have let himself die, would have forced Charlotte and the rest of the household to clean up the mess left behind by his inability to face his own shortcomings. He rolled onto his side, towards the window and the sound of rain pattering against the glass. He was not worth their trouble. The attention Miss Claridge had given him, the care she’d taken to see him bathed and fed, as if he were deserving of someone who would see to his wants and needs when he was too wrapped up in himself to bother… No, he was not worth any of it.


He’d told her that he’d killed a man. No, that phrasing put too fine a sheen on the matter. He was a murderer, was he not? It wasn’t a fight he’d undertaken on a whim, an aberration in an otherwise flawless existence. He was a drunken lout, a man who consorted with whores, who gambled away his inheritance for no other reason than it was something to do.


He’d been given everything as a child, his every demand satisfied while he’d been coddled and cosseted on a pedestal as the only son of a titled gentleman who had loved the idea of raising an heir better than the flesh and blood child who would one day inherit. And all of that luxury, all of that excess had led to an adulthood spent seeking out more of the same, even as a constant coldness threatened to wrap its fingers around his heart and mind. But the drink and the women and the spending… it had succeeded in making him feel a semblance of emotion, at least for a while.


In the morning, he decided, he would go. Jenson would grouse about the upheaval so soon after arriving, but no doubt Mrs. Faraday would be glad to see the back of him and his meagre retinue. He would decide where to go once he’d placed a few miles between himself and Ellesferth, when the urge to seduce and ruin someone like Miss Claridge, someone who existed on a level so far above him, was no longer something he feared could be acted upon.


Tomorrow, he reminded himself, as he listened to the rain and dreaded the night ahead.






Chapter Nine

  

  

Charlotte pressed her head back into the pillow, her gaze sweeping across the dark expanse of ceiling above her. Her candle had burned out some hours before, and the small fire she’d banked before bed had burned itself down to a mass of glowing embers, its brightness seemingly dependant on the air that whistled down the chimney.


She listened to the storm as it raged beyond the outer walls of the house. The rain began shortly after she retired to her room for the night, the soft drops striking against the window and lulling her into a deep, dreamless sleep. But the sound had changed an hour or so past midnight, the gentle rain replaced by a wind-driven downpour that lashed across the landscape.


On the mantelpiece above the fireplace, a small brass clock chimed two times.


She rolled onto her side, tugged at her blankets, and searched for a place on her pillow that wasn’t completely flattened by her recent bout of tossing and turning. The weather kept her awake, she told herself, the howling of the wind and the incessant pounding of the rain against her windowpane. But each time she closed her eyes, her thoughts strayed far from anything that resembled sleep.


Beneath the blankets, she wrapped her fingers around her wrist. She imagined she could still feel the pressure of his hand there, the prickling of her skin as the warmth of his touch traveled over her. Had she been so sheltered all her life that the merest physical contact with a man was enough to invade her thoughts and make her lie awake in the earliest hours of the day?


A groan slid out of her as she threw back the covers and reached for her dressing gown. She shrugged into it as she fought to disentangle her legs from the sheets, her stockinged feet finding their way to the floor as she tied the gown’s sash tightly around her waist. Even through her wool socks, the chill of the floor seeped into her feet and sent a shiver through her. She padded towards the fire with the intention of building it up again, but a soft tapping sound made her pause midway through her progress across the room.


It might have been a branch, perhaps, striking the side of the house as another gust of wind unleashed itself on the walls. But Charlotte moved closer to the door instead, where a distinct scratching sound met her ears.


“Hello?” she whispered, her mouth near to the crack. “Is someone there?”


“Miss Claridge?”


Charlotte grasped the knob and pulled the door open. Jenson stood in the corridor, one hand gripping the holder of a guttering candle while the other clutched at the neckline of his dressing gown. The man’s eyes widened when he saw her, as if he hadn’t expected to find her in her nightdress and socks at two hours past midnight, but he shook his balding head quickly and ducked his chin in a small, albeit reluctant nod.


“Miss Claridge, I…” He paused to clear his throat. “His lordship is unwell.”


Charlotte’s hand tightened on the doorknob. “What’s wrong?”


Jenson hesitated again, and she guessed by his expression and restless movement that he was reluctant to speak about his master’s personal matters with a young woman, especially a young woman in a frayed nightdress and gown, five hours before dawn. “He has fits, Miss Claridge. In his sleep, he’ll often talk and cry out and sometimes… sometimes I’m unable to wake him.”


“And you cannot wake him now?”


He shook his head. “No, Miss. I didn’t know if perhaps you or the housekeeper—”


“We’ll not disturb my aunt before we need her,” Charlotte said, and followed Jenson into the corridor. “Take me to him.”


She kept close to the valet, subtly urging him along when he came to an unfamiliar turn or a staircase that made him hesitate over his choice of direction. Once they arrived in Lord Cowden’s bedroom, Charlotte stepped past him and approached the figure on the bed. His limbs were tangled in the covers, while his head turned from side to side on the pillow. He muttered a few words in his sleep, too low to be deciphered, and then thrashed again, as if he were attempting to strike out at someone in his dreams.


“My lord?” Charlotte stepped up to the side of the bed and placed her hand on Lord Cowden’s forehead. His skin was cool to the touch, so her fears of him once again being taken by fever were dispelled, but his hair was soaked with sweat, and she worried he’d catch a chill if they left him lying on damp sheets until morning.


“A fresh shirt and bed linens, please.” She tossed the words over her shoulder, not checking to see if Jenson obeyed her before she returned her attention to his master. Her hand found its way to his forehead again, before her fingers trailed down along his cheek to the hard line of his jaw. He seemed to calm, she noticed, when she touched him, but she pulled her hand away when the valet returned a minute later with the requested items.


“How often does this occur?” she asked as Lord Cowden spoke again, his words still little more than indiscernible gibberish. His eyelids fluttered as he shifted onto his left side, towards her and Jenson, but he didn’t wake.


“It comes and goes,” Jenson said, still holding out the shirt and sheets before him like an offering. “I never saw anything like it until a few months ago. At first, they seemed to be nothing more than bad dreams, and he’d pace around his room for several hours before going back to sleep in the morning. But as time went on…”


Charlotte nodded. “When he drinks,” she began, and gifted Jenson with a look intended to draw the truth from him, no matter how damaging to Lord Cowden’s character it might be. “Does this lessen? Or does his proclivity towards spirits aggravate the quality of his sleep?”


“Oh, no, Miss. The more he’s dipped into the bottle, the more… Well.” Jenson pulled himself up straight and raised his chin, as if to look down on Charlotte, though he couldn’t have had more than an inch or two over her in height. “Let me just say that when he’s been out at the clubs for most of the night, he sleeps quite soundly and quite late into the morning. That is, when he finally arrives home again.”


“I see.” She looked over at Lord Cowden, at the deep lines etched in his brow, at the pale shade of the skin stretched over the knuckles that clutched the edge of his pillow. “You may go. I’ll make certain he’s looked after.”


“I beg your pardon?”


Charlotte turned around. “If I need anything else, I’ll be sure to send for you.”


Jenson’s mouth moved as if there was a great deal more he wished to say, but after several seconds of sputtering without a completed word finding its way off his tongue, he sealed his lips shut, raised his chin another inch, and stalked out of the room.


Charlotte pushed the aggravated valet out of her mind when he left her sight. Beside her, on the bed, Lord Cowden still shifted restlessly beneath the covers. She reached out to him again, prying his fingers loose from his battered pillow before she caressed the length of his arm up to his elbow and back down to his wrist.


“My lord,” she whispered, while leaning over him. “My lord, nothing can hurt you. I’m here now, and I will not leave your side until you are capable of opening your eyes and telling me that you are safe again.”


While she spoke, her hand continued its circuit on his arm; around his wrist, down to the point of his elbow, and back along the contours of his lean forearm. His grip on her own hand tightened, as if he wanted to anchor himself to her as another look of discomfort creased the skin above his eyes.


“Shhh.” She brushed his hair back from his forehead and sat down on the edge of the bed. He seemed to curl around her then, one arm reaching behind her back as she pulled his other arm across her lap. Slowly, her fingers pushed beyond the boundary of his elbow, stroking his upper arm beneath his sleeve and even up to his shoulder. Each touch settled him more, each pass of her hand helping to subdue the erratic pace of his breathing.


After several minutes, a chill began to seep into her legs and feet. She still wore nothing but her nightclothes and a pair of socks, not enough to battle the chill forced through the interstices of the house by the storm currently raging outside.


She reached for the bed linens that Jenson had fetched for her and did her best to slide the fresh, dry ones beneath Lord Cowden’s upper body without disturbing him. His shirt was still soaked with perspiration, but she had no desire to attempt disrobing him when he had only begun to sink back into a deep, calm rest once more.


She glanced at the clock and saw that it was nearly three in the morning. She was too tired to give a thought to decorum or to what would happen to her reputation should someone come into the bedroom and find her there. Picking up her feet, she tucked herself into the bed, pulling the edge of the covers over herself as she nestled closer to Lord Cowden’s slumbering form.


He was all warmth, she realized. Heat and lean muscle and soft breath across her shoulder as his arms tightened around her. She faced away from him, towards the outside of the bed as she burrowed her head into the pillow and tried to accustom herself to the feel of another person asleep behind her.


But it wasn’t merely the fact that it was another person. Charlotte closed her eyes as his breathing slowed to a steady rhythm, as his grip on her relaxed and he fell into a more restful state of sleep. She had thought about this before, about what it would be like to slip into his room after everyone else had retired for the night, to slip into his bed, to slip into his arms and… and…


She accused herself of taking advantage of this moment, of abusing his weakened state simply so she could memorize the feel of his body against hers. It was not something she would have another opportunity to experience again. No matter how he looked at her during waking hours, or how her skin tingled when he reached out and touched her, she could not be in bed with him when he woke.


In a few minutes, she told herself, she would slip out from beneath the blankets and take up a post in one of the chairs by the fire. Perhaps she would even disappear for long enough to return to her room and dress so that he wouldn’t see her in her nightgown, her hair down and loosely braided over her shoulder.


In a few minutes, she repeated to herself, and listened for the chiming of the clock. Just a few more minutes.



***


Hartley woke to an unfamiliar sensation. He didn’t move right away. At first, he did nothing but listen to the sounds all around him. He heard the wind as it battered into the side of the house, and all of the creakings that went along with it. There were footsteps from… somewhere. Not nearby. Perhaps a floor or two away. And there was breathing. Not his own, though. Someone else was breathing. Someone else was in his bed with him.


He shifted his arms a little until his fingers brushed across skin. Soft skin. Another shift and he was able to discern the lines of arms and legs cradled against him. He opened his eyes at that, though the light in the room was dim enough that it did little to aid in his recognizing anything situated more than a few inches from his face. The fire had almost gone out, but he noticed a dim line of light around the edges of the drapes, signifying that at least some amount of daylight had managed to penetrate through whatever storm clouds swirled over Ellesferth’s crenelated roof.


He turned his head back towards the figure beside him and inhaled deeply. A familiar scent of lavender touched his nose, and he felt his groin suddenly tighten.


Charlotte…


Was he still dreaming? Hartley blinked several times and gave his head a small shake. But she remained there, almost curled around him, one of her hands tucked beneath his side and her knee—God Almighty—wedged between his legs. And there was skin… so much skin…


He moved his right hand down and ran into the bunched edge of her robe and nightdress. What the hell was she doing in his bed, in her nightdress? Lord in heaven, if she’d stolen into his room in the middle of the night to offer herself to him, and he couldn’t recall a single minute of it…


A curse slipped out of him as he moved again. Beside him, and all too close to him, Charlotte moaned softly and shifted her hips towards him. His manhood, already swollen since before he’d woken up, began to throb.


“Dammit.” He spoke louder than he’d intended, and Charlotte moved a second time. Even in the dark of the room, he saw the flicker of her eyelids, the pink tip of her tongue as she licked at the corner of her mouth. He wanted to kiss that mouth, wanted to feel the brush of her tongue on his skin, but he pushed the dangerous thought from his mind and sought to extricate himself from the tangle of her limbs before she’d stirred herself fully into wakefulness.


“Mmm.” Her mouth opened with a yawn and she passed the back of her hand over her eyes. Beneath the blankets, she stretched her legs, and he cursed again as her bare calves slid against him. Suddenly, she stiffened, her lips parting again as she gasped. Her hand flew from her face and she looked up at him, her eyes wide, the navy blue of them almost black in the early morning darkness of the bedroom.


“Oh.” She didn’t move. Neither did she scream or hurl any number of accusations at him. He had enough experience with women from every level of society that he didn’t think any reaction from her would be enough to render him surprised. “I’m sorry,” she said, so quickly that the three syllables blended together into a low rush of sound from between her lips. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to...”


She scrambled to sit up, to push her hair out of her eyes, and to grasp for the edges of a robe that had managed to twist itself around her hips while she’d been asleep. “Jenson came for me last night,” she explained, while she fought with the sash of her gown, her gaze now firmly fixed on the efforts of her frantic hands. “You were having a sort of fit in your sleep, talking all sorts of nonsense and kicking about. And I… Well, I tried to calm you down and see that you wouldn’t bring yourself to any sort of harm while you were insensate, and—”


“And so you thought it the right course of action to join me in my bed.”


Her head snapped up, the knot of her sash gripped tightly in her hands. “You seemed to be calmed by my presence,” she said, the words tumbling out as if she were loath to admit such a thing. “I apologize for…” She paused and licked her lips again. He followed the movements of her tongue, his gaze lingering on her bottom lip, still swollen from sleep and shimmering in the faint daylight that crept in from the windows. “I should not have done this. It was not in any way right or proper. I’m sorry.”


She shut her eyes and lowered her chin until he saw the pale line of her part on the top of her head. One of her legs, Hartley realized, still rested against his own. And her hip was close enough to his thigh that a slight change in position would have him beside her again, nearly on top of her, if he chose.


“So you say there was nothing right or proper about coming to my aid when I was most in need of it, hmm?” He reached out and pulled her hands away from the mess she’d made with her sash. In a matter of seconds, he’d untangled the knot and draped the ends on her lap. “Miss Claridge,” he said, and wondered why his voice sounded so strange to his own ears. “I believe you should leave this bed very soon if you have any wish to preserve your reputation.”


She remained silent at that. He watched lines crease the smooth expanse of her forehead, before they cleared again, though a tightness in her jaw did not relent. “I have no reputation,” she admitted quietly. “At least, I am not in a position of enough consequence for it to matter.” She raised her face to his, her eyes shining brightly beneath dark brows. “I have no prospects, no fortune. When and if I marry, it will most likely to be someone of little consequence, an arrangement made to secure my safety rather than for any want of affection or status.”


At that moment, he understood why she had taken such pains to prevent him from seeing her expression. No amount of dissembling or subterfuge could disguise the look of naked, unadulterated desire that emanated from her gaze.


She wanted him, vile thing that he was, riddled with the scars of sin and shame and regret. And she sat there, with all of her innocence and her purity, tempting him to believe that should he take her, he could perhaps erase some of the darkness from his own soul.


But he was a fool if he permitted himself to hope for such an outcome. The truth of the matter was considerably more devastating. He would ruin her. It didn’t signify that she made no claims on making a suitable marriage at some point in the future. If he compromised her, and if someone were to discover it, she would be treated as a pariah, a loose and profligate woman, and whatever life she had carved out for herself here, no matter how small, would be snatched away from her.


And so his own failings would continue to spread, like a disease, to take another victim.


“You should go,” he told her, his voice laced with warning.


“I should,” she said, but made no move to leave the bed.


Damnation. She was testing him, giving him a tenuous push to see if he would collapse beneath the pressure and push back. All of her previous shyness had been swept away, and now she sat before him, her chin raised stubbornly, the dark depths of her eyes sparking in time with the heavy raindrops that struck against the windows.


He touched her hair first, his fingers curling around the end of her braid, where it hung between her breasts. It was soft, and he imagined that it smelled divine, but he released it and allowed his hand to travel upward, to push a loose strand of hair behind her ear. His fingers lingered against her cheek, and when he felt her shiver, he wasn’t altogether certain if the trembling had commenced or finished with him.


From her cheek he traveled down to her jaw, and then to the silken column of her neck. He thought she leaned towards him, but the entire room could have begun to tilt on its axis and he wouldn’t have been the wiser. All he knew was the warmth of her skin and the quickening of her pulse beneath his touch.


His finger snagged the collar of her nightdress. He glanced up and caught her eye, while his knuckle stroked the skin just below her collarbone. She watched him with her eyes wide open, and her lips slightly parted. Bastard that he was, he realized he had yet to kiss those lips. And there he sat, his finger crooked over the edge of her shift, tugging it down over her shoulder until—


A light knock at the bedroom door sent him reeling back from her. Before he had a chance to blink, she was out of the bed, her robe and nightdress set to rights before she smoothed her hands over the unravelling ends of her braid. Hartley looked down at the disarray of his own bed, the rumpled sheets, both pillows bearing indentations of having been slept on. Anyone to come through that door would know what the two of them had done, or what they had been about to do before that infernal knocking had disturbed them.


“Come in,” he growled, taking no pains to hide his displeasure at having been interrupted. When he was more awake, he knew he would realize the intrusion was nothing less than a blessing, one that saved Charlotte from ruin, but it would take a tremendous amount of scalding hot coffee before he would see the truth of it.


Jenson bobbed into the room, his balding pate on display as he kept his head lowered deferentially. Perhaps his valet suspected what he would find when he entered the bedroom. Not that his valet had never stumbled into his bedroom and found a half-dressed woman there before.


“My lord—”


“What is it?” Hartley snapped. Charlotte was already several paces away from the bed, looking for all the world as if she’d spent the night in the armchair just behind her. “Out with it, man. Come on!”


“I had no wish to disturb you so early, and I was instructed to allow you your rest…” At this, he glanced over at Charlotte, who graced him with a small nod.


“His lordship fell into a sound sleep for the remainder of the night,” she assured him. Of course, she failed to mention the fact that such peaceful slumber had been brought about by her presence in his bed.


“Oh, very good,” Jenson said, looking relieved. “But I had to come up and wake you. In fact, he said that if I did not fetch you, he would storm upstairs himself and drag you out by your collar!”


Hartley held up a staying hand. “Who, Jenson? What is this madness spilling from your lips?”


“It’s Mr. Ballard, my lord.” Jenson almost shrugged, as if those few words were enough to cover every form of explanation and apology necessary to the situation.


Hartley cursed and fell back into his pillows. “Damn it all to hell,” he muttered towards the ceiling. “The poor bastard’s found me.”






Chapter Ten

  

  

Charlotte kept herself to the kitchen for the morning, eager to take on any of the menial tasks that would have ordinarily been given over to Maggie. She scrubbed mud away from the outer steps and walkways with pails of harsh soap and hot water. The muscles in her hands cramped from the hours spent polishing silver—trays, candelabras, cutlery, sugar bowls, creamers, and even salt servers with spoons small enough for a child’s dollhouse—rescued from too many years in storage.


They had a guest to look after, Mrs. Faraday reminded them, and not merely an inebriated gentlemen who kept mostly to his rooms and was possessed of dubious shaving habits. One of the finer bedrooms at the front of the house had been cleared and set to rights, dust cloths removed from furniture and draperies and bed curtains searched for evidence of feasting from both moths and mice. The dining room was to be opened up as well, though Charlotte could not imagine the need to set such a vast table for only two gentleman, one of whom had already made himself notorious to the household staff—skeletal as it was—as someone who failed to adhere to any of the regular hours of dressing or eating.


“The rugs are a disgrace,” announced Mrs. Faraday herself as she strode into the bustling kitchen. Another girl had been brought in from the village, and there had been talk of hiring a proper cook to tend to the growing meals. Charlotte entertained the thought with no small amount of displeasure, already missing the cozy repasts of stew and buttered bread in front of the fire with only one or two others for company. “We’ll have to see what can be salvaged from storage, or if the mice have had their way with all the druggets as well. You!” She pointed at a young boy sitting in the corner of the room, hunched over a pair of gentleman’s boots. The boy jerked to attention, his eyes wide beneath a thatch of uncombed dark hair. “There’s enough polish on those boots to make an entirely new pair out of what you’ve wasted. Finish up and get yourself out to the stable to see what’s needed of you.”


The boy set back to work as Mrs. Faraday turned her attention towards the table where Charlotte sat, cleaning the last of the tarnish from an intricate design of roses on the outer edge of a silver serving tray.


“You should leave that for Maggie,” her aunt said, hands planted on her narrow hips as if she were ready to do battle.


“I don’t mind doing it.” Charlotte graced her aunt with a quick glance before her gaze returned to the chore in front of her. “And I’m sure Maggie would prefer to take on any other work apart from this.”


Mrs. Faraday moved a step closer. At first, Charlotte assumed it was to present herself as more intimidating, but when she spoke again, her voice was nearly a whisper. “Does he know who you are?”


Charlotte’s hand paused, her dirtied rag still dangling from her fingertips. “Who I…?” She gave her aunt her full attention, but neither did she lower her voice to prevent anyone else from hearing her words. “I don’t understand.”


The older woman’s lips tightened. “You’re not some scullery drudge with whom he can have a dalliance and then dismiss when he finds you tiresome.”


Charlotte blinked, her mind stuttering over the conversation as if she’d been dropped into the middle of it. “Do you mean his lordship? Are you accusing me of—” She drew in a breath and returned to her work, her fingernails turning white from the renewed pressure she applied to the silver. What did her aunt know of her movements from the previous night? No doubt she’d been informed of Charlotte’s presence in Lord Cowden’s chambers. Servants were notorious gossips and Jenson in particular always seemed to be deep in conversation with one of the maids or the lads from the stable. But was she aware of the line that had been crossed early in the morning, that her self-appointed role as Lord Cowden’s nurse was abandoned the minute she slipped into his bed?


She reminded herself that nothing truly untoward had occurred. He had barely touched her, had not even kissed her. Of course, if Jenson had not interrupted them with news of Mr. Ballard’s arrival when he did…


She placed a polished spoon onto the cloth with great care and picked up the next utensil to be cleaned. “I’ve told him my name.” A turn of the knife in her hand and she attacked the tarnish that had settled in the handle’s intricate grooves. “But I doubt he’s given such details more than a fleeting thought. And with his ill health, I don’t believe he’s capable of connecting my name with anyone he may have encountered in London or elsewhere.”


“And what of his friend? This Mr. Ballard?” Mrs. Faraday spoke the name with glaring disapproval. Charlotte had yet to see the man, but from her aunt’s behavior, she doubted the gentleman met with the older woman’s approval. Although a fair measure of England’s population would fare no better under Mrs. Faraday’s scowl.


“I’ve never heard of him before,” Charlotte said, and tipped the knife towards the light in search of any spots she might have missed.


“But has he heard of you?”


The knife found its place with the other polished items. Charlotte wiped off her fingers before she sat up straight, one particularly aching spot in her back giving off a small crack as she twisted slightly in her seat. “I’ve no doubt he’s heard of my father, and I’m sure he’s encountered my stepmother on at least one occasion if he’s spent any time in London during the height of the season.” She looked up at her aunt as she folded her hands before her on the tabletop. “I make no great secret of my identity. And it’s not as if my position in society is anything to remark upon.”


“Your position?” Mrs. Faraday pronounced the second word on a hiss. “Your father is a Marquess, or had you forgotten?”


Charlotte sniffed as if a vulgar word had been spoken. “My father is dead,” she said. “And has been these last half dozen years. My half-brother, a boy I’ve hardly seen more than a handful of times, now bears his title.” She stood up, her patience with the tarnished silver growing thin. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll check the fires in the bedrooms and—”


Mrs. Faraday stepped forward and placed her hand on Charlotte’s arm, her gnarled fingers gently circling her wrist. “I’ve noticed the way he looks at you, the way he speaks to you. You’ve lived a sheltered life, but I’m telling you now to be careful.”


Charlotte’s heart thumped in her chest. Her gaze darted from one side of the room to the other, taking in the unceasing hum of activity that continued on all sides of them. No one seemed to be paying any attention to their conversation, and she shook off the sensation that every gaze and  whisper circled around her behavior with Lord Cowden. “I’m not—” she began, but her aunt’s grasp on her wrist tightened.


“And I’ve seen the way you look at him,” Mrs. Faraday added. “You might suppose yourself to be quite safe, all the way up here and out of the whirl of balls and parties and gossip. But some things remain the same, whether you’re in Piccadilly or Cairo. Should you…” She licked her lips, her mouth grimacing at the next word to be spoken, “... forget yourself, the outcome will not be  any different. The world won’t do you a single favor if you get yourself into mischief.”


It was an undeniable truth. No matter that Charlotte had never been given her seasons in London, had seen her governess abruptly dismissed, had been packed up and bundled off to her grandmother’s home in Shepherd’s Bush before her father’s body had turned cold in its grave, there was still some adherence to propriety expected of her. Forgotten as she was, things could only turn worse if she tossed away what restraint she’d already exercised on her behavior.


“Thank you,” she said, as she carefully withdrew her arm from her aunt’s grip, “for your advice. Now, I must see to the fires.” She turned away, aware of Mrs. Faraday’s gaze on her retreating back. She would have to be more careful, she told herself. She repeated it beneath her breath as she slipped up the servants’ stairs, her hands clenching around fistfuls of her skirt. But as she arrived upstairs, the bite of tears joined the whispers that had yet to stop.


So much had been taken from her. Her mother and her father, then her very home along with her future hopes. Promises had been given again and again, that she would be taken care of, her father holding her hand in the last hours of his life while he spoke in a slurred voice that her stepmother would look after her and treat her as her own child. But instead she’d been sent off as if she’d already committed the crimes Mrs. Faraday had just warned her against.


Her grandmother had welcomed her into her home, but could not protect her or provide for her after her death. And now she’d been trundled off again, this time all the way to Scotland, to continue her existence as an unwanted thing. To be told to take great care, to preserve her place and reputation, but for what purpose?


Charlotte pushed the question out of her mind as she checked the bedrooms, assuring that fresh water had been fetched for the pitchers, that there was wood for the fires, and the beds remade after being turned down in the morning. She lingered in Lord Cowden’s room, smoothing out the corners of his blankets and plumping the pillows more than was necessary.


Her own head had rested on one of those pillows, her legs entwined with Lord Cowden’s as they’d slept. Only sleep, she reminded herself. Nothing more. And yet it would be enough to ruin her, to brand her as a profligate woman should anyone other than Jenson or her aunt decide to bandy about in whose bed she’d woken that morning.


The afternoon came with more work, more edges of the house that would need cleaning now that there was a guest to wander about the various rooms and corridors. Charlotte took on a basketful of linens in need of ironing, tucking herself into a corner of the laundry room with an array of irons in various stages of heating.


She worked until every wrinkle was swept away and new, straight creases put in their place. Wisps of hair clung to her forehead and cheeks, adhering to her skin with the sweat that trickled down from her scalp. Her hand ached from gripping the handle of the iron, while her head pounded with the smell of beeswax mixed with the steam that rose from the fabric as she worked.


By the time she was finished, preparations for the next meal were well underway. She asked after Mrs. Faraday, but her aunt was upstairs, seeing to the arrangements of the dining room. With more people in the house, they finally had enough reason to ready the room for its intended use.


Charlotte took the opportunity to slip away. Up the stairs, through the maze of corridors, another staircase that twisted upwards around blind corners, past the unmarked doors that looked so much like her own, and she stepped into her bedroom, pressing her back against the door as she closed it behind her. There was her bed, still unmade from when Jenson had called her to Lord Cowden’s room the night before. Her shift still lay where she left it, tossed over the back of a chair.


Pushing herself away from the door, she picked up the shift and ran the edge of the collar between her fingers. It needed to be put away, or dropped into the basket with the rest of the soiled laundry. Instead, she lifted the garment to her face and inhaled deeply, breathing in the faint scent of Lord Cowden that still lingered on the fabric.


“Fool girl,” she muttered to herself, before draping the shift over her arm. She crossed to the small wardrobe tucked into the corner of the room and looked inside. There were a few gowns, all of them varying shades of grey or black, along with a lavender dress pushed off to one side. Nothing was trimmed or embroidered in an ostentatious way. They were well-made, yes, but plain. If she had desired flounces and frills, she would’ve needed to pay for them out of her own pocket.


She pulled out one gown and then another, laying them across her bed in the pale light that filtered in through the curtains. Nothing was fine enough to mark her as the daughter of a Marquess. Her stepmother had taken great care to choose a wardrobe that gave her the appearance of a subordinate, no matter that she was her father’s oldest child. She was female, unable to inherit, and so deemed to be of little importance.


With a final look at the shift still held over her left arm, she pitched the garment onto the bed and strode from the room in search of something else to occupy her time.



***


Hartley stared at his glass. The wine caught the light of the candles on the table, giving the dark red liquid the lustre of a jewel. He reached across the tablecloth and turned the slender crystal stem between his fingers before he jerked his hand away like one burned.


“All the bloody way to Scotland?” Ballard helped himself to another glass of port, a grimace contorting his features as he slipped and dribbled a few drops on the pristine tablecloth. “I’d forgotten this place even existed.” He took his own glass and sat back in his chair, tipping his chin up towards the ceiling above them. “Lord, and such a journey. And here I thought I might be meeting Hades by the end of it.”


“I’d forgotten about it, too.” Hartley glanced at his plate, still half-filled with uneaten food. It was a shame to see it wasted, but he had yet to recover his appetite. And there was the headache that lingered at the back of his skull, a dull pain that had yet to fade entirely since his arrival at Ellesferth. A part of him knew that should he pick up that glass and down his port in a single swallow, the headache would disappear as quick as the alcohol slid down into his stomach. But it was a temptation he had to fight, or else risk reverting back to a version of himself he had no wish to revisit. “Some part of my mind must have recalled my youth here when I was too insensate to keep myself away.”


“It’s not bad here,” Ballard said, his gaze directed upwards. “A bit gloomy, but I’m sure there are those who prefer that sort of thing.” He turned his attention back to his dinner companion. “Is this some manner of self-inflicted punishment? Drowning yourself in drink wasn’t enough, so now you’ve sequestered yourself all the way up here, to be tormented by dust and the horrors of Restoration architecture?”


Hartley sat up, carefully putting a few more inches of distance between himself and the wine on the table. There was an urge there he did not want to resist, a renewed anger at himself ever since this morning when he’d woken up and found Miss Claridge in his bed. Damn her, he thought. Damn her and her meddling and her nursing and the fact that he probably owed her his very life. And damn the swift rush of desire that overwhelmed him every time he thought of her.


“I have little doubt I’d be a dead man if I hadn’t come here.” He realized how the words sounded, the touch of irritation that colored them, as if he still harbored a wish that his life had never managed such a clever trick of saving itself without his permission.


“You look as if you’ve fared no better than one.” Ballard pushed away his own plate, scraped clean of every morsel. “Your clothes are hanging from your shoulders, old man. What have you been doing to yourself since you left town?”


Aside from attempting to kill himself? “Simply failing,” he said, groaning beneath his breath as he shifted forward before standing up. “As usual. At least there’s less of an audience here to observe my rapid descent from grace.”


Ballard followed him from the table, though not before draining his glass of its contents and then snatching up Hartley’s to accompany him on the journey out of the dining room. “You’ve been here for—what? Over a week, already? I can’t imagine how a person could spend more than a few hours in such a godforsaken place without going utterly mad.”


Hartley didn’t disagree with him. It was a cruel thing that what he’d come to appreciate most since arriving here—and even as they left the dining room, he caught himself glancing from one end of the corridor to the other, in the hope of catching even a glimpse of Miss Claridge attending to some chore or getting herself into a fresh hell of devilry—was also the same creature who had awakened fresh feelings of guilt and inadequacy within him.


He grit his teeth as he remembered how she’d looked that morning, the lines of her face still softened by sleep, her hair mussed, the silken skin of her thigh warm against his hip…


“Your stables are a mess,” Ballard went on, heading towards the drawing room. Or perhaps it was the study. Hartley passed a hand over his eyes and simply followed where he was led. “The lads there appear to be able enough, but the building’s in a state, what tack I could see looked to be from a previous generation, and have you seen the grounds?”


Hartley collapsed into the first chair he came to, a brocade monstrosity that creaked beneath his weight and let out a pleasing whiff of age and woodsmoke as he settled into it. “I’ve not been outside since I arrived,” he confessed.


Ballard paced to the fire, sipping at his pilfered wine as he scraped the sole of his boot on the bottom of the fireplace grate. “Well, how did it look when you trundled into the place?”


“I’ve no idea,” Hartley replied, and pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. The ache in his head had begun to throb again during the short walk from the dining room. He needed rest, but unfortunately, sleep and bad dreams insisted on getting in the way. “I was drunk when I arrived.”


“And you’ve not been out of doors since?”


Hartley rolled his head to one side and glared at his cousin through one opened eye. “I’ve not been well. Or so I’ve been informed.”


“I can see that.” Ballard finished his wine and set the glass on the mantel. “But why come all the way up here? This place looks as if it’s inhabited by ghosts, and if you’ve been so lax at caring for yourself, who is there to look after you? I think I’ve counted a grand total of three servants since I arrived this morning! Christ, you could trip and break your neck in this place and there’d be no one to come across your body ‘til you were four days gone!”


“I thought that was the hallmark of a good servant, to render themselves invisible?”


Ballard scoffed at the joke. “I don’t understand it. In looks, you’re worse now than when you left London. You’ve not ventured outside, so it’s not fresh air you’re after. So why not pack up and head back south with me, hmm? We can find ourselves tucked into a warm inn, waited on by a greasy and obsequious innkeeper before midnight. How does that sound to you?”


But Hartley was already shaking his head. “I’m not going back to London.”


“Then where?” Ballard crossed his arms over his chest, the glow from the fire illuminating one side of his body. The fool was dressed as if he were about to set out for an evening at White’s, every facet of his wardrobe pressed and perfected. How could a man travel across the country and arrive with all the appearance of a well-appointed human being? “You cannot remain here.”


It was a repetition of the argument he’d carried on with himself the previous evening, before the storm had set in and before he’d woken to find Miss Claridge pressed against him in his bed. And it was an argument he’d had difficulty returning to ever since she’d raised her eyes to meet his, hers filled with a desire for him he could not believed himself to be worthy of.


“And why not?” Hartley sat up, stretched his legs out in front of him and attempted to look proprietary. “This is my home, in case you happened to forget while you were busy maligning the state of my stables and outbuildings.”


“Please refrain from putting words in my mouth,” Ballard said as he picked up a pewter cup from the mantelpiece and turned it over in his hands, his brow furrowed as if he could not work out its purpose. “I merely stated that the place needs some attention. Unless it’s your plan to fade away in a crumbling house you’ve designated as your mausoleum. And fittingly chosen, at that,” he muttered, as he plunked the dusty and dented cup back on the mantel.


Hartley drew in a deep breath through his mouth, since his head complained every time he attempted to pull in air through his nose. “Perhaps my plan is to remodel the place.”


Ballard raised one dark eyebrow. “Is it?”


It would be now, he told himself. Returning to London was out of the question. He had no wish to be around great crowds of people, churning through their muck and enduring the weight of their gossip with every move he made. Ellesferth was ancient and dilapidated, boasting rooms that would most likely never be properly warm or free of vermin, but at least it was mostly deserted. Well, aside from a few servants and a certain Miss Claridge…


Without thinking, he glanced at the door to the study, almost expecting her to come barrelling into the room to scold him about the scraps left on his plate or to chivvy him up to bed. And then he thought of his bed, and he thought of her in it, and he pushed himself out of his chair as a swear fell from his lips.


“I’m turning in for the night. You can see yourself up to your room, I gather?”


“Well,” Ballard said with a chuckle. “At least the clear, northern air hasn’t dampened your ability to make one feel welcome.”


“I don’t recall having invited you to come here.” Hartley tossed the words over his shoulder as he left the study and walked towards the stairs. “If you’re so enamoured with the piss and filth of London at the moment, then you can call your carriage round and head directly back if you wish.”


He stopped suddenly with his right foot on the first stair, his hand reaching out for and missing the bannister in one awkward motion. Miss Claridge stood at the top of the staircase, her arms bearing a bundle of freshly pressed linens. She didn’t see him until she was halfway down, when she halted with more grace than he’d exhibited, and shifted her stack of laundry to rest on her hip.


“Miss Claridge,” he said. His voice cracked on the last syllable, and he regretted his decision to abstain from drinking during dinner. “You’re…” He could think of nothing with which to finish the poorly planned sentence, and so his voice trailed away as Ballard walked up behind him. Ballard, who would no doubt wonder why his cousin had entrenched himself in an artless conversation with a woman who, on first glance, would appear to be nothing more than servant.


“Miss Claridge,” Hartley repeated, and cleared his throat. “Allow me to introduce you to my cousin, Mr. Frederick Ballard.”


He felt rather than saw Ballard join him at the bottom of the stairs. He couldn’t bring himself to look away from her, as if should he study her long enough, trace the set of her jaw once more or delve even further into the bottomless blue of her eyes, he could decipher her thoughts and know what she thought of him since they’d last seen one another that morning.


“Mr. Ballard.” Miss Claridge managed an adept curtsy, even balanced on one stair and laden with laundry. “What brings you all the way to Ellesferth?”


“Well, Miss… Claridge was it?” The curious tone in Ballard’s voice caught Hartley’s attention. He glanced back at his cousin and saw his furrowed brow, his lips pressed together in thought. A moment later, the expression cleared away as the lines around his mouth shifted into an easy grin. “Someone must keep an eye on Hartley here. He does have a tendency to fall to pieces without proper guidance.”


It was spoken in jest, but Hartley shared a glance with Miss Claridge, the both of them knowing full well just how many pieces he’d shattered into since arriving at Ellesferth.


“I hope you enjoy your stay,” Miss Claridge said, her voice even, giving nothing away. And then she nodded to both of them, adjusted her burden, and continued on her journey down the stairs.


Hartley traced her path until she was out of sight, his breath sliding out of him on an exhale he had not realized he’d been holding onto.


“So.” Ballard nudged Hartley with his shoulder, bringing him out of his revery. “Now I see what’s keeping you here.” He clicked his tongue against the back of his teeth as he smacked his cousin on the back and headed up the stairs towards his room. “Remodel the place, indeed!”






Chapter Eleven

  

  

Hartley wouldn’t sleep. Not that he couldn’t. That much, certainly, wasn’t up for debate. Should he stumble over towards his bed and burrow his face in the pillows, no doubt his exhaustion would leave him insensible before the clock could tick out a full sixty seconds. No, that wasn’t the difficulty at all, he thought, and stretched his legs out towards the fireplace.


He was cold now, his bare feet having picked up a chill as he’d watched the fire die down to ash and coals. There was still some warmth there, surrounding the armchair in which he’d ensconced himself, but the cold had begun to creep in from the edges of the room, something the promise of oncoming daylight did nothing to dispel.


He pushed himself out of the chair, the hem of his dressing gown flapping about his legs like a cloak. He cinched the sash tight around his waist and left the dim circle of light still pulsing out from the glowing coals in the fireplace. Rain streaked across the windows when he glanced outside, and the wind seemed ready to shake the house down to its foundations. Another storm, then, as if Nature herself had decreed they pay more attention to her and so decided to send down the second onslaught of cold and rain in as many days. He gave another tug to the ties of his dressing gown and went in search of a pair of socks.


He couldn’t begin to surmise where Jenson had placed everything. And so began several minutes of fruitless searching before he came across a pair of thin, woolen stockings he tugged onto his feet. He glanced back at the bed, that monstrous creation of wood and dark canopies that ate up half the space in the room, but he shook his head against attempting to find any rest there and instead lit a fresh candle from the nightstand.


Hartley had no desire to sleep. After how many hours spent slumbering in that bed, recuperating in this room, he found himself overcome by the same need to escape that had afflicted him the previous evening, driving him down to the kitchen for whatever small change in the scenery it would provide.


And, he was forced to admit, because he’d hoped to see Charlotte.


And he had seen her. Her back bent over some bit of needlework, her profile warmed by the vibrant flames of the fire, she had looked…


A dozen words slipped in and out of his mind, every known description of beauty and grace surveyed and then summarily abandoned. And then a final word appeared, and the air rushed out of his lungs on a heavy breath.


Untouchable.





That particular word lingered, taunting him until he snatched the candle from the nightstand and stalked out of the bedroom.


Because he had touched her. That was why the word mocked him, why it bit into his flesh and brought out a string of curses from under his breath. He knew the feel of his skin against hers, her fingertips grazing over his neck, the delicate curve of her wrist as he held her hand in his own.


And there’d been more than that, of course. Her body against his in his bed, that same bed he was so reluctant to return to now. Fool that he’d been, he hadn’t even taken the opportunity to kiss her. Damn Jenson for his interrupting, and damn Ballard for taking it upon himself to trail him like a dog, all the way from London.


She hadn’t recoiled from him as he had thought she might. There had been no censure in her eyes, no accusation molded into the elegant lines of her face. She’d voiced no allusion to his previous confession of responsibility for another man’s death, and her own natural reticence seemed to have neither gained nor lost strength since the last time they had spoken.


But then he had reached out and touched her shoulder, slid his fingers along the length of her arm. He’d traced the line of her wrist and the edges of her palm, because he had wanted to feel her. And he had heard the catch of her breath, had witnessed the subtle parting of her lips, and he had realized then how she could hardly conceive the level of power she wielded over him. A simple word from her, the smallest of gestures, and he knew he would do anything if it meant a continuation of that exquisite caress.


The corridor outside his room was dark, no hint of the coming dawn able to penetrate the panelled walls or the dust-laden tapestries that stirred slightly as he walked past. He felt a shiver pass through him, and he was at first inclined to attribute it to the wind from the storm, forcing itself through the gaps in the house’s foundation. But as he neared the main staircase, he understood that it was instead his own weariness coming back to assail him.


He reached out and grasped the handrail for support. He wasn’t in any fear of tumbling headfirst down the stairs, but he knew he would soon need a chair, or at the least, a sturdy door frame against which to prop himself.


Several closed doors passed by his sight without garnering the slightest bit of interest. He was ashamed to admit his ignorance of more than the basic layout of his ancestral home. He could recall the location of the kitchen and the nursery and the main dining room, the study, the library, and maybe one or two of the parlours. But the house contained more than sixty rooms beneath its vast roof, and he found it a struggle to identify more than a dozen of them.


He shuffled down another hall, his candle flickering until he raised a hand to shield the flame. A door that he recognized came into view—the library—and he moved towards it, suddenly filled with an eagerness for an overstuffed armchair and an equally overstuffed tome that might tempt his mind towards acquiring another dose of rest, this time without the accompaniment of disturbing dreams.


He wrapped his fingers around the doorknob, the coolness of the metal seeping into his skin before he turned it and pushed open the door. He was two steps into the room before he saw Charlotte, curled up on one of the chairs, her feet tucked beneath the hem of her nightdress. He thought he saw the edge of a book tucked beneath her arm, but she was turned partially away from him, and from where he stood, he couldn’t tell if she was awake or asleep.


He paused in the middle of the room. Had she heard him enter? He could back away, close the door, and return to his room without her ever knowing he’d been there. And yet even as his mind told him to leave, he took another step forward, and another, until he was nearly within reach of the chair. A slow, silent breath slid out of him, and then she turned her head, her dark blue eyes fixing on him before he could think to make a sound.


“Oh. Oh!” Her eyes widened, and then she struggled to sit up, a book sliding off the edge of the chair and landing with a thump as she fought with a portion of nightdress that had tangled itself around her ankles. She cleared her throat and tugged at her dressing gown, which appeared to have been substituting as a blanket during her slumber. “I couldn’t sleep, and so I came here. And...”


Her arms moved jerkily as she wrapped the dressing gown around herself, her hands trying and failing to find a way into the sleeves. “Is there something I can get for you?” she asked, regaining some small amount of composure once she was again fully covered.


“No.” He took in her appearance, the dark tendrils of hair that had escaped from her braid, the sleepiness that clung to her features, and he found himself at a loss for words. “The storm,” he said finally, and nodded towards the window. “I thought perhaps a book would help distract my mind from the current state of the weather.” He bent down and picked up her forgotten volume from the floor. “Livy?” he queried, studying the spine. “A bit of light reading, Miss Claridge?”


She glanced down at the book in his hands, but made no move to take it. “My father used to read it to me. He loved history. And now I find it comforting when my mind is troubled.”


Still, she wouldn’t look at him. He began to wonder if she avoided his gaze on purpose, and why she suddenly appeared to be flustered and uncomfortable in his presence.


“And what is it that troubles you?”


“Nothing,” she said in a soft voice. He watched as she pulled in a breath, her chest rising beneath the thin fabric of her nightdress. His own breathing stuttered at the realization that she most likely wore nothing beneath those scant layers of cloth, no stays or garters, only the loose fabric against her bare skin. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave you to your distractions.”


She moved towards the door, her slippered feet barely making a sound as she stepped past him. He knew that he should allow her to leave. It was the wisest thing to do. But his voice gained strength, and his hand reached out towards her, his fingers just grasping a narrow slip of her gown before she could depart.


“Wait.” It came out of him as a suggestion, almost a plea. She turned towards him, but still her gaze wouldn’t focus on anything above the level of his collarbone.  “Sit with me,” he spoke again, his tone more cajoling than it had been before. “Please.”


He sensed her indecision. She looked up at the window, her eyes reflecting the faint morning light that illuminated the rain-drenched glass. “I shouldn’t,” she said, and her gaze dropped down to her fingers, still gripping the edges of her dressing gown.


“And why shouldn’t you?” he pressed. He tried to duck his head low enough to see her face, but she was determined to keep her expression hidden from him.


She hesitated, and then she gave her head a small shake. “Because it wouldn’t be right. It wouldn’t be proper.” An echo of what she’d told him the previous morning, though the statement lacked some of its former conviction.


This repeated regard of hers towards the unspoken rules of propriety left him utterly confounded. Since he’d arrived at Ellesferth, this young woman had taken it upon herself to upbraid him, undress him, to join him in his bed, and threaten to leave him to his fate should he allow himself to slide into dissipation once more. And now... Now she stood in the middle of the floor, her eyes averted, her hands clutching at the fastenings of her nightdress as if she were a study in virginal distress.


“I see,” he said slowly. He would have to choose his words carefully, in case an ill-spoken syllable were enough to send her flying from the room again. “So you’re being careful to preserve your reputation. And sitting in this room, conversing with me will put you in danger of bruising it? While yesterday morning...”


He let those words hang in the air, to bring up the memory of how very close they’d come to doing something that had absolutely nothing to do with being right or proper.


“You’ve already spent an inordinate amount of time in my company,” he went on. “And all without the scathing stare of a companion or chaperone to prevent your being sullied by my presence.”


“You were ill, and greatly weakened,” Charlotte reminded him. “No one can deny that I was acting as your nurse, and nothing more. But now that you are on the mend...”


“Now that I’m on the mend,” he echoed, taking a step forward, leaving only a half dozen inches of space between them. “I’m no longer relegated to the status of mere invalid, a figure that poses no threat while you ply me with compresses and remedies. Now that I’m well, you cannot bring yourself to trust me.”


“No.” Her voice was low, the single word spoken on a sigh. And then she raised her face to his, her eyes bright, shining like pools in the burgeoning daylight. “I fear it might be the other way around.”


Before he could sort out the meaning behind her words, her hands found their way to his shoulders, and she—she was the one pulling his head down, closing the scant few inches of space that remained between them. He was shocked at her boldness, and then her lips touched his, and he felt her gasp at the contact. A thought nagged at a sluggish point near the back of his mind, a realization that this must be her first kiss, the first time a man had held her in his arms…


But he wasn’t holding her in his arms. He was standing there like a dolt, while a slip of a female dragged his face down to her level and pressed her mouth against his, and not—he was loathe to admit—in the most expert of manners.


She stood completely still, her lips simply on top of his own. She didn’t move, she didn’t breathe. It was as if she had seen a few sketches of men and women kissing and come to the conclusion that it was a static maneuver and nothing more.


A growl sounded from deep within him, instigated by frustration at her inexperience and anger at the speed with which his body responded to such small amounts of attention from her. If he’d been more confident in the strength of his body, or less confident in the strength of his conscience, he’d already have her pressed back against one of the armchairs, his fingers pinching off those silly buttons that kept her nightdress fastened all the way up to her throat.


But as he forced the need for immediate gratification out of his mind, his own arms betrayed him, one of them snaking around her waist as the other—traitorous bastard—slipped across the back of her shoulders, allowing his hand to cradle her neck while his fingers teased the soft tendrils of her hair.


“A poor attempt,” he spoke against her mouth. Her eyes fluttered open at the sound of his voice. She looked confused, either at his words or at the quality of their kiss. And then he smiled, and he almost groaned, before he placed his lips quite close to her ear. “Allow me to demonstrate how it should be done.”



***


Charlotte didn’t know what to think, or if she was even capable of forming something as ephemeral as a thought in her current state. Lord Cowden’s lips grazed the shell of her ear, his breath warm and his fingers warmer as they slid across the back of her neck and teased the collar of her nightdress. She closed her eyes, and she breathed, but anything more than that was beyond her abilities.


Her hands gripped his shoulders, her fingers digging into the fine fabric of his robe and the muscle and sinew and bone beneath. He felt strong to her, something like an edifice in contrast to her small frame, and yet she wondered how easily she could knock him down should she give him a single push away from her.


But she had no wish to push him away. No matter that it was late enough in the morning for someone to walk in and find them there. No matter that what small amount of common sense she could summon warned her that this was not any way for her to behave, or to allow a man to behave with her. And then his mouth brushed along the edge of her jaw, his stubble rough on her skin, drawing a gasp and a laugh from her that faltered when his kiss found her lips.


Her first kiss, wasn’t it? She wouldn’t count what had come before, when she’d pulled his mouth down to hers and simply held him there. This was a different creature entirely, the mingling of their breath, the scrape of his whiskers on her chin as his tongue traced the edge of her bottom lip before it dipped inside her mouth and retreated again.


It isn’t right… it isn’t proper… The words repeated themselves over and over, until they sounded like a lesson carried over from girlhood. No, it was neither right nor proper, but what of her life had been since her father’s death? The daughter of a marquess, she should have had her come out by now, been given at least a perfunctory season in London, had a fortune settled on her... All of it very fine future, but one that had been snatched away from her when Lord Alvord drew his last breath and her care fell into her stepmother’s hands.


And so here she stood, clutching at the shoulders of a man who had confessed to killing another, who might not be with her now had she failed to drag him back from the edge of something she had no wish to consider. This man who held her as if she were a precious thing, when she had nearly let herself believe that she didn’t deserve such consideration.


He tilted his head as he deepened the kiss. Her fingers slid to the collar of his dressing gown, tugging at the fabric there for fear she might collapse should she release him. It nearly hurt, this feeling—no, not a feeling. That word wouldn’t do. But an urge, a compulsion to touch him, and to revel in every brush of his skin against her own.


“What…?” The word slipped out of her mouth as he raised his head. He still held her, and she took some comfort that he hadn’t thrust her away from him as soon as he was finished. If he was finished. Because surely, a kiss such as that would only be the beginning…


“I’m sorry.”


She squeezed her eyes shut at his apology. It seemed inappropriate, and yet she couldn’t work out precisely why that was. “You’ve done nothing wrong.” She blinked up at him, the light in the library somehow brighter now, despite the draperies still shutting out most of the pre-dawn glow. “There’s no need for you to beg pardon.”


He took a step back from her. It pained her, that step. The moment was at an end, and she feared there would be no revisiting it, whether in another minute or at some unforeseeable point that lay ahead. “I have greater difficulty identifying what I’ve done right. And this…” A second step, and his hands fell away from her. “This is certainly nothing I can class as exemplary behavior.”


That he had made her feel cherished, if only for a few blessed minutes? But, no. She took her own step backwards, her nose crinkling in distaste at the course of her thoughts. He did not know her life before she’d arrived here, just as she could not imagine what had set him on a path that led him towards a point of contemplating his own demise. “If you wish to retain some chivalric notion that you were the only one—” She stopped herself before the words “at fault” could tumble from her mouth. “—responsible for what just happened, then I must wonder if the amount of drink you’ve imbibed over the span of your life hasn’t pickled your wits.”


She glanced towards the window, her bottom lip between her teeth as the sound of a door closing somewhere in the house reached her ears.


“Miss Claridge,” he began, but she put up her hand, flicking his words out of the air with a brush of her fingers.


“Lord Cowden,” she pronounced, with all the proper elocution as if she were only learning the name for the first time. “I am not one to be trifled with. I fear I’m not made for such behavior. Neither am I at all skilled at knowing how things like this…” She spread her hands out before her. “... should be done. Is it a dalliance you seek? Or something more? Are you even capable of…” She paused, cleared her throat, and sought again for the edges of her robe, as if she could wrap the fabric tight enough around herself to transform it into a kind of armor. But whether the armor was intended to keep him out or to keep herself restrained, she did not know. “I’ve already been warned, once, about you. About us,” she elaborated, and dropped her chin until her gaze was fixed on the tips of her toes.


“Your aunt?” His voice was a rumble of sound from his chest. She looked up quickly enough to survey that chest, to wonder what it would feel like if she were still pressed against it.


“Yes.” She nodded and lowered her gaze again. “And I’m sure there are whispers about us all through the house. We’ve not been discreet. At least, I did not realize there was any need to be discreet until we had already gone too far.”


She waited for him to speak, to continue on with his measure of the conversation. Instead, he turned away from her, one hand at the back of his neck while he muttered something she could not hear. His expression was pinched, all of the years he’d seemed to shed during his recovery coming back to him at once, lines fanning out from the corners of his eyes, the downturn of his mouth cutting fissures that flanked his chin.


Was he angry with her? No, no. It was something else. Yes, there was anger, but she worried he’d gone and directed it all at himself. Foolish man.


“I may not have a reputation to speak of,” she went on, before his self-loathing became too much and he could no longer pay attention to what she said. “And it may not be necessary for me to worry about how I conduct myself in order to procure a husband or prevent gossip from trailing in my wake should I stumble, but…” And here, she faltered. He did not know who she was, and yet she could not think of a reason why she would not tell him. Or perhaps it was because her stepmother had spent so many years treating her as no one of importance that she had begun to believe it for herself. “I am dependant on others for my livelihood,” she continued, testing every turn of phrase before she spoke it aloud. “And if word should reach them that I’m… that I’ve…”


“That you’re ruined,” he finished for her. “And by a wastrel, no less.”


She would not argue with him over his description of himself. “The truth is, I don’t know what would happen. I’ve never allowed myself to believe that such a possibility could exist.”


He turned back to her, one eyebrow raised. “What possibility? That a man might find you attractive? That one might want to bed you? Might want to... “ He paused, his mouth opening and closing as if the next word had escaped from him. “To simply be with you?”


It was a wonder to her, how his declaration of wanting to be with her would seem more shocking to her sensibilities than his desire to bed her, as he so crudely put it. She was not supposed to possess the power to win a man’s favor. Her stepmother had told her as much on countless occasions, using that as a reason for why a season in London would be wasted on her. At least, that was what her stepmother said, before bundling her up and sending her off to Shepherd’s Bush.


Another sound reached Charlotte’s ears, a light tread on a staircase. No doubt one of the recently hired maids beginning her morning rounds of sweeping out ashes and rebuilding the previous night’s fires. She looked at the window again, at the brightening daylight at its edges. There would be no more sleep for her this morning. Lord Cowden, too, looked restless and unlikely to settle again before evening returned.


“I should go.” Still holding onto the edges of her robe, she stepped around him, her stockinged feet whispering across the floor. The last thing they needed was someone else to stumble upon them together first thing in the morning. If her stepmother were to hear…


She paused at the door, her fingers curled tightly around the brass knob. What then? Charlotte had already been sent this far, away from London and England entirely. What rumor would be strong enough to survive the trip of so many hundreds of miles south? She turned round until she could see Lord Cowden once more, the bow of his shoulders as he continued to fuss with the tense muscles at the back of his neck and his head, as if he could massage away whatever thoughts were there to disturb him.


She opened her mouth to speak, but thought better of it, instead slipping out into the hall and carefully closing the door behind her. There would be breakfast to help with, and beds to be made, and cleaning up whatever mess the last two nights of storms had brought down on the house and the surrounding grounds.


The work, she knew, her stepmother had intended as some form of punishment, though Charlotte had yet to understand for what sins she was meant to perform penance. But it was the  years spent beneath her stepmother’s yoke that had carried their own share of suffering. Here, despite the unceasing labor, despite the ache in her muscles that signalled the end of every day and the chill in her room from the damp and the draft, there was some measure of freedom she’d never before been given leave to experience. And as she clung to the memory of Lord Cowden’s arms around her, of the scratch of his stubble on her cheek before his mouth found hers, she wondered just how soon this newfound liberty would be snatched away from her.






Chapter Twelve

  

  

The grounds around Ellesferth were indeed a disgrace. Hartley stood outside the stables, downing his fourth cup of water pumped directly from the well by the trough. Despite the chill that stubbornly clung to the morning, he’d doffed his coat some hours before and his shirt was adhered to his torso with a mixture of perspiration and plain filth. Ballard lingered not far away, chatting with one of the stable hands about a corner of the building’s roof that still bore the damage from a fallen tree three summers before.


The remains of the tree sat on the ground behind the building, its naked branches reaching halfway across the lawn towards what had once been an admirable rose garden. The roses, however, had become choked with weeds and ivy, while the wall that surrounded it showed evidence of crumbling. At least, what could be seen of the stones beneath the layers of dark green leaves and thorn-ridden vines.


The lanes and pathways needed new gravel, he’d noted. Nearly every fence—both stonework and wood—needed mending, or even replaced in some cases. Collapsed sheds and buildings would have to be cleared out and rebuilt. And the grounds themselves, the lawns, gardens, streams and ponds…


He finished drinking, hung up the cup on its hook, and pumped another handful of water to splash over his face and hair. Not even three hours out from breakfast and his arms already shook with exhaustion, his legs trembling with the desire to sink into a chair and not come out of it again for the remainder of the day. But he needed this. He needed to be outside, sucking in lungfuls of air that weren’t fouled with smoke and the miasma of other people’s filth. He needed to be away from London, away from all the things that did nothing more than serve to remind him of the mistakes he’d made with his life.


And he needed to be away from Miss Claridge. At least until he knew what to make of this new situation they’d tumbled into.


She certainly was not a missish woman, trembling at his touch or fainting away at the very thought of being in the presence of a member of the opposite sex. But everything about her carriage and mannerisms spoke of someone who had been gently bred, trained for ballrooms and drawing rooms and any other kind of room in which fussily dressed females drank tea and put themselves forward to snag the attention of whichever single man they’d deemed the greatest catch.


Claridge…


He had repeated the name to himself over and over again until it had ceased to sound like something belonging to the English language. Perhaps she was right and all of the drinking he’d done over the last dozen or so years had pickled his wits. It was a name so familiar to him, and yet he could not manage to figure out where or when he’d heard it before.


But despite his faulty memory, the fact remained: he’d gone and entered dangerous territory with her.


They might be stranded in the wilds of Scotland, but that didn’t mean they were beyond reach of gossip’s sharp claws. Twice now, matters had gone too far. This morning, he’d been foolish enough to kiss her, a temptation that had dogged him since she’d first pushed him back into a chair and taken on the task of rendering him sober. And if he wasn’t careful, that kiss would become something capable of a far greater impact on both their lives. In his mind, at least, it already had.


By the time he rejoined Ballard by the stables, a few men were gathering tools in order to dismantle what was left of the fallen tree.


“They’ll chop it up, use it for firewood.” Ballard had taken off his own hat and coat an hour before, though he appeared to be revelling in the physical activity Ellesferth promised, unlike his cousin. “Of course, the stump will have to be dug out at some point.”


“The stable is in dire need of a new roof,” Hartley added. “Leaks like a sieve, or so the men tell me.”


“You might be better served to see everything razed to the ground and built up again, rather than spend years and a large portion of your fortune patching and mending it all into something hardly serviceable.” Ballard blinked and looked up at the sky, before sweeping several damp strands of dark hair off his forehead. “I’d say wait for better weather to make a go of it, but I suspect this is considered a nice day as far north as we are.”


“I need something to do now,” Hartley said. He turned on his heel, taking in the prospect around him. All of this belonged to him, had belonged to his family for generations. Was he simply going to allow nature to reclaim it, this land so many of his ancestors had poured their own life and blood into? “Something real. This is real.”


Ballard sniffed. “And London isn’t?”


“London is…” Hartley shook his head. “Not where I want to be. I feel dead when I’m there. I want—"


“Is this to do with that maid? That Claridge girl?”


Hartley spun back to face his cousin. “She’s not a servant,” he all but growled.


Ballard smiled, that casual grin of his that always succeeded in cutting through the tension of any situation. “So your guests take care of their own laundry now?”


“No, she’s not…” Hartley bit down hard on the inside of his cheek. “She’s kin to the housekeeper, though how exactly she ended up here, I’m not precisely sure.”


Behind them, the sounds of axes on dense wood rang through the air. The tree would be cleared out, and then the stable roof repaired. And then…


“I think I need a steward,” Hartley admitted, and pushed his hand through his hair. “My father would’ve had one, but that was years ago. The man probably died more than a decade since and I never took it upon myself to see a replacement brought in.”


“You were busy with other things,” Ballard remarked, as they both headed towards the fallen tree to join in with the work there.


“I was busy drinking and whoring and leading the existence of an utter embarrassment.” He picked up an axe, the firm wood of the handle, the weight of the head feeling nothing other than right at the end of an arm that wanted both to work and to shudder with weakness at the same time. “Thank God my parents died when they did. Thank God they didn’t have to see what I became.”


Ballard stopped in front of him, his smile gone, his brow pinched together. “Are you all right, old man?”


Hartley drew in a sharp breath. Fresh air. The smell of damp and cold and woodsmoke tickling his nostrils. “No,” he said. He hefted the axe and slammed the bit of the blade into the trunk of the tree. “But I will be.”



***


They had trays of food prepared for the people working outside, hand pies fresh from the oven, along with large pitchers of milk, beer, and coffee. Charlotte hefted a basket of pies onto her hip, the delicate, golden pastry protected from any precipitation with a plain, cotton cloth. She stepped outside, ducking her head against any rain that might spatter against her cheeks, but it was a fine mist that hovered above the ground now, indiscernible from the pockets of fog that still remained in the lower regions of Ellesferth’s grounds.


Several men were stacking firewood as she crossed the gravel and walked towards the stables. The tree that had been stretched out across the ground was now gone, only a few chips of wood and bark, along with its stump marking where it had once stood. Charlotte paused when she noticed that one of the men still working was Lord Cowden, his coat and hat nowhere to be seen and his shirtsleeves rolled up over lean forearms.


She resumed her pace and served the men gathered around the pump first, delivering pies that dripped with gravy and sent up curls of mushroom-scented vapor as the men tore into the crusts. Maggie followed behind her, delivering mugs full of the various beverages, many opting for the steaming coffee to better dispel the chill that lingered in the air.


Lord Cowden did not approach her until the last log was stacked. She noticed how his shirt hung from his too-lean frame as he crossed the lawn, and the pallor of his skin did not please her, either. To see him outside and working was a welcome change after he had spent so many days shut up and wallowing in his rooms, but to push himself too far while he was weak would not help him, either.


He nodded as she held out the basket to him, but he did not speak. She watched as he took a large bite, swiftly followed by another, and sent up a silent prayer of thanks that at least all of this activity might see a return of his appetite.


“You should rest,” she ventured to say as he finished the first pie and reached into the basket for a second. “I would not wish to see you felled again.”


He took up a mug of coffee as Maggie walked past, downing half of it in a single swallow. “The work feels good.”


She licked her lips. She wanted to say more, but there was an assortment of people about. And if her aunt had already noticed too many looks, too many words shared between them, then no doubt everyone else was aware of it, as well.


And their encounter from that morning still hung between the two of them like an unfinished thing. A dozen questions hovered between her lips, but she voiced none of them, simply turning her gaze away from him as she moved further along. She nearly stumbled into Mr. Ballard then, apologizing profusely as he lifted the cloth from the last of the pies and took one of them for himself.


“Have you been here long, Miss Claridge?” Mr. Ballard asked between bites.


She looked at him, at the fashionable cut of his dark hair and the way he leaned against the stone wall that extended out from the corner of the stables. It was a calculated pose, she guessed, intended to put her at her ease and fool her into thinking that he was capable of even less thought than he appeared. “Since the beginning of the year,” she said, paying him little attention as she replaced the cloth over the last pie and checked to make certain that Maggie had served drinks to everyone who wanted something.


“And where is it you said you hailed from?”


Mr. Ballard’s brow furrowed slightly as he looked at her, and she fought the urge to turn and stalk back towards the house. His curiosity put her on edge, and should she balk at his questions, she feared it would only fuel his desire to ask more. “I didn’t say,” she pointed out. “But I most recently spent no small amount of time in Shepherd’s Bush.”


“All that way?” Mr. Ballard let out a soft whistle. “This must be quite a change for you, Miss Claridge.”


She began to form an answer for him, something banal that would allow the conversation to dwindle towards its eventual finish, but the way he spoke her name made her pause.


Mr. Ballard finished his last bite and took care to wipe all traces of butter and flakes of crust from his fingertips as he chewed. “Funny enough, I knew someone in London who shared your name,” he said once his mouth was again empty. “A Lord Alvord, if memory serves. But he was a Claridge before the title came to him. Of course, I cannot imagine you would be of any relation, tucked so far away as you are.”


Charlotte counted to three as she drew in a breath and counted again as she released it. Her father’s name… To hear her father’s name so casually spoken on this man’s lips… Another breath, and she raised one shoulder in what she could only hope would be seen as an indifferent gesture. “It’s not an uncommon name,” she said, and licked her lips a second time. She needed to calm her breathing and the sudden, rapid beating of her heart.


“And yet,” Mr. Ballard said, matching her practiced shrug with one of his own. “It’s not an appellation one hears every day. Claridge…” He drew out the syllables, as if committing the sounds to memory while also culling through his mind for every instance in which he might have heard it prior to that moment. “Well, merely a coincidence, I suppose.”


“Yes, as you say.” Her hands gripped the edges of the basket as she turned away from him. “Good day, Mr. Ballard.” Two steps were all she could manage before he spoke again.


“He died, you know.” He hesitated long enough to cough lightly and clear his throat behind the cover of his fist. “A few years ago, if I’m not mistaken.”


Charlotte willed herself to keep walking towards the house, but instead her feet worked against her, grinding the stones beneath her heels as she twisted around, as she waited for what he would say next. Because he would continue on, she knew. He’d caught her now, this man who was too curious for his own good.


“I met him several times,” he went on, still speaking as calmly as if he were commenting on the weather and not standing there and dredging up some of the worst memories of her existence. “And once… Once I visited him at his home, near Cranleigh, if I remember correctly. I caught a glimpse of his child, just in passing, you know. A daughter, not fully grown, but very much on the cusp of becoming a young lady.”


Charlotte had no memory of this. Of course, she recalled visitors coming in and out of their homes both in London and Essex, people with whom her father conducted business, with whom he worked during his tenure in the House of Lords. Mr. Ballard very well might have been one of those visitors, and she would have had no particular reason to retain any thought of him.


“Will you tell him?” She asked the question plainly, her gaze flicking towards Lord Cowden and back again so there would be no doubt of whom she spoke.


Mr. Ballard ran his knuckles along the side of his jaw, while his teeth worked at a bit of flesh just inside his bottom lip. “How much does he know?”


“My name, that is all.”


“And he’s not yet come to the realization that the daughter of a deceased Marquess has flitted all the way to Scotland to dust his shelves and iron his shirts?”


She opened her mouth and closed it again. When put in such a way, it seemed so much worse than how it really was. The degradation implied in his words simply did not exist. She felt none of it, and gladly accepted the reprieve her stepmother had inadvertently given to her. Better to spend her days hiding away in an ignominious existence than to spend a minute more than was necessary in the current Lady Alvord’s presence. “He has enough with which to occupy his thoughts, don’t you think?”


Mr. Ballard nodded. “Has he regaled you with his own particular tale of misfortune?”


“He has,” she replied. “Or at least some portion of it. He says he killed a man.” She waited for Mr. Ballard to voice a denial, but it never came.


“I believe he takes it harder than he should.”


“Does he?” Charlotte regarded Mr. Ballard from beneath raised eyebrows. “He took a man’s life. No matter the circumstances surrounding such an event, I cannot imagine it would—or should—sit well with anyone. Better that it tear at his soul, than for it to demonstrate his lack of one.”


“Too true,” he said. More for himself, it seemed, than her own ears. “But he was not… ah, let’s say renowned for his upstanding behavior even before that unfortunate occurrence. His upbringing was difficult, I think. Given everything he could ever want until he became sick with it. Funny that, to consider that obtaining everything you could ever want might not be the best thing for you. But his lot has not been an easy one of late, and there are a number of sins troubling his conscience.”


She looked again at Lord Cowden. A very difficult lot, she realized, if it were powerful enough to push him towards wanting to see the end of his own life.


“I wonder…” Mr. Ballard’s eyes narrowed. Charlotte glanced back and did not quail beneath his searching gaze. “What is your misfortune, Miss Claridge? Please do not think me facetious when I admit I would like to hear of it sometime.”


“Go back to London,” she told him. “Seek out Lady Alvord. I’m sure she will tell you all you wish to hear. And much more.”


He leaned towards her, but his proximity did not shake her, if in fact that was his intention. “But would it be merely her view of it?”


“Good day, Mr. Ballard,” she said again, and stepped back from him. Many of the men had finished with their repast, mouths wiped clean on sleeves or the backs of hands. “Please see that his lordship does not take too much upon himself. At least until he has regained a greater measure of strength.”


He raised his hand to tug at an imaginary forelock. “I will do my best, Miss Claridge. Though I’m sure you’ve already done as much and are well aware of the price one pays when doing battle with a brick wall.”


She left him as the careless smile returned to his face. She passed between men returning to their work, their hunger and thirst briefly sated, though it would not be long until they were ravenous again. She returned to the kitchen and found the work towards the next meal already underway, one of the newly hired girls peeling apples for pork while cabbage was chopped into finer and finer bits by her aunt.


There was still one pie left in the bottom of Charlotte’s basket. It was cold now, but the pastry still flaked as she bit into it, and the gravy inside had not completely congealed around its filling of vegetables and lamb. It was the first she’d eaten since breakfast, however many hours ago that pre-dawn meal had been allowed to her. There was some coffee left, as well, also cold, but she picked up a cup and drank it down like a woman about to expire from thirst.


“You’ve a letter,” Mrs. Faraday said, before splitting a cabbage in half with her knife. “It came with the post this morning, but you were up to your elbows in dough, so I thought it could wait until you were free.”


Charlotte wiped her mouth with the edge of her apron and walked towards the side table where her aunt left all of the letters and parcels before they were sorted and duly distributed. It was a paltry amount, as far from proper civilization as they were. Even with Lord Cowden’s arrival, the amount of letters had not changed, weeks often slipping away without even a note arriving for anyone within the household.


The letter addressed to her was on top. She paused before touching it, her fingers curling back into her palm as she recognized the swooping scrawl across its surface. A part of her wanted to pick it up and throw it into the fire, but if Lady Alvord had a reason for contacting her, the attempts at communication would not cease simply because Charlotte chose to ignore them.


She opened the letter and unfolded it, searching for her stepmother’s salutation amid the crossed and blotted lines. Once found, she read through the missive once, shook her head, and began again.


“What is it?” Mrs. Faraday walked up to her side, little bits of cabbage still clinging to her fingers. “Is it Lady Alvord?”


Charlotte folded the letter and twisted it slightly between her hands. “She’s called me back to London. I’m to stay in my father’s house long enough to fetch a new wardrobe before I’m off to Cardiff.”


Her aunt placed her hands on her hips. “For what purpose?”


“As far as I can gather, to play companion to some distant cousin of hers.”


“So she’s sending you out to work?” Mrs. Faraday’s lined forehead creased further.


Charlotte smiled. Why she should have to tamp down on the urge to laugh when her insides roiled traitorously, she could not say. “Oh, nothing so gauche as that. There’ll be no mention of a wage, I’m sure. She can’t have a stepdaughter who earns something as vulgar as a salary in exchange for her efforts.” She crumpled the edge of the letter more tightly in her hands before dropping it back on the table behind her. “No matter. I’ll think on this later. Right now, we’ve a meal to prepare.”


Such easy words, spoken so carelessly. But already, things had changed. With the simple arrival of a single letter, all the freedom she’d fooled herself into believing she’d acquired since coming here was slipping away from her. Instead, her daydreams formed themselves into a tether, one that pulled her thoughts back towards London, towards the constant reminder of her stepmother’s existence and the control exerted by others over her life.


She picked up a knife and began to peel the carrots washed and set out on the sideboard. She was not free, she reminded herself. The blade of the knife sliced away a translucent sliver of carrot into a bucket on the floor. She could not give into temptation without fear of it destroying her life. Another sliver dropped into the bucket. And Lord Cowden…


She hesitated, her hand still gripping the knife. The half-peeled carrot dangled from the fingers of her other hand. She could not fathom what was best for him. He’d improved since his coming from London, but she had no idea if her continued presence would help or hinder him, especially now that his cousin was here to hopefully steer him in a direction more conducive for his health.


The letter still lay on the table, only a few paces away. Setting down the knife, she marched over, snatched it up, and stuffed it into the pocket of her apron. If she were more bold, she would tear it to pieces or toss it into the fire. But she was not bold, she was not brave. Not when she thought of the promise she’d made to her father before he’d breathed his last, that she would always mind her stepmother, that she would respect her as if she were of her own blood.


Charlotte patted her pocket and returned to her work. There were carrots to finish, and then no doubt a dozen other tasks her aunt would thrust upon her before everyone was ready to settle down for their meal. And she would accomplish them all, her head down, her mind focused on her work. Because she did not want to pause long enough to think about what the future might bring.





Chapter Thirteen

  

  

Hartley attempted to move, then immediately wished he hadn’t. He managed to roll onto his side, every muscle protesting the slight change in position. He had worked all day yesterday, and the day before that. He’d not allowed himself to stop and rest, as if the sweat that had poured from him were cleansing the poison of his past mistakes from his limbs. But now everything hurt. It hurt to move, to breathe, possibly even to blink. He shifted again, managing to extract one leg from beneath his bedcovers as he sought out the floor with his foot.


His head still pained him, as it had since he’d arrived at Ellesferth and the last sip of alcohol had passed his lips. But the ache was more of a forgotten thing, like the last shreds of a dream slipping away after waking. He grabbed the edge of the mattress as he pulled himself into a sitting position, his shoulders rolling forward as if he could curl himself inward and away from the pain.


Christ, he didn’t know when he’d last felt this way. Even after a fight, the injuries were more localized, easier to work around. But this encompassed everything. If this was how things were going to be now that he’d given up drinking, he wasn’t certain he would survive it.


He glanced at the windows, one eye closed against the headache. The light was pale, though whether because it was still early or because it was Scotland, he hadn’t the faintest idea. But the fire had been banked during the night, and Jenson, it seemed, had already taken the liberty of setting out clean clothes for him for the day. If he could live through another day, he thought, and tipped himself forward until he had no choice but to stand up or dive face-first into the rug.


Like a doddering old man, he shuffled around the end of the bed. When he could trust his arms to comply with his mind’s orders, he reached down for the hem of his shirt and dragged it up and over his head. The chill in the room struck his body then, and he shivered as he poured water from the pitcher into the porcelain basin on his dressing table. He considered calling for a bath to soak the tension out of him, to loosen up his joints so that he could walk properly again. But thoughts of a hot bath brought up thoughts of Charlotte—no, Miss Claridge, he reminded himself. Best to keep up what formalities he could, for everyone’s sake.


He grit his teeth as he splashed the water over his face and neck. Despite the cold of it, he picked up the soap and a linen washcloth and worked up a lather to tackle the other parts of his body that simple water wouldn’t cleanse. He was making a mess on the floor, but he didn’t care. Miss Claridge could scold him for it later, her mouth set in that grim line she affected so well, her small figure set against his like a modern-day David facing a particularly pathetic and aching Goliath.


It dawned on him then that he hadn’t seen her for the whole of the previous day. She’d been taking care to avoid him, he knew, just as he’d avoided seeking her out. Instead he’d forced himself outside and into the weather, always an axe or a hammer or a saw in his hand to better exhaust himself before he could give in to the urge to stalk through Ellesferth’s corridors in search of her.


After scrubbing and rinsing as best he could, he snatched a cloth from the stack beside the basin and dried himself until his skin turned a rosy shade of pink. As he rubbed the towel through his damp hair, someone knocked on his door. He paused, aware that he stood there without a stitch of clothing on his person, barring the flimsy towel in his hands, and that Miss Claridge could very well be standing out there in the corridor.


If he were set on destroying himself and Miss Claridge in a single shot, he could invite her inside, allow them to continue on from where they’d left off when he’d woken to find her in his bed. She wasn’t the type to balk at the sight of a naked man. Hell, she’d already seen him undressed at least once before. And if she were to step into his room… if she were to close the door behind her…


He blew out a breath. “Who is it?” he ground out.


“Jenson, my lord.”


Hartley cursed and threw the towel down onto the floor, then pushed it around with his foot to mop up the worst of the mess he’d made. “Come in.”


His valet entered. “You’re up early, my lord.”


“Well.” Hartley stalked across the room and picked up the shirt already laid out for him. “There’s work to do. Mustn’t sleep the day away.”


Jenson moved about the space, sorting through socks and hose before giving a last brush to a pair of freshly shined boots. “Will you take breakfast here this morning? Or shall you be eating downstairs with Mr. Ballard?”


“Oh, is he awake already?” Hartley tucked his shirt into his trousers and buttoned up his falls. “I guess there’s no keeping town hours all the way up here.” He waved away Jenson’s attempts to tie his neckcloth, knowing that the thing would no doubt be tugged off halfway through the morning as they rebuilt the crumbling stone walls of the gardener’s shed. “I’ll eat downstairs,” he said as he shrugged into his jacket. It still fit him more loosely than he liked, but the increased activity of the last few days had at least lit a fire beneath his appetite as well.


He found Ballard in the dining room, his cousin greeting him around a mouthful of eggs and ham. “The coffee’s still hot,” Ballard announced once he could speak clearly, shoveling another pile of eggs onto a wedge of heavily buttered toast. “You’ve a fine cook, you know. The food’s simple, but it is always warm and there is a great deal of it on offer. That alone raises its quality above most of the inns between here and St. Alban’s.”


Hartley filled his own plate and carried it over to the table. After pouring himself a cup of the still-steaming coffee, he took a large swallow and grimaced as he burnt his tongue.


“Careful, there.” Ballard pointed to him with his fork, which bore another chunk of ham along with a small potato with skin that glistened with black pepper and butter. “I heard a rumor there’s to be a venison pie on the menu tonight. You’ll want to keep your tongue in good order for that.”


It was true, Hartley realized. The last few few days of steady physical exertion had exacted a sharp change in his appetite. Namely, that he possessed one again. Food was once a thing he’d consumed for the sole purpose of keeping himself alive, and even on that score he’d begun to falter miserably around the time he’d first dragged his sorry ass up to Ellesferth.


“So what are we tackling today?” Ballard finished another bite, before he scraped the side of his fork across his plate to catch any crumbs he’d missed. “There’s still that stretch of fence leading out from the stables that needs repaired.”


“Yes, that.” Hartley nodded as he chewed thoughtfully on a forkful of eggs. “And we should do a survey of all the outbuildings, find out which ones merely need repaired and which should be razed to the ground and built up again from scratch.”


Ballard wiped his mouth with a napkin he tossed down next to his empty plate. “The entire house could be torn down to its foundations and started over again. Or you could simply abandon this place and find somewhere less desolate. Though that may entail leaving Scotland entirely.”


Hartley scowled at his cousin. “There is a village three… er, four miles away?” His gaze wandered upwards as he tried to recall the last time he’d been through there, but he didn’t think he had been since he was either ten years old or sober.


“Four buildings and a middling herd of goats does not a village make,” Ballard pointed out. “I know you’ve got it into your head that London is no longer worthy of your attentions…”


Hartley grumbled as he attacked his sausages.


“... but surely you cannot mean to sequester yourself away like a monk. I can understand life in a bustling city being ill-suited to someone of your temperament, but I cannot imagine that such a drastic change will be any better for you.”


“London will kill me,” Hartley announced as he finished his meal and pushed his plate away from him. “Or if it fails at the task, I’ll be forced to take matters into my own hands.” Again, he nearly said, but left the word unspoken, instead reaching for his cup and downing the last of his coffee in a single swallow. He stood up from the table then, rolling his still-aching shoulders before he headed for the door. “Now, are you going to help me with the rest of that fence? Daylight doesn’t last long this time of year, and we’ve already wasted too much of it.”


The morning was wet, but not unbearably so. Hartley shucked his jacket as soon as he set foot outdoors, tossing it over the nearest stone wall as he and Ballard made their way through the drizzle and towards the edge of the grounds. It hurt at first, to pick up heavy tools and heft ragged slats of wood that pushed splinters into his hands, but soon the pain dulled to nothing, and the tightness in his muscles relaxed as sweat broke out beneath his shirt and his heart took up a faster rhythm inside his chest.


He worked until his arms shook, until he caught himself leaning against fence posts when a wave of dizziness would overtake him. And then he would shake the blurred edges from his vision, sweep his soaked hair back from his forehead, and trudge forward again.


It was mid-morning when the drizzle finally ceased, and another hour before the sky cleared enough that Hartley could see a vague outline of the sun’s location through the lingering clouds. His stomach had taken on an odd feeling again, though whether it was hunger or the residual effects of his illness he couldn’t tell. He thought of returning to the house, but the draw to pour more of himself into the demands of physical labor was too strong. He led Ballard and the other assembled men towards the first of the gardener’s outbuildings, but his progress was stopped by the sight of a grey figure striding across the lawn.


It took a moment for the figure to materialize into Miss Claridge, the sweep of her soaked hem across the grass the only sound to announce her approach. She wore no shawl or bonnet, her bare hands clasped before her as she halted only a few paces away from him.


“My lord?”


An ache returned to his body, but this one so much different than the one that sent him into bed every night, shuddering with exhaustion from all the labor he’d recently undertaken. Just the sight of her was enough to draw all of his attention. Ballard and the other workmen faded into the background as he crossed some of the remaining distance between them with several long strides.


“Miss Claridge.” He nodded, then cleared his throat. He began to raise one hand as if to reach out towards her, but the movement failed halfway and instead he stamped his feet in the grass as his arm returned to his side. A strange thing, he realized, how she could manage to make him feel like a callow youth and a doddering old fool all at once.


Her face looked flushed, though he couldn’t imagine that a brief walk across the lawn should bring such a rise of color to her cheeks. Her gaze darted to the men behind him, still making their way to the next task. A silent movement of her bottom lip, and then she found her breath and spoke.


“If I could have a word with you, my lord?”


Her nostrils flared slightly as her lips sealed shut. Was she angry with him? The hard set to her jaw didn’t measure in his favor, he feared. He glanced over his shoulder at Ballard, who seemed to be lingering behind in wait for him. “Of course,” he said, and nodded as if she should continue. Instead, she shook her head and gestured towards the house.


“In private.” She swallowed over that last word, her gaze breaking from his to focus on her hands, wringing themselves until the color of her knuckles changed from pink to white. “If possible.”


He fell into step behind her. Without her eyes on him, he studied the line of her neck, down to the curve of her shoulder and even farther down to the tapering of her waist above the flare of her skirt. He licked his lips and swept the back of his hand across his brow. At once he both hated himself for ogling her and wished that the walk back to the house wasn’t so short. Another minute passed and they were inside again, his boots squeaking wetly on the floor as he followed her towards the study.


“I’ve had a letter,” she announced before he’d even finished crossing the rug to dry himself near the fire. “From my stepmother. I’m to go to her in London, as soon as possible. And from there, on to Wales.”


He cocked his head to one side, his eyes narrowed as if he were trying to decipher the ravings of a madwoman. “Your stepmother?” He searched back through every conversation he’d had with her—at least the ones he could recall with some clarity—in search of any previous mention of this stepmother character. “Wales?”


She closed her eyes before lowering her chin so that he could no longer read her expression. But the tension remained in her shoulders, and her fingers had yet to untie themselves from their knots. “We do not get along, she and I. She has always seen me as a burden, I think. And I am a burden, to tell the truth. An unmarried relic from her deceased husband’s first marriage…” She looked up at him again. The small smile at the corners of her mouth was edged with bitterness. “When she calls, I must obey. But I did not wish to leave without telling you first, without telling you why I am going.” The smile faded. “That it has nothing to do with you.”


He turned towards the fire, one hand seeking out the support of the mantelpiece as the mingling of the heat and the perspiration drying on his skin made him wish that he’d called for some sort of refreshments before agreeing to speak with her. “When are you going?”


“Tomorrow, if possible. There is a coach that passes through Rosfearn in the morning, and if I can manage to be on it…”


He wanted to sit. He glanced at the nearest chair, some overstuffed creation of leather and brass studs. But etiquette held a greater hold on him than he’d have previously given it credit, and so he took a few steps towards the desk and leaned against that instead. “I don’t understand. Why do you have to leave?” He didn’t wish to sound like a plaintive child, and yet he couldn’t bring himself to simply nod his head and wish her well on her journey.


She took a deep breath, her fingers splaying out against her skirt as if she needed to fortify herself before speaking again. “It is as I said. My stepmother—”


“Damn your stepmother!” He pushed himself away from the desk and stalked across the room. He tugged at the collar of his shirt, but he’d already removed his neckcloth some hours before. Still, he felt the constraints of something like a noose threatening to tighten around his neck. “You are a grown woman, are you not? What hold can she have over you?”


“A very great one,” she said, her own voice remaining steady despite his rising and obvious displeasure. “My livelihood, for instance. In case you had forgotten, I am not a man and I have no independent fortune of my own. I cannot work—”


He scoffed. “I’ve seen you work your fingers to the bone!”


“I cannot work as a means of employment,” she continued on, her eyes closing again in an impressive display of patience. “In exchange for wages. She would not hear of it.”


“Oh, but you can toil away as a slave, so much better.”


She said nothing to that. Hartley finished his circuit of the room, some of his previous frustration abating as the hunger and exhaustion returned with a vengeance. Back to the desk again, and this time he sat on its edge, only one boot still on the floor. “Your stepmother lives in London, I take it?”


“Most of the time, yes. Though she does retire to Dorset for part of the year, often when town is at its most quiet.”


He digested this information in silence. If her stepmother was in possession of multiple homes and the ability to move between them at will, then it could only follow that his original supposition was correct. Miss Claridge came from a more well-to-do and lofty background than she let on. “And then it’s to Wales for you?” he asked, not giving away the direction of his thoughts. “Any reason in particular for sending you off again to another godforsaken corner of the island?”


“She has a cousin, I believe, who is in want of a companion.” She spread out her hands before him. If he expected a greater explanation than that, he guessed he was to be left wanting.


“And you are to be the companion.” He gripped the edge of the desk with both hands and let his head tip back until all he saw was the painted expanse of the ceiling above him. “In Wales.”


It was probably better this way. He told himself this, and yet the thought irritated him rather than offering a modicum of comfort. He didn’t want her to leave, regardless of the fact that they had already proven they would not be able to keep away from one another if left under the same roof for much longer. For her reputation, and for his sanity, it would be better if one of them left. That was what he told himself, even as he opened his mouth and spoke the words that defied every piece of logic attempting to batter its way into his head.


“You could stay.” His voice was low, his words softened as he lowered his chin and watched her reaction. “Here, for as long as you like. Should your stepmother cut you off, should you find yourself without support from any quarter, you will always have a place here. That is, if you want it.”


Her mouth tightened. She swallowed, loud enough for him to hear, and shook her head before the damning words had a chance to slip off her tongue. “I cannot.” She met his gaze then, the blue in them framed by jet in the gloom that still lingered in the study. “I should not.”


This time, he knew it had to do with him. She was slipping away from him, and he couldn’t bother himself to determine if it was because of some hope she had of preserving her reputation or because she really wanted nothing to do with him after all.


He slid off the desk and walked up to her. Behind her, the door to the study was still open. He regarded it as insurance that he would not touch her, that he would not do anything that—if witnessed by someone else in the household—could add to the looks and rumors that were no doubt already circulating around them.


“My lord,” she began.


“Hartley,” he corrected her. “I’ve brought enough shame to that title. It seems a mockery for you to use it now.”


“Hartley.” It came out on a sigh. With her lips still parted, he fought the urge to kiss her. Again, he glanced at the open door and forced himself to take a step back instead. “I have no doubt my stepmother would be glad to be rid of me, should I rebel against her wishes and remain here. She would most likely do little more than throw a tantrum at my behavior and I would be forgot. But… if I stay here, I know what will happen. You know it, too. And whether or not anyone would care, or if word of my behavior should ever reach anyone whose opinion could affect me…” She cleared her throat, and he noticed a shining in her eyes before she blinked it away. “In the end, I would know. And so I cannot stay here with you, as we are.”


His bedeviled mind worked over her words. “As we are?”


“Or as we very soon could be,” she said, her voice lowering again until it was only a whisper. “I will not be your mistress. I will not be a thing you toy with and then put aside when you find yourself tiring of me. I don’t think I could live with that. And I suspect neither could you.”


He stood there, watching her, wanting to reach out and take her hand, to draw her towards him. But she was right. Damn it all, but he couldn’t simply pretend that society’s strictures would not be capable of reaching them here.


The fix, of course, was straightforward enough. He could drop to his knees, grasp her fingers within his own and beg that she join him in wedded bliss. Except he would be no good as a husband, bringing along his own failures to cling to their marriage like a persistent shadow. He wouldn’t do that to her. She deserved better than him. She deserved someone he didn’t believe he could ever be.


“Tomorrow, then.” He sketched a short bow, biting the inside of his bottom lip against any sudden proposals or exclamations that might try to slip out of him, despite his better judgement. “I wish you a pleasant journey, Miss Claridge.”


Something changed in her expression. He wasn’t able to put his finger on what it was exactly. Disappointment, perhaps? He wanted to tell her she should be thankful he’d made no further attempt to change her mind, to lead her down a road that would only make her regret having ever stumbled across his poor, insensate form.


“Thank you, my lord. Hartley,” she corrected herself, the corners of her mouth tightening at her mistake. “I wish you well in your recovery, and I hope you will continue to heed the advice of those who care about you, those who do not want to see you come to harm.”


A dip of her head, the rustle of her still-damp skirts as she executed a perfect curtsy, and she left him there in the study. As her steps receded, echoing briefly before they were lost to the other sounds of the house, he collapsed into the nearest armchair. With his head thrown back and one leg swung over the side, he glared up at the ceiling and cursed his stupidity. He should go after her, throw himself down in a pose of supreme supplication as he asked her to stay with him, to stay forever.


But she was stronger than he had ever purported himself to be. She knew that to remain here would be tantamount to ruining herself. And she was correct about one thing: If she gave herself to him, if she took up residence in his home as his mistress, he would hate himself for having nothing better to offer her.


He needed a drink. Or perhaps he merely wanted one and had yet to differentiate between the two feelings. His gaze sought out the cabinet where he knew the various bottles and decanters had been stored away. He swallowed, swung his leg back over the arm of the chair and scooted forward until his elbows rested on his knees.


“No,” he said. One of the more difficult words he had ever uttered. And he said it again, for good measure, before he unfolded himself from the chair and left the study. He would find Ballard, and he would tear into another project, and he wouldn’t stop until every tempting thought of Charlotte had been pushed out of his mind.






Chapter Fourteen

  

  

The carriage drew up in front of a narrow, three-storey structure tucked in between several others of its like in a neat corner of Bedford Square. Charlotte pulled back the shade an inch, glanced up at the house, and sat back in her seat. It was a fine seat, well-upholstered, inside a carriage Lady Alvord had sent to pick her up outside Hatfield. Of course, she’d used the mail coach for the majority of her journey south from Ellesferth, but at least her stepmother would pay her the courtesy of allowing her to travel in comfort for the last leg of the trip. Or she had simply wanted an excuse to show off one of her vehicles about town.


All of the usual courtesies were followed: The door opened and the step lowered, the gloved hand of a footman offered as she raised the hem of her skirt high enough to avoid tripping over it as she descended from the carriage. Up the steps then and into the house, a house she had spent a great deal of time in when she was a child. At one time it had felt like a mantle of comfort settling over her shoulders to move between its walls. Now, she experienced nothing but a harsh reminder of the drabness of her gown, of the dirt from the road that still clung to her as she was ushered inside.


“Is Lady Alvord at home?” Charlotte asked the butler as she removed her bonnet and gloves.


The elderly retainer tipped his head towards her in a gesture he reserved for her alone. The man had been a favorite of her father’s, and had also managed to be one of the few servants to keep his position after Lord Alvord’s death. “She is out, Miss.”


“And you expect her to return…?” She left the question open as she attacked the buttons of her spencer.


“This afternoon, most likely not later than five o’clock. She plans to dine out tonight, I believe. With Lord and Lady Fulton, if I am not mistaken.”


Charlotte smiled. In all the years she’d known him, Higgins had yet to be proven wrong.


“Would you care for refreshments of some kind, Miss?”


She thought of all the days of travel behind her, the crowded, bustling inns she’d stayed in, and all without a companion or maid to lend her journey the repute necessary for better service and care. “I’m sure anything the kitchen can provide will be a vast improvement over what I’ve been offered of late. Oh, and is my room ready? I’d prefer to dine upstairs and save you the effort of setting a table or laying an additional fire.”


“Of course, Miss. Except…”


Charlotte turned around at the butler’s hesitation. “Yes, Higgins? What is it?”


“Your room.” He made a great show of clearing his throat and raising his chin before he spoke again, though his grey eyes darted away more than once. Charlotte suspected he had no care to make the pronouncement he knew he must. “You are not to be in the blue bedroom any longer. You’ve been moved upstairs, to the room adjoining the nursery.”


“The nurse’s room?”


Higgins answered her with a slow nod.


“Oh. Well, then.” So, she’d been relegated to the servant’s quarters. “Very well. If it is not too much trouble to dine there…”


“No trouble at all, Miss. I’ll have a tray sent up for you immediately.”


On the top floor, tucked into the back corner of the house where the roof began to slope sharply, the nursery was connected to a small bedroom. Charlotte found the room of her old nurse to have been cleaned and made ready for her, a fire laid in the grate and fresh linens placed on the narrow bed. It was a small, comfortable space, not much different in size from the room she was given during her stay at Ellesferth. But there, she had slowly acquired more freedom to roam about the corridors and grounds as she liked. Here, as the door clicked shut behind her, the sound of it reverberated through her mind as if the lock of a prison cell had fallen into place.


They had yet to bring up her things, so she couldn’t change out of her clothes, riddled with dust and creases from travel as they were. She paced once around the room, ducking her head beneath the slant of the ceiling as she finished her circuit near the single window. It gave her a view of a small, brick courtyard framed by the mews they shared with the other houses in their row. Her old room, the Blue Room, had afforded a view of the garden, of trees and flowers and sun. Her gaze settled on a boy in the alley below, his shirtsleeves rolled up as he shoveled a mound of horse excrement into a bucket.


She turned away from the window and sat down on the edge of the bed, the mattress creaking at the addition of her weight. She needed something to divert her thoughts, a distraction to keep her from becoming tangled up in her own head. The journey from Ellesferth had given her far too much time to think, and far, far too many opportunities to change coaches for one that would take her back to Scotland. But here she sat, in London, in a house that had once belonged to her father but in which she now felt as welcome as a passing stranger.


A knock at the door precipitated the arrival of the food, a tray of various cold, smoked meats along with bread, butter, and an assortment of cakes and delicacies. She had the maid set the tray on the bed beside her and fixed a sandwich for herself as another troop of servants arrived with her meagre collection of luggage.


“Shall I unpack for you, Miss?” One of the maids stepped forward, a fresh-faced girl Charlotte could not remember seeing in the household during her previous stay. Lady Alvord had a knack for dismissing staff as regularly as the moon cycled through its phases, though Charlotte wasn’t certain how many had truly been sent away by her stepmother or had simply left in search of employment elsewhere.


“No, no. But thank you,” she said, once she’d swallowed a mouthful of smoked salmon and mustard. “It’s not very much. I can take care of it on my own.”


“Would you care for a bath, then? It wouldn’t be difficult to have one brought up…”


Charlotte stopped chewing and eyed this eager, young girl with a benevolent gaze. It certainly would be difficult to have one brought all the way up to the nursery, buckets of hot water lugged up too many flights of stairs and a tub shoved through a narrow, slightly tilted doorway - that was, if the thing would even fit inside the room. “If there’s fresh water and some soap for the wash basin, I should be fine.”


A quick curtsy marked the maid’s retreat from the room. Charlotte returned her full attention to the food beside her. As simple a meal as it was, it still tasted tremendously better than any of the fare she’d been given along her journey south. She ate until there was nothing left, only a few crumbs and a smear of mustard on the edge of one of the plates to mark where her meal had been.


Finished with her repast, she changed out of her traveling dress, washed the residual dust and grime of travel from her skin, and put on the same plain, grey gown she’d worn when she’d left Ellesferth several days before. She glanced at her trunks, wondering if it would even be worth the effort of unpacking before her stepmother had her bundled off into a coach headed for Wales.


She hesitated at the door, even her breathing paused as the realization that she would be sent away again settled itself more firmly in her mind. She did not want to go. The clarity of the thought forced her to inhale again, and she opened the door and stepped out into the hall.


Of course, she could simply refuse to go. Lord Cowden had made it seem like such a simple choice, one without any impediments or repercussions. But standing beneath the roof of her old home, it was as if every possible obstacle had sprung out of dormancy before her, and the futility of attempting to thwart Lady Alvord’s wishes weighed down on her shoulders until she thought she might stumble as she walked towards the stairs.


The house had undergone a bout of redecoration since she’d last been there. Many of the pieces she remembered from her childhood were gone, portraits moved and replaced, furniture missing, and rooms entirely repainted and papered to keep up with the most recent fashions. A room that had been her mother’s personal sitting room now had been transformed into a space meant to resemble a palace in Ancient Egypt. She grit her teeth as she moved to another room, her father’s former study, now bearing ostentatious wallpaper in blues and golds and a mass of spindly sofas and chairs that looked as if they would collapse if anything heavier than a slight gust of air pushed against them.


Charlotte wandered towards the library last, or the room that had been the library the last she’d seen it. But after the changes in the other parts of the house, it was a shock to find the same rows of books, the same dark shelves and even the same battered stool she’d used as a child when climbing for something just out of her reach.


She could not believe that her stepmother had kept the room untouched out of some sort of sentimentality. Probably more like she simply hadn’t bothered with this one yet, situated more out of the way of the other spaces, especially the ones suited for entertaining guests. Her father’s chair still stood in the same place, situated halfway between the window and the fireplace, so there would be adequate light for reading in morning or night.


So many evenings she had sat with her father, reading to him after he’d finished his work for the day and all of the gentlemen with their talk of politics and parliament had shuffled back to their own homes. She had read everything from history to poetry to novels, his chin dipping towards his chest when the exhaustion of the night proved too much and he’d fallen asleep with a glass of brandy still in his hand.


The tray was still there, silver and crystal, though the various decanters were empty and the edge of the tray sported a hint of tarnish one of the servants must have missed. The entire room gave off a feeling of having been neglected, though Charlotte doubted the reprieve would last. Another season or so and Lady Alvord would likely see the walls papered over, the dark trim painted over or ripped out entirely, and the books…


She ran her fingers over their rows, some arranged by subject, others by author. They, too, carried too much dust on them, and as she slid one out of its place on the shelf, the spine let out a creak of disuse as she lifted the cover and turned through its pages. A few volumes found their way into her arms as she continued to peruse the shelves. She settled into her father’s chair, picked a copy of John Milton’s plays from the top of the stack, and propped up her feet on the leather hassock that had been her favorite perch as a child.


The remainder of the afternoon was lost while she immersed herself in the books before her, or attempted to, as her thoughts kept threatening to wander back to Scotland with worry about how Lord Cowden was faring without her. Quite well, was what she hoped. He had Ellesferth with which to occupy himself now, months of work to keep himself sorted and out of further trouble.


And yet her teeth tugged at her bottom lip, the book she’d been reading closed and forgotten on her lap. She reminded herself that she had made the right choice. No matter the temptation to stay in Scotland, to allow things between Lord Cowden and herself to proceed to a point from which they could never return, something in her soul would have ached if she’d remained there, unmarried, and allowing him to bear a measure of the same guilt.


The bustle of her stepmother’s return to the house reached Charlotte’s ears. She glanced up at a clock on a shelf beside her, but it hadn’t been touched for some time and so sat there, its hands still, a thin layer of grey dust on the glass globe encased it. A look at the windows gave her a better idea of the time, and when she realized the brilliance of the afternoon sunlight had already faded, Charlotte levered herself out of the armchair and quickly returned her books to their appropriate shelves.


She met Lady Alvord in the hall, near the bottom of the stairs. Charlotte had hoped her stepmother would have already retired to her bedroom, but there she stood, her bonnet still on her head, one glove dangling from her hand as she sorted through a stack of cards and letters left on the entryway table.


“Ah.” Her stepmother’s grey gaze appraised her as she approached. Nothing else about her expression altered, except for a slight lift of one light brown eyebrow as her gaze swept down to Charlotte’s hem and back up to her face. “I see you managed to arrive in one piece.” Her attention drifted back to the cards in her hand. “You’re later than I anticipated.”


Charlotte clasped her own hands in front of her and tried not to fall into the pose of a scolded child. It was too easy a thing, and a habit she thought she’d shaken during the last few years spent between her grandmother’s home in Shepherd’s Bush and Ellesferth. But less than a dozen words from Lady Alvord’s mouth and a part of herself already fought to pull inwards, to hide away as best she could, even in plain sight.


“No words of greeting for me then?” Her stepmother tossed the cards back into the tray on the table and finished the task of removing her gloves. “Well, I see your time away hasn’t made any improvement in your manners.” She strode forward, her bare fingers grasping Charlotte’s chin as she turned her face first one way and then another. “Hmm, and I see Scotland hasn’t done your complexion any favors, either. You look tired.”


Charlotte held her breath as her stepmother let go of her and turned her attention to removing the rest of her outer garments. She wondered if she could escape to her tiny bedroom off the nursery without being dismissed, if indeed she even still needed to be dismissed. Lady Alvord was less than a decade older than her, and yet her father’s choice of second wife still elected to treat her as a girl only just cut loose from her leading strings.


“I’ll be dining away from home tonight,” Lady Alvord continued, divested now of her bonnet and her spenser. “We do have several things to discuss, and there are preparations to be made before you’re collected for your journey to Wales.” She looked up again, the smile that curved her soft, pink lips never quite reaching her eyes. “I certainly can’t send you off dressed as you are. What on earth will they think of me should you turn up on their doorstep in those sorry rags?”


Charlotte remained at the bottom of the stairs for a full minute after her stepmother had gone up, the small gaggle of servants that had appeared at Lady Alvord’s return to the house disappearing again as she began her preparations to go out again for the evening.


“Miss?”


Charlotte turned at Higgin’s appearance at her elbow. “Oh, I’m sorry. What is it?”


He cleared his throat, his gaze darting towards the stairs only once before he seemed to shut that portion of the household from his mind. “I take it you will be remaining at home this evening?”


She nodded. Words failed her, as just that brief interaction with her stepmother had sapped all of the confidence she thought she’d gained over the last few years. A strange thing, that she could trade volleys with a recalcitrant lord and even learn to bear up under the scrutiny of the formidable Mrs. Faraday. But Lady Alvord possessed a talent for making her feel like the most ignorant and gauche of individuals to ever traipse across her floors.


“Then, would you prefer to dine in your room? Or we could have a table set up for you in the—”


Charlotte held up her hand, halting Higgins before he could go any further. “My room is fine, thank you. Nearly anything is better than a cramped, dusty coach juddering over rutted roads. I’ll be very comfortable upstairs, I’m sure.”


Higgins nodded and bowed himself away, leaving Charlotte alone again. She stood with her hand resting on the curved end of the handrail that would lead her up the stairs should she choose to follow it.


“Not yet,” she said to herself, and let her hand fall back to her side. She would have enough time to hide away in her bedroom, keeping out from under her stepmother’s feet, over the next few weeks. For now, she would return to the library, tuck herself into one of her father’s volumes, and lose herself among the words until she heard the call for dinner. It might be her last chance, she reminded herself, to enjoy the room as it was before Lady Alvord erased her father’s fingerprint on the space with another bout of redecorating.



***


Eight days. Hartley could count out the hours since he’d last seen Charlotte, even without a watch or a clock anywhere in the vicinity. He rubbed at the sore muscles in the back of his neck and hesitated at the top of the stairs. He needed to eat, but he didn’t possess much of an appetite for breakfast. Work beckoned, as well, but it had become little more than a distraction, an activity to keep him in a constant state of exhaustion and therefore too tired for his thoughts to linger on things he knew they shouldn’t.


Mostly, those thoughts tended to focus on Charlotte. Because he missed her. Great, stupid oaf that he was, he’d gone and let her go without putting up much of a fight. And he needed her. Eight days without her and he thought he would go mad from lack of her presence in the house and on the grounds. Even now, he still caught himself hoping every echoing footstep in the corridors was an announcement of her return. That the murmur of voices and servants chatter from another room meant he would step through a doorway and find her there.


He wanted to speak to her. Or simply stand and listen to her berate him for his poor choices and behavior. Anything, if only to see her again. Because she’d witnessed him at his worst, and instead of leaving him to wallow in a mire of his own making, she’d hitched up her skirts, trudged into the muck, and offered her hand to pull him out again.


Down the stairs then, and he forced his steps to take him towards the dining room. He didn’t want to eat, even though hunger gnawed at him. If Miss Claridge was here, she’d be forcing him into a chair and spooning the food into his face as if he were a fractious child. But she was not here, which led him back to the matter of deciding what to do now that she’d abandoned him. Or that he’d let her abandon him. That seemed the more likely of the two options. When in doubt, he was often the one to blame.


He had his hand on the door when Ballard came in from outside, his boots streaked with mud and grass and the edges of his hat and coat darkened with water.


“Raining again,” Ballard grumbled, and doffed his dripping things before he could trail his mess any farther into the house. “With a few shards of ice mixed in for good measure. Tell me, my good man. Does the weather ever cease to be awful up here? I’m sure there are already flowers blooming in Hampshire. Perhaps we should—”


“Have you seen the housekeeper?” Hartley asked without preamble. “Mrs. Faraday. Has she been in here at all this morning?”


Ballard cleared his throat and shook out the wetness from the ends of his hair, making himself look like a shaggy dog before he smoothed it back with a sweep of his hand. “I was going to ask if you wanted to join me for a ride this morning. I’ve just been out to the stables and thought a bit of exercise—and not any that involved hammering nails into a roof—would be beneficial for you. For both of us, really.”


Hartley again glanced at the dining room door but instead took his hand away and decided that breakfast was something he couldn’t stomach this morning. It was a kernel of an idea that had come to him as he’d walked downstairs, that Mrs. Faraday would most likely be well-informed as to Charlotte’s whereabouts in London. If he could obtain a direction, then perhaps he could write a letter, perhaps…


Well, that was about as detailed and organized as his thoughts could be this early in the morning.


Ballard pursed his mouth, adjusted the wilted cuffs of his shirt, and took a great amount of care tugging at the sodden folds of his neckcloth before he returned his attention to his cousin. “You’re certain in high dudgeon today. Are you certain you wish to face off against this Mrs. Faraday of yours before you’ve at least nibbled a piece of toast?”


Hartley shook his head. He turned to leave, intending to head towards the kitchen when Ballard spoke again.


“Is this about Miss Claridge, then?”


He didn’t curse. He should have been proud of himself for exercising that much restraint, at least. “If you have something of import to say, then speak and have done with it. If not, then I bid you good morning. I have other matters to attend to.”


Ballard seemed to be enjoying this too much. He knew something Hartley did not, this insight marked by a  tinge of smugness at the edges of his usual cavalier expression. The fact that this knowledge could be tied to Miss Claridge only made his cousin’s presumption all the more irritating. “I’m right, aren’t I? You’re all in a fury because Miss Claridge has packed herself into a carriage and gone away, and… Let me guess? You’re regretting letting the quiet, little gentleman’s daughter slip away, hmm?”


“This has nothing to do with…” Hartley said, cutting himself off when he realized how bold a lie it was. “What do you know?”


Ballard grinned, and with it, some of the smugness dissipated. “Firstly, that valet of yours is a terrible gossip. Secondly, I think we need to discuss how much you know about Miss Claridge.”


“How much I—?”


Ballard held up a hand, putting a halt to Hartley’s rant before it even begin. “Think, old man. Before you bluster yourself into another tantrum, where have you heard that name before?”


Hartley opened his mouth, fully prepared to blast him for this utter waste of time, but Ballard took a step forward.


“Claridge,” he said, enunciating it carefully. “Say it to yourself and take a minute, just to think.”


Claridge… Hartley pulled in a deep breath and let his gaze roam towards the ceiling. He saw her face in his thoughts, remembered the touch of her hands as she’d washed his hair, the strength in her small frame as she’d helped him up the stairs and to his room. Her eyes… Christ, he’d never seen eyes as dark a blue…


He shook his head. “The only other time I can recall hearing that name is years ago, when Lord Alvord died and his widow had a conniption when she wasn’t put in control of her son’s funds before he came of age. The boy’s name was Claridge, if I remember right.”


“Lord Alvord.” Ballard nodded as he crossed his arms over his chest. “Claridge, before he himself came of age took on the title. And who also had a daughter with his first wife, if you recall. I’m sure she’d be grown by now,” he added, with an air of nonchalance. “How old do you think she would be? Twenty-three? Twenty-four?”


Lord Alvord’s daughter? His first urge was to dismiss the notion as absurd. Lord Alvord was a marquess, or had been before he died. How would his own offspring, his firstborn daughter find her way to Scotland in the guise of a servant?


But before he could wave away Ballard’s suggestion and resume his search for Mrs. Faraday, he thought back to the ease and grace with which Miss Claridge conducted herself. Every movement, every word, unmistakably shaped and buffed under the tutelage of a governess. Hartley had taken pains to decry everyone’s assumption that she was a servant merely because of the tasks she took upon her shoulders and her mode of dress. But he had known from the beginning that she was educated, that she was refined, and the more he thought of it, the more he understood that what Ballard said carried a clear ring of truth.


Hartley stepped back and ran his hand through his hair. “Why didn’t she tell me?”


“She seemed a private person.” Ballard shrugged. “And when you consider the fact that she was up here while Lady Alvord is currently cavorting around London in search of a new husband, perhaps it was a tale she wouldn’t take particular joy in sharing.”


It served him right, Hartley thought, that this would be the outcome of his lusting after Miss Claridge. Before, he had thought her above his touch due to her character. Now he learned she’d been born into a world he’d cursed all his life for its infuriating combination of rigid social strictures and a hypocrisy only born aristocrats were most adept at practicing.


“And you’re sure of this?” Hartley asked, as the beginnings of a hope sparked to life in his thoughts. “She’ll be in London now, then? With her stepmother?”


Ballard smiled. The bastard knew he had him. “According to the gossip, the letter that called your Miss Claridge away was from Lady Alvord herself.”


“Lady Alvord,” he repeated, still reeling from the shock of it all.


“Who,” Ballard carried on, “if I’m not mistaken, resides somewhere about Bedford Square.”


Hartley glanced at the windows. The weather was poor. But then, it was Scotland. If he sat around waiting for the perfect conditions for travel, he would be up here drowning in fog until Judgement Day.


“So,” Ballard began, breaking into his line of vision. “What are you thinking, old man?”


“Something I shouldn’t. I’m not…”


“You’re not what?” Ballard picked up the thread despite his cousin’s reluctance to continue.


“I have too much here with which to occupy my time,” he said, putting an end to whatever debate he had nearly begun waging within himself. He had only started to behave like a responsible member of the human race. The last thing he needed in his precarious state was to drag himself back to London, to the very cesspit that had almost seen an end of him—and where he’d been the cause of another man’s demise. “The house is in a terrible state, and the grounds—”


“Then hire a steward,” Ballard said. “Or even put your Mrs. Faraday in charge of the renovations. I doubt she’d allow anyone to miss putting a single brick back into place. Now come along.” He strode towards the dining room, a wide grin on his cold-reddened face. “I’m starving and we’ve got a journey to plan.”






Chapter Fifteen

  

  

“No, no. None of the embroidered chintz, please.” Lady Alvord waved away the bolt of fabric held before her for inspection. “Where was the cotton, with the simple print? That should do well enough, I would think.”


Charlotte sat beside her stepmother, her hands clasped loosely in her lap. The air inside the dressmaker’s shop was stifling, and she fought the urge to rip off her bonnet and toss her spencer over the back of her chair. But instead she remained still, gazing at nothing in particular while the materials for her new wardrobe were chosen out for her.


“With the Vandyke edging at the hem?” Lady Alvord continued, flipping through a stack of fashion plates set out for her perusal. “Oh, no. She’ll not need anything so fine. She’ll be in Wales, you know,” she said, her voice lowering in such a way that indicated England’s westerly neighbor was not worthy of fashionable hems or unnecessary embellishments. “And there’ll be no opportunities for social calls or the like, so I see no reason for any of the pieces to be more than modest.”


Charlotte closed her eyes, inhaled slowly, and released the breath again through parted lips. To Wales, now. To spend her days as companion to a third cousin who fancied herself afflicted with megrims, or at least that was her claim when the care of nine—nine!—children became too much to bear. Her suspicion was that she would be spending a greater amount of her time in the company of the offspring than their mother, but Charlotte doubted that any qualms on her part would be regarded by Lady Alvord.


“And what is your opinion?”


Charlotte looked up at the question. Though it couldn’t really be called a question. Her stepmother’s query was simply a formality, a few words spoken that carried no real interest in any answer Charlotte might have to give.


“It is all very nice,” she said, though her smile came a few seconds too late.


Lady Alvord’s eyes narrowed, a deep line appearing between her well-shaped brows. “Very nice, indeed,” she said, quiet enough so as not to be overheard by the staff who were currently occupied with wrapping up the afternoon’s purchases. “I cannot send you off to Lord Lynley’s estate dressed in the same gowns you’ve worn since Lord Alvord passed away. He’ll think I’ve been remiss in my care of you, and how will that reflect on me?”


Two weeks she had been in London again, returned to her father’s home and what was left of her father’s memories within it. Two weeks, and this was the first time she’d been permitted to leave the house since her arrival from Ellesferth.


“Come now,” Lady Alvord said, snapping her fingers at a servant who gathered up their parcels and followed them outside. Their carriage, an expensive, well-sprung vehicle that appeared to have been acquired within the last few months, waited for them. The door was opened, the step lowered, and they embarked with all the pomp and circumstance of members of the royal household attending an evening at Vauxhall Gardens.


It was all too much, but then her stepmother had always exercised a love of extravagance. Her father, she remembered, had taken great care to never live beyond the means provided by his income and investments. But Lady Alvord seemed to labor under the belief that the money currently allotted to her would never alter in its amount. And so she redecorated her rooms according to the fleeting whims of fashion, and employed more servants than was necessary as she plotted out the next changes to her wardrobe.


Charlotte settled into her seat and gazed out the window. The day was sunny and unseasonably warm. She thought of the weather she’d left behind in Scotland, the perennial fog and damp that had clung to everything, the changeable sky and the storms that one feared capable of rattling the foundations of even the sturdiest buildings.


And she thought of Lord Cowden. Of course she thought of him. She had left him, though a part of her still could not completely fathom why she had done such a thing.


Because her stepmother had called her back to town, and her lack of position or income had required her to obey. Though she was a fool if she told herself it wasn’t also because the temptation to remain with Lord Cowden had been too strong. Strong enough that she would have thrown all of her morals out the window if the letter from Lady Alvord hadn’t arrived in time. And she would not be a fallen woman. She deserved better than that. And Lord Cowden needed someone who could be more than that for him.


“Lord Lynley has promised to send someone to see you safely conducted to Wales,” Lady Alvord said as the carriage trundled across cobbled streets, the horses stopping and starting several times as the bustle of traffic slowed their progress back towards Bedford Square. “Why he believes you to be in need of a chaperone at your age, I cannot fathom, but if he insists, I’ll not be the one to stop him.”


Two weeks was all she had left before she would be leaving England, again. Well, thirteen days if she were to be exact. And then she would doff the mourning colors she’d worn since her father died, having kept them on after her grandmother’s passing, and begin another chapter of her life… again.


Another sigh, another glance at the narrow view afforded her through the gap in the shade drawn over the window, and she asked herself if perhaps she should have remained in Scotland after all.


And so went the pendulum of her thoughts, back and forth, at once congratulating herself for her inner strength at saying “no” to Lord Cowden, before she chastised herself for her inability to say the same word to her own stepmother. Again and again it swung, until she was near tears behind the brim of her bonnet.


At the time, it had seemed such an easy decision to make, to run away, for there was no other term for what she had done. She had bolted from her attraction to Lord Cowden, from the way he made her want to shrug off the yoke of some misplaced loyalty she thought she owed to Lady Alvord and her half-brother, settled onto her shoulders in the weeks before her father breathed his last.


Across from her in the carriage, Lady Alvord fell into a silence rendered more awkward by the fact that Charlotte did nothing to help her out of it. Though only nine years separated them in age, there had never existed an affinity between them. Her father, she knew, had harboured a desire for the two of them to become close, for Lady Alvord to in some way take on the role her mother had left vacant with her passing. But whatever charms had drawn Lord Alvord to the altar a second time were not enough to endear the two women to each other.


The carriage rumbled to a stop in front of the townhouse in Bedford Square, and Charlotte released a long, slow exhalation of relief. Her stepmother went up before her, already slipping out of her pelisse and bonnet by the time she stepped into the foyer and handed her own gloves and spenser to the waiting servants.


“There’s someone to see you, my lady.” Higgins approached as soon as Lady Alvord finished rattling off instructions as to which parcels were to be taken to whose bedroom.


“Of course there is.” Lady Alvord sighed, cutting off Higgins before he could continue. She patted the curls on either side of her face and glanced down at her gown. “No, no, no. First, I need to change. If it’s one of the Miss Lettys, I cannot let them see me in this. Pigeon!” she cried, and a broad-shouldered, ruddy-faced woman appeared at the top of the stairs in answer to the call. “I’ll need the blue silk, with the long sleeves. Mrs. Pigeon, come and help me!”


Charlotte remained near the door, her own bonnet still clutched between her hands as she watched her stepmother rush towards her room in order to prepare for her visitor.


“How long, Higgins?” she asked once the flurry of activity had worked its way up the stairs.


The elderly retainer tipped his head towards her in a gesture he reserved for her alone. “Not more than five minutes. Tea and cakes are about to be brought up.”


She nodded. “Then I will serve until Lady Alvord reappears, whenever that may be.”


Higgins held out his hand for her bonnet, and she smoothed her hands down the front of her skirt. The dress was not grey at least, but rather a pale green with touches of white lace at the sleeves and the hem. It was worn and out-of-fashion—a hand-me-down from her stepmother, and altered to fit her smaller frame—but it was not grey, or black, or some other shade of mourning. She almost felt respectably attired as she crossed towards the drawing room door and placed her hand on the doorknob.


“Oh!” she whispered, and turned around just as she had begun to open the door an inch. “I nearly forgot. Who is it?”


But Higgins had already left her in order to see to the tea things. Charlotte looked towards the door and glanced back at the departing form of the butler. Ah, very well. A few minutes with the Ladies Letty, discussing balls and routs and who was seen in whose box at the opera the night before, and then her stepmother would return and Charlotte would be summarily dismissed in some roundabout way that would be obvious to no one but themselves.


She smiled, pushed her shoulders back, and stepped inside the drawing room to welcome her guests. Lace and silk and too much perfume was what she expected to encounter upon entering the room. What she did not expect was Lord Cowden standing in front of the fireplace, intent upon his study of a set of miniature portraits displayed on the mantel.


“What?”


The word fell from her mouth like a stone. Lord Cowden turned, his eyes widening for an instant before a hint of something—a smile, perhaps?—ticked at the corner of his lips before disappearing again.


“Miss Claridge.” He bowed in greeting, though his gaze never left her. “I took a chance, you know. That you would be the one to come first through that door.”


She licked her lips, though with her very next breath they dried out again, and she could not stop herself from pulling them between her teeth. He had come. He had followed her. She shut her eyes and struggled to find her bearings. When she looked up again, she swore that he had moved closer, or maybe she had been the one to drift subtly towards him.


“You’ve put on weight,” she said, and did not stop to think about how it should be her first comment to him. He had put on weight. His face looked healthier, his cheekbones no longer quite as prominent as they had been when she’d last seen him. And his clothes did not hang on his frame, though she thought another stone or so wouldn’t fail to do his figure any harm. “You’re feeling better, then?”


“Marginally. Especially now that I’m here.” He lowered his chin, and she noticed his new haircut as well. It suited him, yet she would miss the longer, more tousled locks. But that much, of course, she managed to keep to herself. “I still have some difficulty sleeping, but overall…” A movement of his hand, a flutter of his fingers and he faltered into silence.


She opened her mouth to speak, but the tea arrived, and so she moved out of the way, waited until everything was in its place, and watched the servant leave the room before she put her question into the air. “How did you know where to find me?” She dismissed her aunt as the guilty party. Mrs. Faraday would sit back and watch kingdoms crumble to dust before sharing a piece of information she’d rather keep to herself. “Was it Mr. Ballard?”


“For the most part, yes. He provided me with enough that I was able to piece the rest of it together on my own.” He took two steps towards her, then stopped as his gaze darted to the still open door behind her. “I’m sure you have your reasons for keeping such information private,” he went on, his voice lowered, she assumed, against anyone who might take it upon themselves to overhear. “But I was… let’s say distressed to find myself prowling the corridors every day without any promise of seeing you again. I’ve not the strongest character, you know. And fortunately or unfortunately, I believe I’ve come to depend on your presence.”


“I know,” she said. Before she could stop herself, before she could replace those two words with something more vague and less honest. “I’m sorry.” The apology sounded paltry to her own ears. There he stood, having journeyed all the way from Scotland, in search of her, and she could give him no more than a handful of perfunctory phrases. “But the letter…” she continued, her hands spread out before her as she sought for a way to make her explanation sound less like the excuse it was.


“From Lady Alvord,” he added. “The part you neglected to mention when you told me you were leaving. That your father was a marquess.”


“I didn’t want you to look at me differently,” she explained. “Unmarried, and with enough ties to the peerage that I should have been here all along, cavorting about in search of a husband, and not fitting clean sheets on the beds after laundry day.” She shook her head. “I did not wish for you to think less of me, because the life I led was not one you’d normally apply to the eldest child of a marquess.”


His brow furrowed, and he combed his fingers through his neat hair, disarranging the fair strands so that a few stood up in rebellion at the crown of his head. “And now you’re off to Wales, is it? Why, of all the godforsaken—”


He was cut off before he could continue. The door opened, and Charlotte turned around as Lady Alvord made her entrance.


“Good afternoon, Lord Cowden!” She stood in the doorway, her fair curls refreshed, her previous gown exchanged for a pink and white confection that seemed to drift and float about her even as she remained still. “Do forgive me for the delay. When I heard it was you who had come to call, I made as much haste as I could.” She smiled, tilted her head, and lowered her eyelids so that the most attractive angle of her face would be on display. “Charlotte, dear. Pour the tea while Lord Cowden and myself become reacquainted.”



***


Hartley had no desire to become reacquainted with Lady Alvord.


He had met her before in passing, though the impression she had left was one of a vulture looking to see how quickly she could tear into him for his title and whatever fortune and lands came with it. He had narrowly escaped dancing with her on one occasion, and avoided being seated next to her at supper on another. But it was to Charlotte that his gaze strayed even as Lady Alvord strolled into the room.


Over three weeks, it had been, since he’d last seen her. While his own health had improved, his clothes fitting more snugly again as he returned to his normal weight, Miss Claridge had become more lean and drawn in her appearance since leaving Ellesferth. Her hair, he noticed, was styled differently here, fashioned into a twist and held in place with a mother-of-pearl comb. And her gown…


Well, the color did not suit her. Even the fit was questionable, as if the garment had not originated as a creation for her figure. Yet it was still a shock to see her in a shade other than grey or black, to see her surrounded by light and warmth, and in her own home—at least a place that must have been a home to her at one time.


Lady Alvord advanced on him, her hand extended in greeting. He bowed over her white and bejeweled fingers, but his jaw was set, his shoulders still twitching with the rest of the frustration he’d been unable to expend before she had interrupted them.


“Why, I have not seen you since… Oh, when was it? Last year? At the Earl of Comfrey’s regatta? Where have you been keeping yourself since then?”


“Here and there,” Hartley said, his voice tight. He glanced towards Charlotte again, but she gave him a slight shake of her head and said nothing.


“Come along and sit by me, Cowden.” Lady Alvord glided towards a settee and sat down, patting the corner of the cushion beside her. “Charlotte? The tea, please? Do remember to look after our guests.”


Miss Claridge walked towards the tray, a smile that was all politeness and little else affixed to her face. He watched as she filled the cups, added the proper amounts of milk and sugar, and plunked a few cream tarts onto a plate. When she moved to hand his tea to him, her stepmother clicked her tongue.


“Oh, but you did not ask how he takes it!”


She hesitated, the hot liquid nearly sloshing over the rim. Her eyes widened, and he could see the lines fan out from the corners of her mouth before speaking. Because Miss Claridge already knew how he took his tea, how much butter he liked slathered on his bread, that he slept better with his arms around her…


“Do not trouble yourself,” he said, and removed the cup from her grasp. “I have no preference, really.”


He noticed that Miss Claridge poured nothing for herself, though there were three cups on the tray. Neither did she make any move to sit down. After a single sip of tea and a nibble on the corner of a tart, Lady Alvord offered him another smile and turned her attention towards her stepdaughter.


“Oh, Charlotte, I just remembered! Can you run down to the kitchen and tell Cook I would like to speak with him about tomorrow’s dinner? It’s only a slight alteration in the menu, but I’m sure he’d wish to know as soon as possible.”


Charlotte nodded, seemingly nonplussed by the dismissal. “Of course.”


She turned to leave, and Hartley held himself still, though he wanted nothing more than to leap up and follow her from the room.


“There, now.” Lady Alvord shifted in her seat once Miss Claridge had left, set down her cup, and made to adjust a fold of her skirt. The movement ate up several inches of the space between them on the settee, and Hartley found himself pressed against the opposite arm in order to keep from inadvertently bumping into her. “I do apologize for Charlotte. She is a trifle gauche, you know, though we have attempted to shape her into something more suitable for society. Alas, she is a trying child, always wanting her own way. I shudder to think how she would fare should I send her out in search of a husband.”


Hartley took another sip of tea. His hand no longer shook as he raised the cup to his lips, though his strength had not made a full recovery over the last three weeks. After he and Ballard had secured a steward and increased the amount of staff beneath Mrs. Faraday’s watch, they had set off, back towards London. The roads had been terrible, as they always were, rutted with mud, clogged with sheep, and flanked by inns boasting various levels of repute. After three days of travelling, he had become struck with homesickness. Not for his townhouse in London, but for the gloomy, cobwebbed corridors of Ellesferth.


But his longing wasn’t merely for that pile of stones north of the border. Miss Claridge’s sudden departure had left a void in his thoughts. A part of him wanted to decry his weakness at being so dependant on the presence of another person for his health and happiness, but she had become an anchor for him, a weight that prevented him from drifting back towards the unbearable guilt and anger he directed at himself. No matter that he was eating well again, that he had not let a drop of wine or brandy touch his lips since Miss Claridge had tipped his drunken form into a chair and practically poured a potful of hot coffee down his throat. His sins had still spread too far beyond his reach, and it was the terrors that invaded his dreams at night that would not allow him to forget his former behavior.


“I’m sure you’ve done all you can with her,” Hartley said, afraid that Lady Alvord would catch the sharp, mocking note that threaded its way through his words.


“Oh, I have. I have!” Lady Alvord picked up a cream tart and chewed delicately at its corner. “Though I cannot allow myself to be distracted from care of my son, or even—and I hope you will not think me selfish for admitting it—myself.” She took another small bite of tart and paused to pick a few crumbs from her lap. “Four years it’s been since my husband was taken from us. So long, and yet it sometimes feels as if he were here not a minute ago.”


He did not want to think the worst of her, but he could not stop himself from questioning the glint of moisture at the corners of her eyes. Was her sorrow genuine, or merely put on for show? He was inclined to believe the latter, considering they had only been speaking for a few minutes and she had already maneuvered the conversation into such private and emotional territory.


“But you have not told me why you’re here!” Lady Alvord brightened, the tears dismissed with a flutter of her eyelashes. “I had heard you were gone from London, though nobody could say where you were. Perhaps the reports were false?”


“I had business, up north,” he said, and set aside his own tea, unfinished and already too cold to be palatable. If he had been in a better mood, he might have found some humor in the fact that she had no notion that she had sent her stepdaughter away to an estate that belonged to him, and he certainly wasn’t going to enlighten her now. If Lady Alvord was clueless about his previous acquaintance with Miss Claridge, better to keep it that way. “But my reason for calling on you today is quite ordinary, I suppose. I have a box, you see, at Covent Garden, and I’ve had no call to use it in some time.” The box, in fact, belonged to Ballard, but he’d deal with such details later. “I wondered if—”


“Oh!” Lady Alvord clapped her hands together. “Isn’t Madame Catalani to perform there this evening? How I’ve always harboured a wish to hear her and discover for myself if her fame really is deserved.”


“T-Tonight,” Hartley stammered. “Yes. If you would like to accompany me—”


Again, he wasn’t permitted to finish. In a flurry of chatter—most of it on Lady Alvord’s side—and the disposal of the rest of the cream tarts—all of it on Lady Alvord’s side—the evening’s plans were set. Before she could cover the rest of the distance between them on the settee, Hartley excused himself and made to depart. Lady Alvord rose from her seat, still a vision in her pink and lace, and followed him out of the drawing room.


As he reached for his hat and his gloves, a step alerted him to Miss Claridge’s return from her errand to the kitchen. “Good day to you, Lady Alvord,” Hartley said, and tugged at his gloves. “Miss Claridge,” he added, and set his hat on his head. No matter how much he wanted to, he could not give Charlotte an undue amount of attention, or else the idea that had come to him when mentioning Ballard’s box at the theatre would never come to fruition. “I’ll send my carriage round at eight o’clock this evening. I look forward to seeing both of you, and hearing your opinions on the famed Madame Catalani’s talents.”


It took the beat of a second, perhaps two, before Lady Alvord seemed to absorb Hartley’s words. “The both…” She glanced towards Miss Claridge, who still stood several paces behind her stepmother. “Oh, the invitation was for the both of us?” Her smile tightened, though it did not falter. “Yes, of course. Eight o’clock. We are very much looking forward to it, are we not, Charlotte?”


Miss Claridge’s brow furrowed, but he would not explain things to her now. All he could do was hope that Lady Alvord would not find some reason to keep her stepdaughter otherwise engaged this evening.


“Very much,” Miss Claridge said, and nodded, a smile that only he could see playing at the corners of her mouth. “Thank you, Lord Cowden.”


“Until this evening,” Hartley said, and left the two ladies behind him. Now, there was nothing left for him to do but track down Ballard and beg the use of his box for the evening. And send up a prayer to anyone who would listen that Charlotte would be permitted to accompany them.






Chapter Sixteen

  

  

Charlotte stood in front of the glass, gazing at her own reflection.


The gown was plain, but adequate. A deep blue silk without any adornments, a piece her stepmother had passed down to her when the call for short sleeves had fallen out of fashion three seasons before. Her slippers did not match the gown, but she hoped her skirt would be long enough to prevent anyone from noticing. As for her gloves…


Well, the white would have to do, though they did have a few stains on the underside of the left wrist and between the thumb and forefinger of the right hand. But again, she doubted anyone would remark on her foibles. Lady Alvord, she knew, was beautiful enough to draw all eyes to herself. A widowed mother of thirty-three years, and she still carried a youthful bloom in her face and in the honey-gold highlights of her hair. A wonder that she had not already married again, Charlotte mused, and turned away from her own image in the glass.


She had tried not to wile away the afternoon thinking of Lord Cowden. What had been his purpose in coming here? He’d said nothing of their previous acquaintance in Scotland to her stepmother, and so she had followed his lead, pretending that she had not encountered him before today.


Her fingers trembled as she reached behind her neck and tried to fasten the clasp of a simple silver chain. She hoped… Goodness, she didn’t know what to hope. That he would touch her? Kiss her? Offer marriage? She wasn’t certain Lord Cowden even knew what he wanted. But he was here now, and she would have to sort out her feelings for him before she left for Wales in two week’s time.


She met Lady Alvord at the bottom of the stairs, her stepmother already clad in a shimmering silk wrap of a deep burgundy color that glowed like wine in the light from the candles.


“Now, I will not have you engaging Lord Cowden’s attention for the entire evening,” Lady Alvord began, her mouth pursed as she finished speaking before she relaxed her lips and smoothed away any potential lines with her gloved fingertips. “I fear he only extended the invitation to you in an act of politeness, so please don’t prattle on about things that may be of no interest to him. You’ve not been in town for some time, and I doubt you’ll be capable of keeping pace with those around you this evening.” She smiled then, a practiced one that did little in the way of creating new creases around her eyes. “And besides, what would you have to offer in the way of conversation? Comments about the weather in Scotland? A discourse on the eating habits of sheep?” She laughed lightly and reached up to adjust one of the pins in her hair.


Charlotte said nothing. She placed her own shawl around her shoulders just as the bell rang, signalling Lord Cowden’s arrival. He met them on the front step, his head bowed until Higgins opened the door entirely.


He had changed his clothes since she’d seen him earlier in the day. Of course he had, she reminded herself. As she and her stepmother had, as well. They were in London, now. About to attend the opera in a private box, where the intention was more to see and to be seen than to have a care for anything happening on the stage. And so they wore their finest things, which in Lord Cowden’s case meant black breeches and a black coat, the darkness of the fabric only broken by a show of white shirt collar and neckcloth at his throat.


Charlotte stood there, staring at Lord Cowden as if seeing him for the first time all over again. All those weeks ago, up in Scotland, her first sight of him had been to watch him stumble out of a carriage and land unconscious at her feet. He’d been too thin, unwashed, unshaven, his clothes soiled…


She closed her eyes as her fingers tugged irritably at the edges of her shawl. She didn’t care to cast her thoughts back to those first few days, when he’d seemed to want nothing more than to put an end to his own existence. But she’d watched him strengthen in body, seen him stagger back from the brink. His mind, she hoped, had grown healthier, as well. His eyes, still the vivid green that had made her catch her breath when they’d first fluttered open, held her attention even now. There was something brighter about them, less haunted than in that first perilous week when it had been such a struggle to even make him want to participate in normal, day-to-day activities.


Less haunted, she reminded herself, as he bowed in greeting to Lady Alvord and herself. A brief glimpse, that was all, but she saw a touch of that same shadow in his gaze. An indescribable thing, really. A shadow. An emptiness. And she wondered if it was something that could ever truly be eradicated, or only held at bay for a time, to the best of his ability.


They descended the stairs to the pavement below, Lord Cowden leading Lady Alvord to the carriage while Charlotte brought up the rear. She stood a few paces back and waited for her stepmother to climb into the vehicle, to settle herself in her seat, before Lord Cowden turned and offered his hand to her.


She hesitated. For a moment, she allowed herself to imagine the carriage door snapping shut and the horses taking off at a trot, leaving her and Lord Cowden alone on the street. An amusing thought, but one she shook from her head as she placed her fingers in his palm.


Before she could raise her foot to the step, he tightened his grip on her hand. She looked at him then, his face illuminated by what light came through the windows of the houses behind her, the golden rectangles spilling their glow out onto the pavement below. She saw more clearly the lines in his face, the shadows beneath his eyes that belied the superficial appearance of good health he’d acquired over the last several weeks. He was still a wounded man, and she could only hope she’d done nothing to add to his injuries.


Her own fingers wrapped more securely around his. She could have paused there. She wanted to, to demonstrate without words the ache in her heart at seeing him again, but instead she moved into the carriage, taking the seat across from Lady Alvord when she was shooed away from settling in beside her stepmother.


Lord Cowden climbed into the carriage last, and without a pause he took the seat beside Lady Alvord. Her stepmother graced him with a smile, her shoulders leaning subtly towards him until he had only to dare a shift in position and risk bumping against her. They sat in silence as the step was raised, the door shut, and then a rock and sway as the attendants resumed their positions on the outside of the vehicle. Lord Cowden reached up and rapped the ceiling with his knuckles, and the carriage set into motion, pulling smoothly away from the pavement and onto the street.


“Have you attended the opera before?” Lady Alvord finally spoke when several minutes passed without anyone venturing a word to shatter the quiet.


Lord Cowden cleared his throat. Charlotte watched as he dragged his attention from the window and whatever stultifying air it provided to the already stagnant atmosphere inside the carriage. “I’ve not had that opportunity, no.”


“Oh.” Lady Alvord licked her lips. Her gaze darted towards the ceiling as if she could locate another topic of conversation there. “And will you be in town for the remainder of the season, or will business call you elsewhere again?”


“That depends,” Lord Cowden began, speaking slowly, as though he were choosing his words carefully, “on a number of things.”


Charlotte met his gaze across the carriage. His eyes glinted, picking out what light they could from the shadowed interior. The rest of his face remained tucked in darkness, though she could not prevent herself from tracing the line of his jaw, his mouth, adding definition to them from her own memories.


They arrived at the theater along with a myriad other carriages. Their driver maneuvered them into the long line that rolled slowly forward, each carriage depositing its occupants in a flurry of silks and feathers and hems tugged up to keep clear of the mess left by the horses before them.


Lady Alvord again secured Lord Cowden’s arm, offering only a glance to Charlotte before the three of them made their way inside. The heat of the lamps and chandeliers mingled with the exhalations of hundreds of people made Charlotte pause, her hand at her throat as she sought a breath of air that didn’t seem inclined to smother her. Ahead of her, her stepmother pulled Lord Cowden on. Charlotte wondered if it was Lady Alvord’s intention to leave her behind, lost in the crowds that milled around her, the odors of their perfumes and pomades and ill-concealed sweat so strong that she feared she might pass out and be trampled by the unsuspecting throng.


She caught up with them again before they entered Lord Cowden’s private box, Charlotte’s gaze pinning itself on the broad expanse of his back, the black of his coat drawing her attention and holding it until she forced her way through the assembled crowd and fell into pace behind him.


“Ah, Hartley!”


She heard the voice of Mr. Ballard as she stepped into the box. She blinked at the sudden dimness compared to the lights of the corridor behind them, and saw the shape of Lord Cowden’s cousin himself rise from his seat and walk towards them.


“I did wonder where you had gotten to,” Mr. Ballard continued. Charlotte watched as all the usual greetings were exchanged, as Mr. Ballard exercised perfect manners and deportment as he bowed over her stepmother’s hand. “And Miss Claridge, is it?” He turned towards Charlotte,  once all the introductions had been made. While Lady Alvord’s attention was diverted elsewhere, Mr. Ballard winked at her, a smile that reeked of conspiracy turning up the corners of his mouth. “How do you fare this evening?”


She glanced towards her stepmother, who had secured Lord Cowden in conversation several feet away. “I am well, Mr. Ballard. And yourself?”


His smile broadened, a dimple forming in his left cheek. “Damn pleased to be out of Scotland,” he said, his voice lowered. A glance out of the corner of his eye and he took in the other two people in the box with them. “Though some have taken the change in climate harder than myself.”


Again, she sought out Lord Cowden, following Mr. Ballard’s gaze. “How is he?” she asked, and bit at the flesh at the corner of her mouth as the subject of their conversation moved out of the shadows, towards the edge of the box and the brash, brilliant light of the theater. “He says he is well, but…”


“He is improved, at least from what I saw of him before he scampered north.” He turned his head slightly away as Lady Alvord glanced in their direction. “Though I gather you saw him in a worse state than anything I witnessed.”


“I wish he had not followed me here,” she confessed, and yet she heard a ring of untruth in her words, as if she had not yet decided if she were delighted or offended that he had taken it upon himself to trace her journey south. “At least not so quickly,” she amended. “He needed more time to recover before taking on such a long trip.”


Mr. Ballard stepped towards her, all while keeping himself turned in such a way that they would both be able to observe their companions, and yet not be overheard. “From what rumor tells me, you would not have been here for him to find should he have waited much longer.”


Charlotte spread out her fingers inside her gloves, stretching the satin until she feared a stitch might break. “I leave in thirteen days.”


“Hartley mentioned something about… Wales?”


She nodded. “A Lord Lynley is to send his carriage for me. His wife has delicate health. And nine children. Supposedly I am to be a companion to her when she becomes indisposed.”


Ballard suppressed a cough. “With nine children, I wonder that there could exist a time when she fails to find herself in such a state.” He leaned forward, as if to glance out over the edge of the balcony and follow the progress of someone in the crowd below. “Does he know?” he asked, his smile still fixed to his face, as if they were chatting about the most mundane of society topics, rather than about her being sent off to the other side of the island to play nursemaid to a passel of children. “Hartley, I mean. Does he know how soon you’re to leave?”


“He does, yes.” She looked towards Lord Cowden, her gaze tracing the furrow in his fair brow. She smoothed her hand down the front of her skirt, resisting the urge to cross to the other side of the box and slide her fingers across the display of tension in his expression. “I cannot think what has brought him down here, all the way from Ellesferth…”


Mr. Ballard nudged her arm, drawing her attention back towards him. “Can you not?” he asked, his features shaped into a look of sincere enquiry.


Before she could form an adequate reply, indeed before she could even give his question the amount of thought it deserved, he waved a hand in dismissal and tugged at her elbow. “Come along, Miss Claridge. The show is about to begin.”


He led her towards the rear row of seats, but instead of sitting down with her, he walked to the other side of the box where Lady Alvord had ensconced herself with Lord Cowden. “I do believe we will miss the overture if we tarry much longer,” he announced, and held out his arm to Lady Alvord in such a way that she could not ignore him without causing offense.


It was a flawless maneuver. Lord Cowden, left alone, glanced in Charlotte’s direction. He set a leisurely pace towards her seat in the back, sketched a short bow, and raised his chin enough that she could see his eyes when he asked, “May I join you, Miss Claridge?”


“Yes, of course.” She wondered how much of this had been planned between Mr. Ballard and himself before they’d even arrived at the theater. Lord Cowden took his place beside her, and even seemed to push his own seat back in order to put as much space between himself and the seats in front of him as courtesy and the close quarters of the private box would allow. Just before them, Mr. Ballard appeared to be doing everything within his power to keep Lady Alvord’s attention on himself and whatever happenings were worth gossiping about in the other parts of the theater.


“This is pleasant,” Charlotte remarked, then bit her tongue at the banal words. There was so much she wished to say, so much she wasn’t certain she should risk saying, and she could not trust just how much her stepmother might be capable of overhearing. When Lord Cowden made no accompanying comment, she took to busying herself with the arrangement of her skirts as she crossed her ankles beneath her. She looked over at his right leg, close enough that she could simply extend her arm and place her hand on his thigh if she wished. She swallowed hard at the traitorous thought, and curled her hand into a fist before she could give in and dance her gloved fingers across his knee.


“You’re still a terrible liar, you know.” He didn’t look at her, instead keeping his gaze directed at some point beyond the railing. He cleared his throat as he adjusted his position, his shoulders at once slumping forward before pushing back again as if he could not find a way to be comfortable and practice decent posture at the same time. “Your stepmother does not want you here,” he continued to grouse. “And I tricked her into allowing you to come. Ballard is going to talk until her ears revolt and attempt escape from her head, and I have to sit here and pretend that I’m rather indifferent to your company, all so that she won’t suspect there is something between us.”


She turned to look at him. “Is there something between us?”


His lips parted as he drew in a deep breath, but a full minute passed before he ventured to speak again. “I don’t know what to do with you. One minute, and I think I want nothing more than for you to be in my bed, as my wife. And the next… I wonder if my most magnanimous act would be to leave you and never seek you out again.”


Charlotte twisted her hands in her skirt, careless of how wrinkled the silk would be by evening’s end. Her heart had thudded in her chest at his mention of marriage, a possibility she had discounted for herself years before. And there he sat, dangling the words before her like some kind of matrimonial carrot, and she wondered if she would take to buffeting him about the head with her reticule should he prove to be speaking in jest. “There is something you forget,” she said, the words spoken on a rush of air that hardly stirred her voice to life. “None of it is entirely your choice to make. You may say that you would not be a good husband, continue to cling to some absurd notion that I deserve better than what you can give me. But in the end, shouldn’t I have some say in the matter?”


He looked at her, a stricken expression on his face. She wanted to shake him, then. To grasp him by the shoulders and make him see that all was not lost, no matter that his darkest thoughts had taken to convincing him otherwise. Instead, she leaned forward slightly as the first performers appeared on the stage, as their voices carried upwards and filled her senses with a music unlike anything she had heard before.


Charlotte kept her attention on the stage. In front of her, Lady Alvord had begun to sneak surreptitious glances over her shoulder towards the two of them, or at Lord Cowden in particular. Mr. Ballard continued to chatter away, always snagging his companion’s interest before she could fully swivel around in her seat and attempt to inquire as to what they sat whispering about.


“You don’t understand,” Lord Cowden said several minutes later, his voice closer to her ear than she had anticipated. He had slid forward in his seat as well, most likely under the guise of wanting to see the singers as they paraded from one side of the stage to the other. “I would not be a good husband for you. I would bring you nothing but bitterness, and you would resent me for that.”


The song ended on a note that set her teeth on edge. The audience, however, broke into thunderous applause. Charlotte smiled and clapped along with everyone else, the explosion of sound loud enough that she could turn to Lord Cowden and speak without fear of being overheard. “Then I would have to be a good enough wife for the both of us.”



***


Hartley struggled to make it through the entire opera. He had not eaten well enough earlier in the day, and though his head hadn’t hurt at the beginning of the evening, the overwhelming heat of the candles and the stifling atmosphere inside the theater had brought back a slight pounding behind his eyes.


It had been a relief to return Lady Alvord and Miss Claridge to Bedford Street, to climb back into the carriage and shut his eyes as the wheels set into motion and the strike of the horses’ hooves on the street nearly lulled him into slumber. But he woke with a start, his face and neck broken out in a sweat and a terrible prickling of heat and moisture beneath his arms.


This was the difficulty, he realized, of having sworn off spirits of any kind. He didn’t realize how much he’d come to depend on them for his rest, on how they were the perfect remedy to turn off his thoughts and dull his senses in the hours before his head fell back on the pillow. Now, his mind was left to its own devices, and he had come to fear nighttime and all attempts at sleep that might accompany it.


His own home was quiet, for the most part. His butler welcomed him at the door, and Hartley waved off any offers of food or drink presented to him. He crossed the foyer to his study, not for any particular reason except that it wasn’t his bedroom, and he had no desire to look at his bed or contemplate slumber. At least not before the sun had risen.


A fire crackled in the grate, though the air coming in through the open windows was still warm for the time of year. He glanced at the books that lined the walls, though not a single title was tempting enough to pique his interest. His head hurt too much to read, and the library had been his father’s acquisition and so catered more towards the previous Lord Cowden’s tastes.


There was business to take care of, if he wished it. Ellesferth—along with various other accounts—would need his attention, no matter that he’d set someone else in charge of its renovation. But the fact of the matter was that he’d neglected his duties for so long that he would need to hire on someone to teach him how to manage everything. Or, at the very least, to see to it that he wasn’t swindled by whoever he employed to look after things for him. Perhaps if he hadn’t been such a wastrel, if he’d stepped up and taken on some responsibility rather than allow his adulthood to continue along the same vein as his childhood had run, things would not have come to such a pass. But he couldn’t linger over past mistakes. His thoughts never went well along those paths, and he didn’t need to beat himself up for his former faults more than he already had this night.


He shrugged out of his coat and tossed it over the arm of a sofa. He fought with the overly-fastidious knot Jenson had tied in his neckcloth and abandoned that with the coat. His cufflinks clattered onto a nearby writing desk. His waistcoat went onto the pile of clothing with the rest, but slipped to the floor before he could catch it.


Inevitably, of course, his thoughts went to Miss Claridge. Charlotte. He could say it now, and he did, her name sounding unnaturally loud against the quiet of the house. If he’d been less tired, if he’d been less unwilling to taint the image of her he carried in his mind, he’d undo his falls and work out some of the tension and the lust that had been dogging him for far too long. But instead he blew out a blast of air and settled into a chair, pressing his head back into the upholstery.


He had followed her here, all the way from Scotland, enduring all manner of pitted roads and horrible weather in order to arrive in London before some lofty Welsh Lord arranged for her to be dragged away again. And all so her stepmother would no longer have to deal with her.


He wondered that Lady Alvord hadn’t been content to simply leave Charlotte at Ellesferth, but he suspected some ulterior motive there. Lady Alvord’s entire existence seemed to be fueled by ulterior motives, and he had yet to decipher her reason for summoning her stepdaughter from one end of the island in order to pack her off to another.


And there went his thoughts, already circling around his main reason for travelling here without ever fully touching on the matter itself. Twice he has seen Charlotte now, and both times he had spoken to her. But instead of doing what his heart wanted, instead of dropping down onto his knees and telling her that he needed her, that he didn’t think he could survive another year of his life without her, he’d gone and told her that he was a terrible choice for a husband, that it would be better of him to leave her to her stepmother’s machinations.


Christ, he was a fool. And a tired fool, at that. He crossed his arms over his abdomen and turned his head towards the fire, his eyes watching the play of light behind the screen until the discordant rhythm of his thoughts calmed down. At some point, he hoped, sleep would come. Of course, any attempt at sleep too often gave the shadows in his mind free rein over his dreams. But if he could put it off for a few more hours, perhaps sheer exhaustion would grant him some rest.





Chapter Seventeen

  

  

Charlotte’s candle had burned down at least an hour before. She glanced towards the fireplace, at the glowing embers there, and rolled onto her side again, as if a change in position were all she needed to clear her mind and drift off into slumber.


The house had quieted for the night, and yet every thump, every creak was as loud as cannon fire. Another footstep from somewhere above her, and she let slip a curse and threw back the covers. Her bare feet sought out the floor, and she reached blindly for the threadbare dressing gown she knew she had tossed onto the end of the bed before dropping her head onto the pillow.


Rubbing her arms through the thin sleeves, she paced towards the fire and prodded at the coals with the poker, sending up a spray of spark that banished the shadows to the corners of the room. The last chime of the clock had marked the time as a quarter past two. She straightened up and replaced the poker before adding another scoop of coal to the burgeoning flames. After several minutes of waiting for them to ignite, she glanced at the window and counted the hours until morning. If she wanted any sleep this night, it would most likely not be until dawn brightened the edges of the sky.


The constant patter of her thoughts kept her awake. It had only been a few hours since she’d bid farewell to Lord Cowden after their excursion to the theater, since her stepmother had retired to her room and left Charlotte to fend for herself for the remainder of the evening. And so she’d gone to the kitchen to filch a few cream tarts, and picked out a book from her father’s shelves before climbing the stairs to her tiny room beside the nursery.


Now the tarts sat heavy in her stomach, and the book sat forgotten on a chair near the fire. And here she stood, gazing out a small, poorly glazed window that fogged beneath her breath as she portioned out the time until her departure for her Wales.


Twelve days. And she said it again aloud, as if those words held the power to draw a path between herself and the moment when she would arrive at the home of this Lord Lynley with his overwhelmed wife and their passel of children.


Of course, she did not have to go. It was something she told herself over and over again. She was not a child, though her passage into the realm of adulthood had not brought her any greater freedom with it. It was an easy thing, to pretend that she was no longer bound to any of her stepmother’s demands. But what would happen to her if she were to leave? If she chose to forge her own road forward, she would be doing so with little more than the clothes on her back and the few coins she had in her reticule. And by rights, not even that much truly belonged to her.


She had considered looking for work. She was in possession of enough of an education that seeking employment as a teacher or a governess was not beyond her abilities. Or even a seamstress working in a dress shop, if it came to that. But she would need help in doing so, wouldn’t she? No one would hire her off the street, and simply using her father’s name as recommendation would only count against her, for how would it look for the oldest daughter of a marquess to be wandering the streets of London, seeking out employment like a common member of the working classes?


And Lady Alvord would never allow her to earn an income in exchange for her labor. Send her to Scotland to help with the running of the household? Journey on to Wales to serve as a companion and possible nursemaid to a large family? Easily borne, as long as Charlotte didn’t earn a coin in exchange for her troubles. And so she was trapped, bound by the rules society set on a gentlewoman, making it vulgar for her to earn her keep. But as a woman and, worse still, a fortuneless one, she had absolutely no power to do as she wished.


Charlotte leaned forward until her forehead thunked against the window. And there was Lord Cowden, hovering at the fringes of her thoughts. A man who would not consider marriage to her, would not even touch her for fear of ruining her. She should at least have felt some gratitude towards him for that much, but all it did was serve to remind her that her life, her choices, were not her own. Even should she want to risk destroying her reputation…


She pushed back from the window, cursing the very word. Her precious reputation, kept intact so that she might be bustled from place to place at Lady Alvord’s whim, unsullied and pristine as she proceeded into a life of cold and passionless spinsterhood.


The floor creaked beneath her feet as she padded back towards the bed. She bent down, feeling in the dark for the slippers she’d kicked off before climbing beneath the covers several hours before. Without a defined intention in mind, she began the routine of dressing herself, searching through the various drawers and her wardrobe for stockings, a clean shift, a sturdy gown that would keep her warm. Ignoring her stays, she put on a soft, wrapped corset, more like what she wore when not under her stepmother’s critical eye. Plain boots went on her feet, and she reached into the back of her wardrobe for her warmest cloak, a grey wool creation that showed stains and fraying at the edges, but would succeed in keeping out the damp of the early morning.


Fully dressed, she stood in the middle of her bedroom, only then admitting her intended destination to herself. She knew where Lord Cowden lived, or at least the approximate neighborhood in which his townhouse stood. As she pulled on her gloves and grabbed her simplest bonnet, her breath caught at the sheer audacity of what she was about to do. She gave no thought as to what might happen once she arrived. That was, if she could even find a means of traveling there, or of even being let into his house at this time of the day. But a lack of sleep had instilled a sense of daring into her, the same feeling that had driven her to climb into bed with Lord Cowden weeks before. Or perhaps she was mistaking the perceived courage for utter foolishness.


The corridor was dark, but not so dim that Charlotte could not see. She crept along slowly, keeping her feet on the narrow strip of rug that ran along the middle of the floor. The servants’ staircase curved down a steep, bare set of steps, but she dared not risk the openness of the main stairs.


Down again and through the kitchen, and out the back entrance where she was faced with a small, cobbled courtyard that faced the mews. There would be no taking one of Lady Alvord’s carriages without everyone in the household being alerted to her departure. And so she walked around to the front of the house, the noise of traffic still moving about on other avenues reaching her ears.


It was not yet three in the morning, and she assured herself that a vast number of London society was still out and about, some of them not seeking their beds until sunrise. She left Bedford Square, her boots striking the pavement with a ring of confidence that had yet to take up residence in her bones. Another street along, and then another, and a row of cabs came into view, lined up outside another townhouse, the building’s windows fully lit and the silhouettes of guests casting their shadows onto the street below.


She walked up to the first cab in the queue, her chin tilted upwards, her shoulders back. “Excuse me, sir. Are you for hire?”


The driver, a man with an abundance of whiskers on his face and a wide mouth that nestled like a cave behind them, rubbed his nose with the back of his hand before shifting his attention down to her. “For anyone who has the coins to pay, ma’am.” He shifted on his seat behind the horses, but did not chase her off as she might have imagined. No matter that it was doubtful he was regularly approached in the middle of the night by unaccompanied ladies near Bedford Square.


“I have money.” Charlotte produced a small, leather purse from within the folds of her cloak. “To St. James’s Street?”


“Aye, I can take you there. And whereabouts are you headed, ma’am? D’ye have a specific destination in mind?”


She moved to step up into the cab, her heart pounding so quickly her ears had begun to ring. “Would you know where Lord Cowden lives, which house belongs to him?”


The driver sniffed, gave his nose another rough swipe, and spit over his shoulder onto the pavement below. “McCardell House, do you mean?” he asked, referring to the name the house had been christened with before Lord Cowden’s family had earned its title.


“Yes,” she said, giving her chin another lift, feigning a height and breadth to which she could not lay claim. “McCardell House. And I’ll double the fare if you make haste.”


The interior of the cab was cold, and the seats did nothing to spare her backside as they rumbled over every pothole and pile of refuse left behind by the other horses. Charlotte tucked her hands beneath her thighs and pressed her head back, squeezing her eyes shut until she saw spots and stars behind her eyelids. Such a fool, she thought, as she clenched her teeth and forced herself to breathe slowly. Though she did not know if she referred to only her own behavior, or if the insult extended to Lord Cowden as well.


His actions left her frustrated and infuriated in equal measure. To follow her down from Scotland, to call upon her stepmother, invite them to the theater, to tease her with comments about wanting her in his bed, wanting her as his wife, and then to snatch back the image he’d dandled before her eyes…


He’d confessed to needing her, that it was more than mere lustful attraction that had dragged him across the country in her wake. She did not want to allow herself to hope that he would offer marriage, and yet she did not want to force him into it, to make him feel that he was only shackling himself to her in order to save her the fate of being labeled either a mistress or a spinster. At the same time, she knew that a life with him would not always be an easy one.


There were demons in his head he had yet to conquer, if indeed he would ever conquer them entirely. She had not known him before the unfortunate fight during which he’d ended a man’s life. But something had set him on a road to self-ruin even preceding that event, and she suspected there would always be some measure of a battle waged within himself, one fought to keep him from succumbing completely to whatever dark thoughts lurked in the corners of his mind.


The cab bounced to a halt much sooner than she anticipated. She glanced out the window at the building she assumed to be McCardell House, scanning its windows for any sign of life beyond the panes of glass. There was a dim glow from one of the rooms on the first floor, but nothing else. Pulling in another breath, she descended from the carriage, paid the promised fare, and marched up the steps to the front door.


And then… she hesitated. Past three in the morning, fully dressed and standing on the doorstep of a single man, with her reputation—what little she had of one—facing the threat of shredding to tatters if even a whisper of this pre-dawn jaunt became public. And now she found she could not raise her hand to ring the bell or even land a feeble knock on the massive panel of painted wood before her.


“Fool,” she whispered to herself, and reached up to ring the bell.


Her mind was too awhirl with the riot of her thoughts to keep track of how many seconds ticked away as she stood there. She drew the edges of her cloak around herself, gazed up at the sky, and was just about to consider giving the bell another pull when a lock clicked and the door was opened three inches and no more.


A face stared out at her. The face belonged to an older man, his eyes narrowed beneath greying brows, a cap on his head and an indentation cutting a straight line across his face, such as one would get from resting on a pillow for some time.


“I’m sorry,” she blurted out the moment she realized she’d pulled the man from his sleep. “Is Lord Cowden at home?”


The butler—she assumed it was the butler, though appearances could be deceiving—rolled one eye upwards as he ground his knuckles into the other eye. “May I inquire as to who is calling?” His voice, at least, presented a more polite contrast to the expression he still worked to clear from his face.


“Miss Claridge.” Pride shot through her that she pronounced it without a stumble. A thought had flitted through her head, that she should’ve presented a false name, to better preserve herself from scandal, but she had gone so far now, why suffer under a sudden bout of squeamishness and attempt to hide? “Is he in bed?”


The butler made no immediate reply. He glanced behind him, his eyes narrowing again as he seemed to debate whether or not he should simply slam the door in her face. “You’ll find him in the study,” he finally told her, and opened the door wide enough for her to step inside. “Though I cannot promise you’ll find him in a state to receive visitors.”


She walked into the foyer, then up the stairs towards where the butler directed. He’d made no offer to relieve her of her bonnet or cloak, though she could not fault him for it. The man seemed determined to return to the bed she’d snatched him from, and seemed not to care whether she was an old friend of Lord Cowden’s or a cutthroat determined to leave his body cold and his pockets empty.


Another thought struck her, that the butler didn’t seem to find anything out of the ordinary about unaccompanied women knocking on Lord Cowden’s door at all hours. But she tucked that curiosity away, assigning it a post better suited to the behavior of a Lord Cowden that had existed before she’d met him, and completed her trek to the top of the stairs.


Only one room on the first floor showed a partially open door, with a little light spilling out into the hall. She slowed her steps as she approached, recalling the butler’s warning about his master’s current state. Did he mean that Lord Cowden was merely asleep? Or had be taken to drink again, and was even now inebriated and weaving across the carpet?


Charlotte paused in the doorway. There was the light from the fireplace, and a few candles set here and there, the accumulation of wax showing that they’d been left burning for several hours. Her gaze returned to the fire and there she saw the chair drawn up quite near to the grate, Lord Cowden slumped down with his chin on his chest, his legs stretched out before him as if he had been half-dragged from his seat and left partially sprawled on the floor.


Asleep, then. She searched the room for any evidence that he’d brought on his slumber with the aid of wine or something else, but there were no glasses in sight, nor there were any bottles or decanters set out in any obvious location.


A few steps forward, her shoes sounding lightly on the floor, but he did not stir. Emboldened, she moved to the side of his chair. She had not forgotten how he looked in his sleep, how some of the years fell away from him when he was at rest. But there were new lines, she noticed. His brow was furrowed, his jaw was clenched, and the muscles in his neck were stretched taut down to his shoulder. Something disturbed him, some demon that he could not escape, and she found herself kneeling down beside him, her teeth tugging at her glove before she laid her bare hand across his forehead.


“Hartley,” she whispered. She swept her fingers back into his hair, his skin and his scalp soaked with more sweat than what the warmth of the fire should have brought out of him. He grimaced at the sound of his name, his teeth clenching tighter as he groaned and attempted to twist away from her.


“Wake up, my lord.” She moved so that she was in front of him, leaning over his lap. “Open your eyes and look at me.”


He gasped as if frightened, but Charlotte slid her hand down, cupping his cheek in her palm until he blinked, his lashes fluttering.


“Look at me,” she instructed him, her fingers now gripping his jaw so that he could not turn away.


His eyes were wide, the white rimmed with red. His gaze darted about for several seconds before settling on her face.


“Have you been drinking?” She posed the question bluntly, her hand still on his chin.


He shook his head, and when he opened his mouth to speak, his voice cracked on the first syllable. “No,” he said, continuing to shake his head. “Nothing.”


“Good.” She straightened up, removed her other glove, and fought with the ribbons of her bonnet before tossing that aside as well. “Why are you not in bed?” she asked as she slipped her cloak free from her shoulders. “Surely you cannot be comfortable in such a position.”


The heels of his boots scraped on the floor as he struggled to push himself into something that vaguely resembled an upright position. But his eyes were bright, his expression showing tremendous weariness, though he displayed no signs of having imbibed anything during the hours since they’d left the theater and her arrival at his home. “I prefer to sleep down here,” he said, or growled, for as much as it resembled a human voice. He shifted again, leaning forward until his elbows found purchase on his knees, his head resting in his hands.


“Have you eaten?” She tried not to sound as brusque as before, but her attempt to lend some manner of cajoling to her voice warred with her worry at seeing him still battling the same difficulties as had plagued him at Ellesferth.


“I’m not hungry,” he said, his head still down. He looked up quickly, blond eyebrows pinched together as if he were seeing her for the first time. “Jesus, woman. What are you doing here?”


She regarded the question, unsure if she could answer it with only a few words. “I wanted to see you.” It was the simplest reply, and also the one nearest to the truth. She wanted to see him, to witness for herself if nighttime was still when he endured the most suffering. “I could not sleep, not knowing how you fared.”


He pushed his hand through his hair, making it stick straight out from his head in some places. “How did you come here? I take it Lady Alvord has no idea you’ve traipsed halfway across London to foist yourself on a single gentleman’s hospitality at…” He squinted up at the mantel. “What time is it?”


“A few hours before dawn,” she supplied. “And no, my stepmother does not know I’m here. At least, I hope she doesn’t. But she’s a heavy sleeper and rarely rises before noon. I should be able to return long before she’s even begun to stir.”


He scooted forward in his chair, lifted one foot off the floor, and tugged at his left boot. “And that’s all that’s brought you here? Checking up on me and nothing more?” The first boot slid off and he dropped it onto the rug. As he reached for the other, he looked up at her, his green eyes narrowed slightly. “You’d risk everything, your entire future, on a midnight excursion?”


Charlotte watched as he removed the second boot, as he let it fall beside the first. He did not glance at her again, his attention drifting towards the fire—or what was left of it—instead. “For you,” she said, regardless of whether or not he wished to acknowledge her. “Yes, I would.”


His chair scraped backwards an inch as he pushed himself out of it. There he stood, in his stockinged feet, his shirt clinging to the perspiration on his chest. She couldn’t read the look on his face, whether the set of his jaw was due to anger at her for being there, or exasperation with himself for not immediately calling for his carriage in order to send her home.


“You shouldn’t be here.”


Those four words, and nothing more. He did not directly tell her to leave, nor did he move from his place before the fire. Ignoring his comment, she took a single step forward, towards him.


“Why are you here?” she asked, turning his query around. “In London, calling at my home, inviting us to the theater. What is your intention? Or do I give you too much credit by assuming you even have one?”


He began to shake his head before she’d even finished speaking. “I don’t know,” he said, and faltered.


“You do know.” She picked up his fallen thread, moving forward another step. “I suspect you simply won’t admit it to yourself. And so instead you wander from place to place, toying with other people’s emotions, with their wants and desires, because you’re too wrapped up in your own misery to see anything beyond what pertains to yourself.”


He closed his mouth, his lips drawn into a thin line. “Your wants and desires?”


“Yes.” She bit the word off quickly. “Despite who I am, how I’m treated by others, no matter that I am a woman—a penniless one, at that—that I am old enough to be regarded and summarily dismissed as a spinster, I do have them.” She swallowed over a lump that had lodged itself in her throat. “No matter that you’ve gone and taken it upon yourself to decide how you’ll make your mark upon my life, I still harbor some foolish dream that I’ll be loved, and wanted, and appreciated.” Another step, and then another. She was close enough to touch him, but she kept her hands firmly at her sides. “Now, before I turn around and leave you to your dark dreams and your melancholy, tell me why you left Scotland and why, for all your claims of unworthiness, you will not leave me be?”


It was Lord Cowden who moved first, one hand reaching out as if to stroke her cheek. But before he touched her, his fingers near enough that Charlotte felt the warmth emanating from them, he stopped. And so she crossed the remainder of the distance herself, rising up to the balls of her feet as she propelled herself forward and against him.


He gave way without hesitation. As her mouth found his, as her thumbs grazed the dark stubble that decorated his jaw, he pulled her closer, nearly lifting her off her feet. She gasped at that, and then again as his tongue touched the edges of her lips. It was a continuation, she realized, from where they’d left off that morning so many weeks before, when she’d woken up in his bed.


But this time, there was a difference. It was still hours before sunrise, the servants all tucked into their rooms for the brief amount of time before their work would call them from their rest. For now, there was no risk of being interrupted, nothing to stop them should they allow matters to follow their natural course.


Her hands moved around to the back of his neck, her fingers tangling in his hair. A voice in the back of her mind told her that she needed to put a halt to this. But as Lord Cowden’s mouth traveled along the line of her jaw, as his tongue touched her earlobe before he kissed his way down to the collar of her gown, every coherent thought, every worry about her imminent departure for Wales and her stepmother’s disapprobation should her visit here be discovered…


It all dissipated, like so much smoke into the air.






Chapter Eighteen

  

  

Hartley closed his eyes and slid his hands across the bodice of Charlotte’s gown. It wasn’t a fine material—slightly rough and stiff beneath his fingers—but as his touch moved upwards, seeking out her skin above the neckline, it only served to make the contrast between the coarse fabric and the softness of her bare throat all the more startling.


He wanted to touch her, every inch of her. He wanted to strip her of her gown and undergarments and whatever other bits and pieces she wore and simply glory in the sensation of her body against his. It was such a simple desire; to be with her, to feel her, to lay his head on her breast and listen to the racing of her heart.


Her heart…


This wasn’t merely lust, he realized. If it were, he could continue on without a hint of guilt. Simply use her, discard her, and walk away. But he wanted her heart as well as her body. He wanted to be worthy of her, and if he allowed things to progress now, if he risked even the slightest chance of ruining her, he would never forgive himself.


His lips found their way to her collarbone. He allowed himself a final taste of her, his eyes closed as he breathed in the smell of her skin mingled with the singular aroma of a chill night that clung to her gown. “I cannot do this,” he whispered, his cheek nestled in the curve of her shoulder.


She stiffened but did not pull away. God, she would be insulted, wouldn’t she? No matter what he did, he couldn’t seem to prevent himself from making a mess of everything.


“I left Ellesferth for you.” He straightened up until her head was tucked against his chest, his words teasing the loose hairs on her head. She had attempted to pin the mass of dark brown waves into a bun, but her journey from Bedford Square had shaken loose the pins she’d used and left the strands to begin their descent towards the middle of her back. “As much as I told myself it would be better for me to keep away from you, I found that I had come to rely on you too much.” Was it weakness, he wondered, that left him clinging to someone else in order to assure his survival? Or could he hope that it hearkened some measure of strength that he could admit as much to the both of them?


“And what now?” She tilted her head back until she looked up at him, dark lashes framing eyes that appeared unusually large above her cheekbones.


What now, indeed? He chided himself for not having thought that far ahead. To marry her? To seduce her? He couldn’t bring himself to imagine a future beyond the time they currently inhabited. She was warm against him, her small frame somehow managing to support him as they stood together, the fire dying down to ash behind them.


“You should return to your home, to your own bed,” he said. And still—still!—he would not step back from her, would not remove himself from their embrace.


Her hands slid around to his back, seeking out the hem of his shirt which had already worked its way loose during his restless nap on the chair. Her fingers found a strip of bare skin above the edge of his breeches, and then her palms followed, sliding upwards over his rib cage and to his shoulderblades. “What happens if I stay?” she asked, while her hands continued their maddening circuit across his back.


Hartley sucked in a deep breath and groaned aloud at the sudden rush of blood towards his groin—and away from his head, where he needed it most. “You risk everything.”


She laid her head on his chest, and he felt the warmth of her breath even through the linen of his shirt. “You forget, I have nothing. No retinue of suitors in my wake, no place in society worth saving. I am invisible.”


“But a scandal would turn everyone’s head towards you.” He leaned back enough to look into her face again, a face he feared he’d come to love without even recognizing the sensation before it was already upon him. “And even should I offer for your hand before the gossip makes its rounds through the drawing rooms and salons…” He shook his head. “It’s not a mark I wish for you to bear.”


Her fingers moved around to his abdomen, then upwards again before they settled on his chest. “Lady Alvord holds no love for me. My half-brother hardly knows me. Should we pass one another on the street, I doubt we’d recognize each other. My mother and father, my grandmother… All of those who cared for me, who I truly cared for, are gone. And then there’s you.” She blinked up at him, her eyes growing darker in the dim light of the study. “I’m not even certain what drew me here tonight. I tell myself it’s possibly because I was worried about you, or that I simply wished to speak to you away from… well, everyone.” She rose onto the balls of her feet, gaining a few inches in height, yet it brought her forehead only up to the level of his chin. “But I believe it’s more than that, and yet something I find I cannot put into words.”


He closed his eyes again, his arms tightening around her as he kissed her forehead, and then again the top of her head. “You’re too good for me,” he said, his whisper skimming across the part in her hair.


“No.” She shook her head against his chest. “None of that, please.” Her hands slipped out from beneath his shirt and moved upwards to frame his face between her palms. “If I am here now, if I have expended so much effort towards keeping you alive and ensuring you don’t drown in your own sick…” Her mouth quirked in a small smile. “... then you’re not the monster you believe yourself to be. You’re simply flawed, nothing more. As are we all.”


He would be dead without her. He knew this. Long after he’d considered his own life to be forfeit, after years of squandering the goodwill offered to him by friends and associates, after making a shambles of every benefit afforded him by his very position in society, she stood in his arms. Determined creature that she was, she would not abandon him as he had given up on himself.


“I would like to go about this the proper way,” he said, and stepped back far enough to hold her at arm’s length, though he would not release her entirely. He wasn’t certain he could, at least not yet. “Flawed, you called me. But flawed as I am…” He swallowed. The words he was about to say, he’d never spoken them before, to anyone. And they caught in his throat, not because he had no wish to say them, but because he couldn’t imagine his future should she turn him down. “Will you have me?”


She closed the distance he’d attempted to put between them with a single step. Onto her toes, her hands gripping his shoulders, she pulled him down so that she could kiss him. A chaste kiss, but soft, and one that brought out an ache in his chest as she pulled away. “I already do,” she said, her voice unusually thick.


“Then before I fall back on bad habits,” he began, and pushed away the image he had of sweeping her into his arms and carrying her upstairs to his bedroom. “Will you let me redeem myself, just a little, by agreeing to a proper marriage? To all the things, the way they should be done?”


She stroked his cheek. He shut his eyes, revelling in even that gentle touch. “Do you mean balls and parties, announcements and banns read? Those things?” Her lips thinned, her gaze drifting away as if her thoughts were drawing her attention from him.


“Balls and parties…” He made no attempt to hide his distaste. “I doubt any of that will be necessary. But until I can obtain a license, until everything has moved along its natural course?”


“Hmm,” was all she said, and fear shot through his heart. Now that they’d come to it, would she finally reject him?


“What is it?” he prodded when she would not elaborate.


“Lady Alvord. I’m thinking of her reaction.” Her nose wrinkled. “She’ll either be most displeased, or thrilled that I’ll no longer be a burden to her. Most likely, she’ll manage a bit of both.”


He didn’t want to think about Lady Alvord or anyone else. “I want to marry you. Your stepmother and her opinion can go to the devil, for all I care.” A glance towards the windows told him their time was running short. A bit of grey edged the darkness, signalling the coming dawn. “I’ll have my carriage return you home, and then I’ll call on you tomorrow… Well, later today, I guess it is now. But I don’t want to make another mistake. Not with you.”


“If it’s what you want…” Another kiss, one that lingered more than its predecessor. “I will go home, attempt to sleep for a few hours before the rest of the household awakes, and then I will wait for you.”


She would wait for him. That anyone would do anything for him… He left her long enough to call for his carriage and horses to be sorted and brought around. A few hours, he reminded himself, her words echoing in his mind. Yet already, he sensed that a part of him had become more whole.



***


A line of pink rimmed the horizon as Charlotte slipped through one of the back entrances of the house, using a key she’d pocketed on her way out only a few hours before. She replaced the key on its hook in the housekeeper’s room, stepped out of her boots, and moved on tip-toe through the narrow halls and staircases until she arrived outside her bedroom. At the sound of a step behind her, she turned, but saw nothing. The house would be coming to life soon, if some of the lower servants weren’t already moving stealthily from room to room, rekindling fires left to die overnight and starting on breakfast and the work of the day.


Inside her own room, she paused with her back against the door. Her bed still sat unmade, a few discarded pieces of clothing right where she’d left them. Her gaze shifted towards the grate, but there was nothing but cold, grey ash. No one had disturbed her room since she’d left it. She sent up a prayer that no one had witnessed Lord Cowden’s carriage depositing her about a block away from Bedford Square, or traced her hasty return to the house.


As soon as she could trust herself to breathe again, she removed her outer garments and placed them back in her wardrobe. She gave another glance to her bed but told herself that sleep would be impossible. Instead, she crossed to the window, settling herself in the small, poorly-cushioned chair before it as she watched the sky shimmer from one warm color to the next.


There was a quiet excitement building within her, like a treat stashed away and kept secret until she would be free to enjoy it without fear of repercussions. She had not thought of love or marriage before now. They had seemed concepts beyond her reach, things fitted for other people, those who inhabited a world she had only been permitted to view from the threshold.


She wrapped her arms around her legs, her knees pulled to her chest as she plucked at the fabric beneath her fingertips. It was a tempting thing, to allow fancy to pull her forward in time, to a life in which she no longer featured as a burden to Lady Alvord. But to think of marriage, of a world beyond her current sphere of existence… it was nearly too much to ponder, a fantastical creation, one that she worried would disappear into the ether should she lend it too much credence.


The first rays of sunlight crept above the tops of the neighboring buildings as she let her head loll back and closed her eyes. She couldn’t think of what the day would bring. Goodness, she couldn’t even think as far as breakfast. But that would be hours away yet, once the household was awake and her stepmother called for her toast and pot of chocolate.


She sighed, dropped her forehead onto her knees, and did her best not to think about Lady Alvord, either. She simply sat there, listening to the faint rumble of morning traffic from the other side of the window, to the sound of her own breathing, her own heartbeat…


“Miss? Miss, are you all right?”


Charlotte jolted upright, blinking rapidly as she struggled to remember where she was and keep her seat on the narrow chair. The light in the room had changed, and she realized the morning had progressed by at least several hours while she’d dozed. She looked over at the maid in the doorway, a young woman named Bette, and gripped the edge of the chair as she placed her feet on the floor.


“I’m sorry.” She stood up and stretched, her shoulders rolling as she worked several knots out of her neck. “I must have fallen asleep.” She glanced towards the clock on the mantel, but her eyes were too bleary to make out the position of the hands. “What time is it? Is Lady Alvord already awake?”


Bette nodded. “Yes, Miss. I’ve been told to fetch you. You’re to take your breakfast with her in the dining room. She said…” Her eyes rolled upwards as if she were struggling to recall the precise words with which she’d been burdened to relay. “She said she’s been waiting long enough and she’ll not have anything kept warm for you.”


Charlotte ground the heel of her hand into her left eye and looked out again. An improvement, but a slight one. She feared only a full night’s rest would set her senses back to some semblance of working order. “I see. Then please tell her I will be down directly.”


Bette bobbed a quick curtsy, then hesitated before turning to leave. “Will you need any help dressing, Miss?”


“No, no.” Charlotte waved a hand, dismissing the girl. She suspected the maid simply had no wish to return to the other chores waiting for her, but Charlotte could dress herself more quickly and with greater efficiency when she didn’t have assistance. “Thank you, though. Another time, perhaps.”


Bette smiled, curtsied again, and disappeared into the hall, the door only clicking slightly as it swung closed behind her.


Alone again, Charlotte padded over to the basin, stripped out of her shift, and splashed cold water on her face and neck. The clothes she had worn only a few hours before were still bundled in the back of her wardrobe, the hem too streaked with dirt to attempt a second wearing this morning. She picked out another gown, choosing without thought as so many of her dresses were interchangeable in both color and design. A fresh shift, clean stockings, undergarments wrapped and tied into place, and then the gown slipped over her head before she brushed out her hair and pinned it up at the nape of her neck.


She looked a dowd, she knew. No doubt her eyes boasted shadows beneath them, her skin pale from lack of sleep. But she hoped her stepmother would be too swaddled in her own concerns to spare a modicum of attention for her appearance.


The house still carried an air of complacency as she walked downstairs, passing through beams of sunlight that poured in through the windows at the front and back of the building. It was merely a prelude to the bustle of activity that would erupt once the hours for entertaining visitors began, when a parade of gentlemen and ladies—mostly the latter—marched through the door for cups of tea and cakes, exchanging their digested comestibles for the latest bits of gossip and chatter.


Charlotte paused outside the door to the dining room. She wondered if she should knock. It was a trial to remember what etiquette Lady Alvord expected of her from one minute to the next. Unsure and equally uncaring of whether her stepmother would take it as an affront should she walk in and begin filling a plate for herself, she opened the door and stepped inside.


The room was suffused with late-morning sunlight. Charlotte found Lady Alvord seated at the long dining table, her mouth working slowly over a bite of food while she scraped at the edge of her plate with her fingernail.


At Charlotte’s entrance, Lady Alvord’s gaze abandoned her food while she smoothed the already pristine edge of the tablecloth with her hand. “I never knew you to be one to sleep so late,” she said. She picked up her napkin and wiped the corner of her mouth with it, made a great show of spreading the cloth across her lap again, and reached for her teacup. “Perhaps you’ve already begun to adjust to the hours one tends to keep while in town.”


Charlotte remained by the door. Something was amiss in her stepmother’s manner. She’d been away for too long, first to her grandmother’s in Shepherd’s Bush and then to Scotland, to consider herself an expert in studying Lady Alvord’s nuances of behavior. But there was tension in the room, thick enough that Charlotte had to propel herself forward with additional force in order to penetrate it.


“And how did you sleep?” Charlotte took a plate and began to fill it from the various dishes laid out on the sideboard. Ham, toast, eggs, potatoes, some sort of smoked fish she couldn’t identify… She needed to eat, but her appetite had vanished the instant she’d stepped into the dining room.


“Quite well,” Lady Alvord said, her tone bright. “Though I was awoken rather early this morning. My maid thought it prudent to inform me that a member of the household had returned through the servants’ entrance some time before dawn.” She sniffed, picked up a scone, and spread a thin layer of butter on its golden surface. “Tell me, Charlotte. Would you happen to possess any information on the subject with which to enlighten me?”


Was there a need to reply? Charlotte tightened her grip on the edge of her plate as she walked to the table and sat down, across from her stepmother and several seats over. She picked up her fork and toyed with a bite of egg that managed to lose all of its flavor before she pushed it into her mouth.


“I’m not sure what habits you’ve acquired during your time away from this house,” Lady Alvord went on, turning the buttered scone in her hand before she wrinkled her nose and returned it to her plate. “But I would hope you haven’t grown so wild as to assume that sneaking out of doors in the middle of the night is appropriate behavior for an unmarried woman.”


Another bite of food, and then another. Charlotte steadily cleared her plate as her stepmother pushed her own choice of edibles from one side of her dish to the other.


“Would you care to tell me what was so important an errand that it stole you from your bed after everyone else had retired?” Lady Alvord picked up her cup, took a sip, and licked the faint ring of chocolate from the corners of her mouth. “I’ve no doubt you’ll argue that it could not wait until a more reputable hour, though I’d prefer you refrain from sinking my household in scandal because you’re incapable of adhering to common standards of behavior.”


Charlotte scraped the tines of her fork across the ham before slicing off a bite. “I will remember that in the future,” she said, and chewed on the too-salty meat.


Lady Alvord set down her cup and turned it slightly so that the handle aligned parallel with the edge of the table. “You failed to answer my question. Where were you?”


While her father had yet been alive, Charlotte had done everything in her power to respect Lady Alvord as if she were her own mother. And after the death of her father, Charlotte had still followed her orders without complaint, never once voicing revolution when she was bundled up and sent to live with her maternal grandmother, as if she were so much baggage to be packed away and put out of sight. Then it had been on to Scotland when her grandmother had died, and now, on a whim of her stepmother’s, it was to be Wales, more than likely for no other reason to beg a favor from the family to whom she was being sent.


She sat still, her fork clenched in her hand. She was a woman grown, harboring no more ties to Lady Alvord than that her father had chosen her as a second wife in his failing years and managed to produce a son with her. And yet she was expected to sit there—had been conditioned to exhibit such behavior over too many years of her stepmother’s abuse—her head bowed, a show of penitence and humility, while the woman on the other side of the table treated her like a disfavored child.


“I do not have to tell you where I was.”


Charlotte spoke the words in a quiet tone, without raising her gaze from her food. But her stepmother’s skirts rustled as she shifted in her chair, her plate juddering slightly on the tablecloth as she pushed it away from her.


“Perhaps I have been too lenient with you,” Lady Alvord said, and picked at the corner of her napkin, still spread across her lap. “I should have taken greater pains to remind you how completely dependant you are on my charity.” An edge entered her voice on that last word, turning it from a flippantly spoken insult to a weapon. “Without me, without my condescension, you have nothing. Your room, the furnishings inside it, the food before you, even the very clothes on your back—”


A knock on the door interrupted her. The butler entered, shoulders bowed more than usual, as if even he sensed the unpleasantness that permeated the atmosphere of the room.


“My lady,” he said, and cleared his throat on a small cough. “You’ve a visitor.”


Lady Alvord huffed and tossed her napkin onto the table. “At this hour? Oh, who is it? If it’s Lady de Vere, you can chivvy her back into her carriage and tell her that I am not at home.”


The butler coughed again. Charlotte noticed that he had difficulty raising his gaze above the level of the rug when her ladyship was in such a mood. “It’s Lord Cowden, my lady. I’ve put him in the drawing room.”


“Oh.” Lady Claridge sat up straight, all of her previous irritation wiped clear from her face. “Well, then. That’s another matter entirely.” She abandoned the remains of her breakfast, smoothed down her skirt, and plucked at the lace lining the collar of her gown. “I should change,” she said to no one in particular. “Wait, no. If he’s calling this early, it means he shouldn’t care if he finds me not quite ready to receive visitors. Hmmm, maybe I will dash upstairs for a minute, just to—” She looked back at Charlotte. “Finish your breakfast. We’ll postpone our discussion to a more convenient hour, shall we?”


She made to depart from the dining room when the butler stepped forward, though one hand clung stubbornly to the doorknob, as if he needed to anchor himself in preparation for the oncoming storm. “Um, he wishes to speak to both of you, my lady.” He swallowed. “Miss Claridge as well as yourself.”


Lady Alvord stopped, her brow creasing again before she raised her hands to her face and smoothed the lines away with her fingertips. “Very well. I will deliver Charlotte’s excuses, tell him that she is still abed after a difficult night.” She glanced over her shoulder, eyes narrowed, the sunlight from the windows glinting off the gold in her hair. There was a challenge in her gaze, and a smile residing at the edges of her lips.


“My lady.” The butler raised his chin, his own gaze darting back and forth between the two women. His attention finally settled on Charlotte as his grey eyebrows pulled together in a look she recognized as determined. “Lord Cowden was most adamant that he speak with both of you. Miss Claridge in particular.”


The silence that followed the butler’s pronouncement stifled Charlotte’s breath. She had yet to move from her seat, half of her food still on her plate, cold and rapidly congealing. Part of her wanted to dash from her chair and race to the drawing room, to assure herself that Lord Cowden had indeed come. But instead she kept her place, her hands shaking as she clasped and unclasped them again in her lap.


Her stepmother walked towards her. Charlotte glanced down from the corner of her eye and saw the tips of the woman’s satin slippers peeking out from beneath the hem of her gown as she stopped beside her chair.


“Where were you last night?” Lady Alvord’s voice had become a hiss.


Charlotte turned her head and looked up at her stepmother. Without a word, she pushed her chair back and rose from her seat. She stood several inches shorter than Lady Alvord, but she refused to let herself quail beneath her stepmother’s icy glare. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d rather not keep Lord Cowden waiting.”


She moved before Lady Alvord could reply. Towards the door, past the butler, who nodded slightly as she stepped around him. Into the hall then, and she gasped for her next breath as if she had just come up for air. This would not go well, she thought. And yet a smile teased the corners of her mouth, followed by a brief, hiccuping laugh. Oh, no. It would not go well, at all. But as long as Lord Cowden was here, as long as her stepmother had so succinctly absolved her of any guilt she’d felt for not pleasing her, she found she could no longer bring herself to care.





Chapter Nineteen

  

  

Hartley had no idea what sort of welcome to expect. He was early, he knew, well before the fashionable hour for paying calls, but he hadn’t been able to sleep or do much of anything after Charlotte had left. He’d cursed himself then for letting her go, for not convincing her to leave London with him and return to Scotland, where they could be married with a minimal amount of fuss and dramatics. But instead he’d told her to return home, where he could call on her, where he could set about doing things properly.


In the brash light of day, however, he’d already begun to regret this course.


Hang what was proper, he thought, his boots striking the floor as he paced from one end of the drawing room to the other. He ran his finger behind the points of his collar, wishing he could tear off the damn thing and go back to sprawling comfortably in his own home. But he reminded himself he was doing this for Charlotte.


No. No, not entirely. He was doing this for himself, as well. He had to admit that much. He wanted to prove that he could go about matters in the right way, that instead of continuing down a path of destruction that would end with his ignominious demise—and his ancestor’s meticulously-kept estates left to a second cousin, the son of some solicitor from Manchester—he was capable of doing things the way they ought to be done. To ask for Charlotte’s hand in marriage, to court her, to have the banns read and the bells rung and his troth plighted. Because he wanted to prove to Charlotte that he could be a husband worthy of her. And, well, his conscience needed that same proof, too.


The door opened while he had his back towards it, while he scuffed his heel across the fringe of the rug as if he were a restless child forced to wait. For a punishment or a reward, however, he could not decide. He turned at the sound of a footstep behind him, and there was Charlotte, clad from collar to hem in a gown of deep blue that nearly matched the shade of her eyes. Those same eyes widened when she saw him. Out of pleasure at seeing him, he hoped, that he had come as promised. And yet there was something else lingering at the edges of her expression, a touch of apprehension that caught him off guard.


“You’re here,” she said, barely above a whisper, one hand still wrapped around the edge of the door.


“Of course I am.” He took a step towards her, but a small gesture of her hand stopped him in his tracks. A shake of her head, a tightness at the corners of her mouth, and then her chin dropped an inch as Lady Alvord came up behind her. She continued past Charlotte without a glance and strode into the room, a diaphanous cloud of too much lace, pleating, and flounces pushing forwards with all the determination of a fog bank.


“Lord Cowden!” She approached him with her arms outstretched, rings glittering on every other finger. He remained where he was until she let one arm fall and gave him her other hand to kiss. With no other avenue offered to him, he took it, bussed the air an inch above her rose-scented knuckles and dropped it again before she could extract any meaning beyond the cursory greeting it was.


“Lady Alvord.” He nodded, cleared his throat, and allowed his attention to drift to where Charlotte still stood just inside the room. “Miss Claridge.”


“To what do we owe this honor?” Lady Alvord asked, and crossed to the nearest sofa. “I did not think we would see you again so soon. Have you come to discuss the events of last night’s performance, perhaps?” An odd note in the way she pronounced the word “performance” snagged Hartley’s attention. But before he could dwell on it, she sat down, smoothing out her skirt as she lowered her eyes. “I would love to hear your opinions on the famed Madame Catalani,” she continued, looking up at him again with a smile on her face. “Shall I call for tea? Or perhaps even breakfast? Have you eaten yet, my lord?”


Hartley turned again towards Charlotte. He couldn’t help it. Whenever he was with her, she drew his gaze as if he were a mere moth and she was the brightest flame in the room. He clung to that light even as Lady Alvord made a small sound in her throat, one that succeeded in turning Charlotte’s face away from his. Reluctantly, he followed the direction of her look. Lady Alvord sat there, her glance darting between the two of them.


“I’ve not come to discuss our visit to the theater last night,” he said. Again, something in Lady Alvord’s expression altered, a hint of color rising in her cheeks. But when she made no move to interrupt him, he continued. “I could stand before you and prevaricate about my true reason for coming here while you pour tea and we trade conversational inanities over marzipan and cake, but I’ve no wish to further delay my purpose.” A deep breath, and along with that inhalation came the confidence needed to give voice to his next words. “I wish to marry Miss Claridge. I will marry Miss Claridge,” he amended. “And though I know she is of age, and your permission is not a necessary thing, still I thought it best to come and announce my intentions towards your stepdaughter.”


“I see.” Those two words, spoken by Lady Claridge as her smile faded, as indeed the light in her eyes dimmed to a cool gleam. She blinked rapidly, her gaze darting from one corner of the room to the other, and yet not fixing on either himself or Charlotte as she tugged at her bottom lip with her teeth. “And yet, I do not.” She turned her head towards her stepdaughter, a crease cutting a line between her brows. “How can this be happening? You’ve not known him for more than a day. I do not understand.” She licked her lips and faltered into silence.


Charlotte held her place near the door. He noticed that she hadn’t moved, had barely spoken since he’d arrived. He thought back to her behavior with him at Ellesferth, or last night in his home, when it had been only the two of them. Here, in the same room as her stepmother, she seemed hardly able to pull her gaze from the floor. Even her posture was different, as if Lady Alvord’s presence hung over her like a weighted thing.


“You sent Miss Claridge to stay with family in Scotland, did you not?” He stepped forward and spoke when Charlotte remained silent. “A certain Mrs. Faraday?”


The crease in Lady Claridge’s expression only deepened. “Um, yes. An aunt of some sort, on her mother’s side. I cannot recall the precise connection, but what does that have to do with any of this?”


“I have an estate in Scotland,” Hartley explained. “It was left to moulder for some years after the demise of my parents, but…” And here, he swallowed. Lady Alvord had yet to take her attention away from Charlotte, and he did not care for the slow narrowing of her eyes as she watched her stepdaughter from her place on the sofa. “Mrs. Faraday manages the running of that household. I was…” he paused to clear his throat, “... introduced to Miss Claridge during my time there earlier this year.”


“Introduced. Hmm.” Lady Alvord closed her eyes. She leaned back slightly on the sofa, her chin tipping upwards while her jaw tightened. “Even should I send her away from me,” she began, her voice low, a mutter from between gritted teeth. “She remains a thorn in my side.”


The anger. Hartley had not expected that. But he recognized it in the set of Lady Alvord’s shoulders, in the grinding of her teeth as she swallowed down something that appeared to be most distasteful to her.


“And so this is the answer to my question, hmm?” Her gaze returned to Charlotte, who had yet to abandon her position by the door. “Deny that you left the comfort and safety of my home.” She bit off each phrase, her nostrils flaring on her next breath. “A home in which I allow you to stay. Out of benevolence, and kindness, and charity, for you. And to meet with him.” Her glance shot towards Hartley. “In the middle of the night. Like some paid harlot.”


“Now you will not—” Hartley raised his voice as he stepped forward. But Charlotte interrupted him. Not with a word, but with a single gesture. She raised her hand, a slight splay of her fingers cutting off his speech and drawing all attention back towards herself.


“Yes,” was all Charlotte said, that single word slicing through the rising vitriol in the room. She spoke in a quiet voice, though Hartley knew it had nothing to do with a lack of courage. He recognized the determination there, the same iron in her will she had used to drag him back from the brink of death and dunked him a bathtub when he most needed it. “I called on Lord Cowden last night, while you were asleep.”


He waited for her to continue, to contradict her stepmother’s insinuation that anything more than a proposal of marriage had transpired between them while she’d been in his home. Instead, she stood there, her chin raised, her hands clasped loosely in front of her, her expression an unspoken dare for Lady Alvord to speak again.


“You made no mention of having met him in Scotland.” Lady Alvord’s own hands tightened around the folds in her skirt. She seemed insulted, though Hartley couldn’t tell if it was because such information had been withheld, or if it was because she couldn’t fathom that Charlotte was capable of carrying on an existence worth remarking upon beyond her watch. “Tell me, were you already engaged to him when you returned to my household earlier this month?”


“I was not.”


“I see.” Lady Alvord spread out her fingers, smoothing out the wrinkles she’d just created in the fabric of her gown. “And so now the two of you have decided to wed, when I could mark no interest between you before. I take it you’ve gone and made such a rush of matters to save yourself from some scandal.” A smile lifted one corner of her mouth. “Was that what took you from your bed last night, the need to trap him into a proposal with some tale of your carrying his child?”


Hartley moved to put himself back into the discussion. But as soon as he opened his mouth, Charlotte looked at him and shook her head.


He wondered that she could endure such abuse, and then he cast his mind back to when he’d first seen her at Ellesferth, how quietly she moved, without any extraneous gestures that might have drawn undue attention towards her. She’d contrived, he realized, to do and say as little as possible in order that she would not be seen. It was how she must have saved herself, her sanity, by learning to be invisible.


“I will not grace that question with an answer,” Charlotte replied. “Or any others of its kind.”


“Ungrateful…” Lady Alvord whispered beneath her breath, but cut short her own mutterings and snapped her attention back to Hartley. “Whether or not you believe my permission is necessary, she will not be marrying you. She is to go to Wales. The arrangements have already been made. I will hear no more discussion of the matter.”


“Why?” Charlotte abandoned her post by the door and took several steps into the drawing room. “Why Wales, of all places? And why this Lord Lynley? If it was merely my absence you desired, then why not leave me in Scotland? You seemed eager enough to have me sent there at the time.”


Lady Alvord smiled. It bore no resemblance to the smile of before. This one carried an edge of hatred to it, along with something Hartley recognized as fear. “My husband, your father, made no provisions for you before his death. Of course, that doesn’t mean he did not love you. It simply means he was thoughtless… and foolish.” She looked towards one of the windows, her gaze focused on something far away, if it was even a thing that existed beyond her thoughts. “Lord Alvord left nothing for me, either.” Her eyes darted back to Hartley before moving on again to Charlotte. “I live here, yes. But I have little control over my own finances. That task has been left to a passel of stuffy solicitors. And once my son comes of age, I will be like you. I will have nothing.”


Hartley made a subtle move towards Charlotte. A few steps, while Lady Alvord tapped her fingers on the arm of the sofa and worked her mouth around the next words she was about to say.


“Lord Lynley has a son,” she went on. “His oldest child, about your age.” She nodded towards her stepdaughter. “Unfortunately, this boy has gotten himself into some mischief. A few too many illegitimate children sired with the daughters of the local farmers, if I’m not mistaken. So the prevailing wisdom is that he’ll settle down once he has a wife at home to steady him, someone skilled at enduring difficulties and who wouldn’t mind relocating to another wild, unsavory portion of the world. Charlotte seemed an ideal candidate.”


“So you’d sell her off!” Hartley did not bother to keep his voice down. “And for what?”


“Five thousand pounds,” Lady Alvord said, and without a single flinch. “At least, once they’re married for a full year and there is the promise of a legitimate child and heir.”


“Christ in Heaven.” Hartley pressed his hand to his brow, fighting off the dual urges to both be ill and to rage at the stupid, selfish woman before him. “I’m not certain I can even believe what I’m hearing.”


“And I’m not sure why you should think so poorly of me,” Lady Alvord retorted. She sat with her shoulders pressed back, her spine stiff and head held high, as if she had not just admitted to conspiring to force her stepdaughter into an arranged marriage in exchange for profit. “What prospects does this girl have?” She gestured towards Charlotte with a dismissive flick of her hand. “She would never have found herself a suitable husband on her own. If anything, I’m doing her a favor, saving her from spinsterhood. And she’ll have a nice little title, in the end. And as for her prospective husband, well...” She shrugged one shoulder. “Considering his behavior, I doubt he’d bother much with her once the required children are produced, so she’d be quite happy on her own. Really, what more could a wife want from a marriage?”


He turned towards Charlotte. Surely she would be wearing a look of absolute appallment at hearing her stepmother admit such things. But there was no shock registered on Charlotte’s face. More a tired sort of resignation, an acceptance that what once was would always continue to be.


“She has nothing, you know.”


Hartley looked back at Lady Alvord. The woman hadn’t left her seat on the sofa. In fact, she seemed to be relishing her place in what she must have assumed made her the center of attention.


“She will bring you not a penny,” she continued, her fingers finished with their tapping and now gripping the upholstery decorating the arm of the sofa. “Nor will she lend your title any weight. There are no lands, no houses entailed upon her. She is here still only through my charity, and if she adheres to this tantrum of her and refuses to go to Wales, I doubt I will allow her to remain beneath this roof, sullying my halls with her presence.”


He shrugged one shoulder, copying her gesture from only a minute before. “I don’t care,” he said, as simple as that. “I’m not marrying her for her fortune, for her breeding. None of those things matter to me. I would tell you that I love her, but the fact that you’ve mentioned only land and money and other such tangible things means you probably wouldn’t be capable of grasping the meaning behind my declaration.”


Lady Alvord’s gaze darted wildly back and forth between the two of them before she finally settled on Charlotte once again. “But what of the scandal? What if word should slip out that the two of you were meeting behind my back, hmm? The whispers, the gossip… You would bring censure down on our name, your father’s name? And he was a friend of Lord Lynley, you know.” She leaned forward, her head tilting to one side as she regarded her stepdaughter through narrowed eyes. “I’m sure, were he still with us, he would wish you to travel to Wales, to do your duty.”


It was a slow transformation. Hartley watched as Charlotte walked forward, as her steps took her through a beam of morning sunlight that illuminated a large portion of the rug between them. Such a small figure, and yet she matched her stepmother’s posture: shoulders back, chin lifted, a determined edge adorning her features that called to the mind the spirited woman with home he’d fallen in love all the way back at Ellesferth.


“Allow me to tell you, once and for all, that I will not be travelling to Wales or participating in any scheme you’ve concocted.” Charlotte held her hands in front of her, clasped loosely, but Hartley spied the tension in her fingertips. “And you dare mention my father? He would be sick at the sight of you, should he have lived to see how you’ve treated me.”


Hartley reached out as Charlotte approached him, grasping her fingers as she moved to stand by his side. She said nothing to him, but she looked up into his eyes, her own edged faintly with red. This was her moment, he realized, as he moved closer until his thigh brushed against the side of her skirt. He would not speak for her if she did not need him to, but he would stand with her, would give her whatever amount of strength she would take from him.


In front of them, Lady Alvord rose from her seat. She stood tall and proud, the last vestiges of her youth still lending a bloom to her beauty. Hartley understood how a man could be won over by her, how she could wield that charm and elegance of appearance over an older gentleman, perhaps one who had loved and lost and was searching for a second chance in his declining years. Someone like the former Lord Alvord, he realized. But the charm disappeared as her smile vanished, her gaze hardening as she approached the two of them.


“You will have nothing from me,” she announced, her voice brittle. “You will leave this house, and I will not see your shadow cross its threshold ever again.”


Beside him, Charlotte pulled in a deep breath as her chin quivered. Another breath, and she squeezed his fingers once before tucking his hand away in the folds of her skirt. “Your words would hold more power if you hadn’t already sought to take everything from me, even my future. So what is left to you? Empty threats, the sound of your own voice echoing off empty halls. That is all.”


Hartley grit his teeth. From out in the hall, the chiming of a clock marked the hour as a quarter past. He waited for some other ambient sound to reach his ears, but he wasn’t sure he would be able to pay it the attention it deserved, so intent was his focus on the two women before him. One of them would have to speak again, wasn’t that the pattern it should follow?


But a pull on his hand, and Charlotte began to lead him from the room. They arrived at the door before Lady Alvord spoke up again, a soft sound emanating from her that wasn’t quite a word, but enough to pause their steps, to pull their attention towards her one last time.


“Charlotte,” Lady Alvord said. And as she spoke her stepdaughter’s name, Hartley recognized something diminished about her posture, a slight rounding to her shoulders, even a fading of the former glow in her complexion. The bitterness, however, was still there, turning down the corners of her mouth, lending years to a face that had appeared so much younger mere minutes before. “I will do it. I will tell everyone about this, about you and him and your… your affair. A few words in the right ear, and I will ruin you. Both of you.”


Charlotte sighed. She stood near enough to him that her skirts brushed his boots as she turned, that some scent—faintly of lavender—drifted up to tease his nose. “I’m sorry,” she said, her tone making it clear that her apology, while spoken quickly, still managed to bear a note of sincerity. “But you cannot hurt me when you’ve so skillfully removed my ability to hold you in any sort of esteem.”


There were no farewells then, no bows or curtsies or promises to call on each other at another time. Hartley followed Charlotte out of the room, into the hall, where the butler already stood by the door, the old retainer skilled enough at his job to anticipate when a visit might be approaching a rather hasty end.


“What now?” Hartley asked as he reached for his hat and coat.


“Well, obviously I cannot stay here.” Charlotte looked up at him, her eyes both dark and wide in the variances of light and shadow that decorated the hall. She pulled her lips into her mouth and bit back a laugh that threatened to bubble out of her. “I feel strange. I cannot explain it. Oh! I cannot believe I even said those things to her.” She buried her face in her hands, and he wasn’t sure if the laughter would continue or if she would burst into tears. Instead, she raised a calm face to his, her mouth set, though with some vestige of humor still dancing at the corners of her lips. “If you will still have me, at least until we can…” She waved a hand, as if she were attempting to pull some other possibility from the air.


“You will come with me,” he said, ducking down until he was nearly at eye level with her. In front of the butler, in front of any of the other servants who might have chosen to look their way, he dropped a light kiss on her parted lips. “Scandal, be damned. I tried to go about this the right away, but apparently I’m not meant to manage things in a way that wouldn’t make the old crones in every ballroom fuss and faint at the very thought of my making an appearance.”


“So…” Her gaze darted towards the drawing room door, and for a moment, he thought he saw the tug of an old loyalty clouding her expression, some battle still being fought within herself. But when her eyes returned to his face, the dark blue of their depths shone clearer than before. “With you, then? To your home?”


“Our home,” he corrected her. “Or anywhere you might wish to go. All the way back up to Ellesferth, if you’d like.”


She smiled at that. A thrill rushed through him that he could bring such a smile to her face. Though the fleeting joy was tinged with everything from exhilaration to fear that they had now crossed a point beyond which they could not go back. She would be with him now. She, his wife and he, her husband. And he could only hope to be a partner worthy of her.


“Here.” He shrugged out of his coat as the butler opened the door for them, as the jangle of harness and the strike of horses’ hooves on the street below signalled the arrival of his carriage. He draped the coat over her shoulders, tucking the collar snug around her neck and hoping she would not trip on its hem, long enough to nearly drag across the ground on her small frame.


And then they were out the door, down the steps, the late-morning sunlight shining full in their faces. He helped Charlotte into the carriage, saw her settled comfortably, and climbed in after her. A thump on the roof, and they were off, Lady Alvord and all of Bedford Square fading into the distance behind them.





Chapter Twenty

  

  

The sun broke through the thick cover of clouds as Charlotte stepped outside. She raised her hand to her brow, eyes squinting against the sudden onslaught of daylight. Her other hand went to the edges of her shawl, her fingers tightening on the knitted threads as a thought crossed her mind that perhaps she wouldn’t need the extra garment after all. But before she could wonder if it would be better to return to the house and exchange the shawl for a bonnet to keep the sun out of her eyes, the clouds sealed over again, shutting out the brief burst of illumination that had almost convinced her it was indeed summer.


“Well, then.” She smiled anyway, a laugh bubbling up within her as she abandoned the gravelled path for the lawn. The grass was still wet, the hem of her skirt dark with moisture before she’d gone more than fifty paces. A little further and the mist cleared enough that she could make out a stone wall marking the edge of a garden, a garden bordered with white and pink roses that were only a few days away from full bloom.


She heard the sounds of digging, of the blade of a shovel striking hard, rocky soil, before the breadth of Hartley’s shoulders came into view. He stood with his back to her, his head bent forward over his task, the sleeves of his shirt rolled up past his elbows, giving her a glimpse of bare forearms as he propped the shovel against the stone wall and passed his hand over the back of his neck.


If he was aware of her approach, he gave no sign of it. She continued on, towards the narrow opening in the wall, her hand passing over the newly-laid stones replacing the ones that had crumbled beneath years of northern weather. Hartley finally turned as she came close enough to touch him, cupping his elbow before she slid her fingers across the dusting of blond hair on his arm.


“Did I forget the time again?”


Her touch continued its progress along the length of his forearm until she reached his hand, her fingers lacing with his own. His skin had gained callouses over the last two months since their return to Ellesferth, and if she were to look over his nails, no doubt she’d find them rimmed with a layer of dirt nothing less than a long soak in a tub of hot water would succeed in removing.


“Dinner is nearly ready.” She rose up to the balls of her feet and kissed his jaw. He’d neglected to shave that morning, and she found she rather enjoyed the tickle of his beard against her lips. “My aunt is busy rampaging around the house because Maggie added too much starch to the tablecloths and now they won’t droop properly over the edge of the table, but apart from that…”


“Are we eating in the dining room, then?” He reached for the shovel but instead of returning to his digging, continued to survey the soil he’d just overturned along the base of the wall. “Is Mrs. Faraday trying to be difficult about us eating in the kitchen again?”


Charlotte shook her head. “It’s Mr. Ballard, remember? He’s due to arrive any minute. She wants to make a to-do about it, I think, merely because we’ve given her nothing to harass the staff about for too long.”


“Ah, so she’s restless.” He pushed the tip of the shovel into the soft, damp ground. “It’s a feeling I can understand.”


Charlotte easily removed his hand from the shovel and returned it to its place against the wall before she began to lead him towards the house. “The roses can wait. You need to eat.”


A grumble erupted from the back of his throat, but she realized it was all a ruse when he tugged on her hand and pulled her towards him. She saw his smile before he kissed her, before his teeth nipped at her bottom lip and a laugh nearer to a growl rumbled inside his chest. A step backwards and she felt the edge of the wall press against the backs of her thighs, while Hartley’s arms circled more tightly around her.


“No,” she said, and dropped a quick kiss to the corner of his mouth before she slid her hands up between them and pushed gently on his chest. It was tempting, she thought as she looked back towards the house, half-hidden in the low, drifting clouds that still struggled to clear. Tempting to stay out here for a few minutes longer, to disappear into one of the recently rebuilt outbuildings, to put Mrs. Faraday into a tizzy because they hadn’t returned in time for the meal…


Her fingers tightened around the collar of his shirt. He always discarded his neckcloth and his waistcoat as he worked, and somewhere outside, left draped over a fence or a mossy boulder, she would find his coat, taken off and abandoned only a few minutes after he’d ventured outside. She smiled at the thought of Jenson fussing over the state of his clothes, the poor valet still trying to fashion Hartley into the picture of a gentleman before he went out to help muck out the stables or clear rocks from a plot of earth for a new kitchen garden.


“What are you doing?” His voice teased her ear. She closed her eyes and attempted to concentrate, even as her fingers plucked at the fine blond hairs on his upper chest.


“Thinking,” she told him, and bit at the inside of her cheek.


His hands went to her waist, his fingers sliding lower and over the curve of her backside. “Always a dangerous pursuit.” He kissed the top of her head. “You’ve a mind like a weapon, you know.”


She smiled, her cheek drifting ever closer to his chest. If she wasn’t careful, they wouldn’t make it back to the house before darkness fell. “It’s only dangerous if I wield it.”


“Which you do,” he pointed out. “Quite frequently. But then, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


Her smile grew, now accompanied by a soft laugh as she kissed the bare skin above his shirt collar. “Now, we really should return to the house,” she said, her breath warming his chest. “Or we’ll run the risk of my aunt sending someone out to find us.”


His mouth found hers once more, one hand coming around to tip her face up towards his while his other hand would not release its hold on her bottom. He stepped back when they were both breathless, Charlotte blinking as she tried to remember what had brought her out of doors in the first place.


“Ah, dinner. Right.” She shifted sideways and laced Hartley’s fingers between her own, clutching his hand within the folds of her skirt as they walked towards the house. They said nothing to one another, merely listening to the swish of grass and the crunch of gravel underfoot as they neared the back entrance.


The house seemed dark in comparison to outside, even with as gloomy a day as it was. Hartley paused at the door to brush the worst of the dirt off his boots while Charlotte removed her shawl and returned it to its hook by the door. The kitchen was abuzz with activity, wisps of steam curling from various pots and saucepans on the stove while the rich smell of braised lamb tickled their noses. Hartley managed to sneak a handful of rolls from beneath a linen cloth, slipping one to Charlotte before they worked their way upstairs.


“I need a bath,” Hartley said around a mouthful of warm, buttered roll. “Do you think Mrs. Faraday will mind if I carry the scent of manure into the dining room?”


“Better to ask your cousin, as his arrival is what’s thrown the entire household into an uproar,” Charlotte said, choosing to pick her roll to pieces rather than tear into it like a ravenous creature.


Hartley stopped several paces from the door to their bedroom. “Is Ballard here? Already? I didn’t hear the arrival of the carriage.”


“To be fair, you were distracted when we were outside a moment ago,” she reminded him. “But if he’s not arrived yet, he’ll surely make an appearance before the first course has left the table. The man possesses a talent for knowing precisely when a hot meal is about to be served. No doubt he’ll join us in the drawing room, wondering why you haven’t been in to berate him for staying away so long.”


He popped the last of the roll into his mouth and wiped his mouth with the cuff of his sleeve. “I’ll be down as soon as I’ve changed. Unless you’d rather…” He shot a glance toward their bedroom door, and when his gaze returned to her, his eyes darkened considerably.


“Not now,” she said, giving him a subtle push away from her. “Though perhaps after dinner, I’ll help you with that bath, hmm?”


She dodged from his grasp as he reached for her, her laughter echoing off the darkly panelled walls as she headed to the main staircase at the front of the house. Ballard, she found, had indeed arrived while they’d been otherwise engaged outside and ensconced himself in the drawing room, amusing himself with a deck of cards and a haphazard tower built on the tray of edibles that either Maggie or Mrs. Faraday must have brought in for him.


“Ah!” Ballard rose from his seat at her entrance, his card tower tumbling down as he bumped the corner of the tray with his thigh. “Dear Lady Cowden! You are a vision!”


He bowed theatrically over her hand as she rolled her eyes at him. “A vision of what, exactly?” She gestured towards the apron she’d neglected to remove, the lower part still streaked with grease and bits of pheasant and lamb from the meal she’d helped prepare. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were teasing me.” As he straightened up, she rose onto the balls of her feet and kissed his cheek. “And don’t call me Lady Cowden,” she said, brushing a crumb from the corner of his mouth. “You know how ill it suits me.”


He took a step back, dutifully chastened. “Very well. I’ll behave. Now.” He clapped his hands together. “How fares my good cousin? Be honest. Is he… well?”


His eyebrows had risen slightly, and Charlotte recognized the set of his mouth as a signal that all jesting had disappeared from his behavior. “There are good days,” she said, clasping her own hands in front of her. “And there are some that are more difficult than others. But I fear that is how it might always be with him, perhaps even how it always has been.” She looked to him for verification of this theory.


Ballard held out a hand, indicating that he wished for her to sit down. Once she chose a chair near enough to his former seat that she could usurp construction of his card tower, he began to pace along the edges of the room, working his way towards the fireplace. “I think it’s why life in town never suited him. It was too much for him, for the inconstancy of his thoughts. But all the way out here, in the last possible place I ever would have imagined he’d end up…” He rested one elbow on the mantelpiece and turned back to look at her. “From what I saw of him here earlier this year, and from what you’ve said in your letters, this place has worked as a sort of restorative for him, even if only a meager one. You’ve performed a small miracle, do you know that?”


“Not a miracle, by any means.” She furrowed her brow when her second level of cards toppled off the first. “All I can do is let him know that I am here, that I will always be here.” She flicked the rest of the cards over with her finger and drew her hands into her lap. “At least, as much as is within my power.”


“See?” Ballard pointed one finger into the air. “A miracle, that.”


Charlotte plucked at a section of her apron that bore an old stain, one that no amount of scrubbing had been able to eradicate from the threads. “And what news from London?” It was an obvious change of subject, but turning the conversation towards things more separate from her daily life brought with it an increase in her comfort. “Has everyone already absconded for the country to escape the heat of town?”


“For the most part, yes.” He abandoned his post by the fire and settled into the chair across from her. A stretch of his long legs and he crossed them at the ankle before lacing his fingers together over his abdomen. “Your Lady Alvord’s been busy, if you care to hear the gossip.”


“No, I don’t care to.” She ceased toying with her apron, scratched her nose, allowed her gaze to wander to the windows and the gloomy prospect beyond them, and finally turned her attention back to her guest. “All right, what have you heard?”


“Well.” Ballard shifted his gaze towards the ceiling, as if the most interesting on-dits would be found hovering in a cobwebbed corner. “From what I could gather, she’s given up on setting her cap at some of the older, more impressively titled members of the peerage. There was word of a merchant’s son she was most taken with, heir to some great and lofty personage tangled up in the East India Company. Lots of silks and things being traded about.”


“Mmm, I see.” She spoke more to fill the silence that might have followed rather than because she felt she had anything to contribute to this revelation. Though she couldn’t count it as much of a revelation, considering her stepmother’s character. And at least Lady Alvord would have no lack of silk stockings or gowns should the rumors prove true and the budding relationship turn into marriage.


“No matter the outcome, she’s currently away from London, busy running through Hertford in pursuit of her quarry.”


Charlotte smoothed her hands over her lap before knotting her own fingers together to prevent herself from fidgeting further. She wondered if she would ever cross paths with her stepmother again, though if she and Hartley chose to remain in Scotland for the majority of each year, she couldn’t imagine anything that would throw them into Lady Alvord’s way once more. It was a daunting thought, but certainly not an unhappy one.


Before Ballard could deliver any more news, Charlotte heard a step beyond the door. She looked over her shoulder just as Hartley walked in. He still sported his unshaven jaw, but his clothes were clean, his hair combed, and his hands and face looked to have been recently scrubbed free of the day’s accumulation of dirt and perspiration.


He smiled when he saw Ballard, who rose from his chair and stepped forward to greet his cousin with a firm handshake that quickly became a tight embrace. Charlotte abandoned her own chair and walked over to her husband’s side.


“I’m sure the two of you are eager to chat,” she said, while reaching behind her back to work at the ties of her apron. “But I do believe that Mrs. Faraday has dinner waiting for us. And in a recently dusted and polished dining room, no less. So if you could contain your excitement until we’re seated with our napkins in our laps…”


Both Hartley and Ballard made to escort her out of the drawing room, but with a wink to her husband, Charlotte slipped off her apron, draped it over the back of a chair, and took Ballard’s proffered arm.


Mrs. Faraday had already ordered the table prepared for them, the tablecloth ironed to a pristine smoothness and every plate and glass wiped to a spotless shine. Candles flickered in their holders on either side of the centerpiece, and Charlotte took up her napkin once Ballard saw her seated in her chair.


The glasses were set out, though they held nothing stronger than water. Wine and spirits had become a thing no longer kept in the house, but for a few dusty bottles stored behind the kitchen and used primarily for cooking or medicinal purposes. It had been Hartley’s decision to remove them from where they could become too much of a temptation, and so everything had been expelled from the main rooms, the trays and decanters emptied and put away, and all of the remaining bottles that had been kept under lock and key during the previous Baron’s time given to the staff as gifts.


Ballard said nothing as he picked up his glass and sipped at the water, no doubt cleaner than anything he’d be able to procure in London, but his gaze darted towards Hartley as he turned the slender crystal of the stem between his fingers. “You’ll be happy to know I’ve taken care of the task you burdened me with earlier this month.”


Charlotte straightened up in her chair as Hartley seemed to shift awkwardly in his. At that moment, two servants entered with the first course, and conversation was put on hold until their plates were filled and Ballard had frustrated Charlotte’s attempts to draw more information from him by stuffing his mouth with a bite of trout.


“Hartley?” She glanced towards the other side of the table, where her husband poked at his food with his fork but had yet to partake of anything. “What is it?”


He raised his head, the candlelight making his eyes shine like ice amid the faint lines on his face. “I wasn’t sure any efforts would be met with success, but…The man I k—” He paused, cleared his throat and began again. “The man who died, by my hand, had a wife. A family, in fact. A large one. And I couldn’t…” Another rumble of sound from the back of his throat. “I couldn’t sit and do nothing while they struggled.”


Charlotte looked towards Ballard for elaboration, who was in the middle of finishing a mouthful of potato before he could take over the conversational reins. “Two hundred pounds a year, plus money for the children for school—all five of them—should they wish to venture in that direction. Oh, and I’ve acquired a house for them. Away from London, as per the widow’s request. By this time they should be well set up in a lovely little cottage on the fringes of Shepherd’s Bush.”


Her gaze again darted to Hartley, whose complexion had gained some color during his cousin’s recitation.


“I couldn’t simply do nothing,” he said, his voice thick as if there were still some lingering guilt over a situation he’d created and so was compelled to fix.


She watched him, this man who had come so far, and yet she knew that every day would still bring some new trial or adversity over which he would have to triumph. Or at least survive. “I know,” she said, and reached out to him across the tabletop. His hand met hers above the tablecloth, the tips of his fingers stroking her palm before he finally leaned back and released her.


Ballard spent the rest of the meal delivering the remainder of the news from London and any other tidbits he had gleaned over the course of his journey north. As Charlotte pushed her plate away—before Mrs. Faraday herself could storm into the dining room to foist a third helping of strawberry tart on them all—she noticed a return of the shadow beneath Hartley’s eyes, a subtle darkening that gave a greater show of his exhaustion than any vocal declaration could.


“I hate to abandon you so soon after your arrival,” Charlotte said to Ballard, not waiting for either of the men to come around and pull out her chair before she stood up and placed her napkin on the table. “But I’m sure too many hours on too many bad roads has left you in need of rest, and Hartley and I have taken to keeping with country hours lately.”


Even Ballard appeared weary around the edges, and he seemed relieved at Charlotte making an excuse so he would not have to. “Then I will wish the two of you a good night and I look forward to seeing you tomorrow. Hartley,” he turned to his cousin. “Perhaps a ride across your misty moors in the morning, before breakfast?”


“Agreed,” Hartley said, his grin broad and genuine.


They finished their farewells for the evening, all three of them ascending the main staircase together until Charlotte and Hartley turned left, towards the corridor where the family rooms were located, while Ballard strode off in the direction of the guest rooms in the front of the house.


“Do I look that tired?” Hartley asked once they were in their bedroom, his coat already tossed over the back of a chair while he fussed with the buttons of his waistcoat.


Charlotte stepped out of her slippers, leaving them on the floor at the foot of the bed. “We’re both exhausted, you cannot deny it.” She crossed to her dressing table in her stockinged feet and began pulling the various combs and pins from her hair. Hartley came up behind her, his fingers trailing through the fine curls at the nape of her neck before he gently pushed her hands away and took over the job of removing the pins. “There’s been so much to do around the house and grounds lately, so many repairs to tackle before winter comes around again.”


She nattered on as he pulled the last of the pins from her hair and unravelled the braid, as he bent down and kissed the side of her neck beneath her earlobe  and then further along the curve of her shoulder.


“You’re trying to distract me,” she said, as he tried to tug at the sleeve of her gown in order to bare a greater expanse of skin along her collarbone.


“Hmm,” was all he said, the sound a rumble from deep within his chest. His teeth bit lightly at her skin, but she turned around in his arms so that she faced him, her chin tipped up so she could better meet his gaze.


“You didn’t tell me about the widow, that you were looking for her.”


Hartley closed his eyes, leaning forward until his chin rested on the top of her head. “Mrs. Bertram. Her name is Jenny Bertram. I can never forget that.”


She rested her cheek on his chest. His heart thumped out its rhythm beneath her ear, and she slipped her arms around him, holding him tight against her. “You may not wish to hear it, or to allow yourself to believe it, but you are a good man.”


She did not release him until the slight shaking of his shoulders subsided. She took a step back from him, wiped the moisture from beneath his eyes with a sweep of her thumbs, and rose up to the balls of her feet to kiss him.


“Now,” she said, even as his own mouth traced a path along the edge of her jaw. “Off to bed, before I have to hoist you up and carry you there myself.”


“You would not.” Hartley reached around her until he found the buttons at the back of her gown, his fingers plucking at them until the fabric of her bodice loosened as he worked his way down the line.


“You forget, I already have.” A lift of her shoulders and the gown slipped down to the floor, pooling at her feet. “Only you were too insensate at the time to remember, if I recall.”


He began fiddling with her stays, her garters, every tie and bow and knot within his reach. “But you had Mrs. Faraday’s help, did you not? Are you going to call her up here now? Ask her to buffet me over the head and toss me onto the mattress like a heap of unwashed laundry?”


“Of course not,” Charlotte said, and shivered as more of her skin was exposed to the cool evening air, despite the fire that burned in the grate only a few feet away. “She was the one tasked with undressing you then. But this time—” she pushed his waistcoat off his shoulders, then tugged at the edge of his shirt, still tucked into his trousers. “—I believe I’ll take over that chore all on my own.”





  Acknowledgements

  

  


  Every time I write these acknowledgements, I feel like I’m simply name-checking the same people over and over. But that’s what happens when you have an amazing and amazingly skilled circle of people around you.


A massive thanks to my editor K.S. Villoso, for never fearing to tell me what doesn’t work and help me to become a stronger writer every day. The cover art - possibly my favorite so far of my historical romances - was done by Ash Navarre. To my husband, who takes care of all the tedious things like formatting and code and none of the things I want to touch, you have no idea how much you have helped to make this dream a reality. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: I’m so lucky to have you guys. So very much. 



  



  Thank you for reading!

  


  You can also find me at…


  



  Facebook Quenby Olson Author


  



  Twitter @QEisenacher


  



  Buy On Amazon


  



  Quenby Olson on Goodreads


  Also from World Tree Publishing and Quenby Olson:


  
Knotted

  


  When seventeen-year-old Olivia Davies receives a phone call from her estranged father in the middle of the night, she’s in for a huge shock. Her father is getting married - again - and he wants her to be at the wedding. So over summer break, Olivia packs her bags and makes the trip back to England to meet her future stepmother. But instead of the middle-aged woman she expected, Olivia finds herself introduced to Emmy Balfour, a stunning blonde young enough to be her sister. And if that wasn’t enough, she also finds herself dealing with the disapproval of Emmy’s older brother, Ian, a man for whom “polite” and “respect” seem to be four-letter words.


  With only three weeks until the wedding, Olivia struggles to stay afloat while navigating the treacherous waters of wedding planners, aristocracy, and bridesmaid’s dresses - not to mention the bridesmaids in the dresses. But just when she thinks everything is finally settling down, a few well-timed lies threaten to destroy her father’s chance at happiness. As a last resort, Olivia must work with Ian in an attempt to set things right, a partnership that forces her to decide if keeping him at a distance or disregarding her first impressions of him will cause her to step up and make a few changes in her own life.


  



  Available now on Amazon


  Also from World Tree Publishing and Quenby Olson:


  
The Half Killed

  


  Dorothea Hawes has no wish to renew contact with what lies beyond the veil. After an attempt to take her own life, she has retired into seclusion, but as the wounds on her body heal, she is drawn back into a world she wants nothing more than to avoid.


  She is sought out by Julian Chissick, a former man of God who wants her help in discovering who is behind the gruesome murder of a young woman. But the manner of death is all too familiar to Dorothea, and she begins to fear that something even more terrible is about to unleash itself on London.


  And so Dorothea risks her life and her sanity in order to save people who are oblivious to the threat that hovers over them. It is a task that forces her into a confrontation with her own lurid past, and tests her ability to shape events frighteningly beyond her control.


  



  Available now on Amazon


  Also from World Tree Publishing and Quenby Olson:


  
The Crimson Gown

  


  Lydia Hunt is familiar with the concept of sin. Reared beneath the strictures of religious zealotry and abuse, she has heard again and again that her nature is wicked and her soul bound for eternal damnation. But when she is sent to work at Mowbray Hall, ancestral home of the enigmatic Lord Cailvairt, Lydia begins to fear just how wicked she might be.


  For although Cailvairt makes no effort to hide his pursuit of her, his insistence on challenging the ideals imposed upon her as a child―even while speaking to her as an equal―leaves it difficult for Lydia to resist his attentions. As her inhibitions crumble away and the foundation of her beliefs threatens to falter, she must determine if giving into temptation will destroy her... or be the act that saves her.


  



  Available now on Amazon


  Also from World Tree Publishing and Quenby Olson:


  
The Firstborn

  


  Lydia Hunt is familiar with the concept of sin. Reared beneath the strictures of religious zealotry and abuse, she has heard again and again that her nature is wicked and her soul bound for eternal damnation. But when she is sent to work at Mowbray Hall, ancestral home of the enigmatic Lord Cailvairt, Lydia begins to fear just how wicked she might be.


  For although Cailvairt makes no effort to hide his pursuit of her, his insistence on challenging the ideals imposed upon her as a child―even while speaking to her as an equal―leaves it difficult for Lydia to resist his attentions. As her inhibitions crumble away and the foundation of her beliefs threatens to falter, she must determine if giving into temptation will destroy her... or be the act that saves her.


  



  Available now on Amazon


  Also from World Tree Publishing and Quenby Olson:


  
The Bride Price


  



  To save her family from scandal, Emily Collicott must marry.


Ruined in her first season in London, she is given no choice but to wed her father's pick for a husband, or be cast out from her home. Emily agrees to marry William Hazlitt, a man she hardly knows. But William remembers her. Growing up as a tenant on her father's estate, he admired her from afar, their lives kept separate first by class, and then by loss. 


Emily seeks to begin a new life with this quiet man to whom she finds herself wedded. But the scandal she escaped in London soon finds her again, the very man who destroyed her reputation threatening to tear down the happiness she's found with her new husband. To keep from losing everything, she must either make a deal with a devil... or learn how to defeat one.


  



  Available now on Amazon

cover.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





