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readsnovelonline.com	Copyright	2016	-	2022	She	raised	her	knees,	planted	her	left	foot	as	firmly	as	she	could,	and	grasped	her	right	ankle	in	both	hands.	She	tried	rotating	the	foot	slowly,	her	forehead	coming	to	rest	on	her	raised	knee	as	she	did	so.	It	was	a	momentary	sprain,	she	told	herself,	and	would	be	fine	in	a	moment.	There	was	no	need	to
panic.	But	even	without	setting	the	foot	down	again,	she	knew	she	was	deceiving	herself.	It	was	a	bad	sprain.	Perhaps	worse.	She	could	not	possibly	walk.	And	so	panic	came	despite	her	effort	to	remain	calm.	However	was	she	going	to	get	back	to	the	village?	And	no	one	knew	where	she	was.	The	beach	below	her	and	the	headland	above	were	both
deserted.	She	drew	a	few	steadying	breaths.	There	was	no	point	whatsoever	in	going	to	pieces.	She	would	manage.	Of	course	she	would.	She	had	no	choice,	did	she?	It	was	at	that	moment	that	a	voice	spoke—a	male	voice	from	close	by.	It	was	not	even	raised.	“In	my	considered	opinion,”	the	voice	said,	“that	ankle	is	either	badly	sprained	or	actually
broken.	Either	way	it	would	be	very	unwise	to	try	putting	any	weight	on	it.”	Gwen’s	head	jerked	up,	and	she	looked	about	her	to	locate	the	source	of	the	voice.	To	her	right	a	man	rose	into	sight	partway	up	the	steep	cliff	face	beside	the	slope.	He	climbed	down	onto	the	pebbles	and	strode	across	them	toward	her	as	if	there	were	no	danger	whatsoever
of	slipping.	He	was	a	great	giant	of	a	man	with	broad	shoulders	and	chest	and	powerful	thighs.	His	five-caped	greatcoat	gave	the	impression	of	even	greater	bulk.	He	looked	quite	menacingly	large,	in	fact.	He	wore	no	hat.	His	brown	hair	was	cropped	close	to	his	head.	His	features	were	strong	and	harsh,	his	eyes	dark	and	fierce,	his	mouth	a	straight,
severe	line,	his	jaw	hard	set.	And	his	expression	did	nothing	to	soften	his	looks.	He	was	frowning—or	scowling,	perhaps.	His	gloveless	hands	were	huge.	Terror	engulfed	Gwen	and	made	her	almost	forget	her	pain	for	a	moment.	He	must	be	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook.	She	must	have	strayed	onto	his	land,	even	though	Vera	had	warned	her	to	give	both	him
and	his	estate	a	wide	berth.	According	to	Vera,	he	was	a	cruel	monster,	who	had	pushed	his	wife	to	her	death	over	a	high	cliff	on	his	estate	a	number	of	years	ago	and	then	claimed	that	she	had	jumped.	What	kind	of	woman	would	jump	to	her	death	in	such	a	horrifying	way,	Vera	had	asked	rhetorically.	Especially	when	she	was	a	duchess	and	had
everything	in	the	world	she	could	possibly	need.	The	kind	of	woman,	Gwen	had	thought	at	the	time,	though	she	had	not	said	so	aloud,	who	had	just	lost	her	only	child	to	a	bullet	in	Portugal,	for	that	was	precisely	what	had	happened	a	short	while	before	the	duchess’s	demise.	But	Vera,	along	with	the	neighborhood	ladies	with	whom	she	consorted,
chose	to	believe	the	more	titillating	murder	theory	despite	the	fact	that	none	of	them,	when	pressed,	could	offer	up	any	evidence	whatsoever	to	corroborate	it.	But	though	Gwen	had	been	skeptical	about	the	story	when	she	heard	it,	she	was	not	so	sure	now.	He	looked	like	a	man	who	could	be	both	ruthless	and	cruel.	Even	murderous.	And	she	had
trespassed	on	his	land.	His	very	deserted	land.	She	was	also	helpless	to	run	away.	Hugo	had	gone	alone	down	to	the	sandy	beach	below	Penderris	after	breakfast,	the	rain	having	stopped	during	the	night.	He	had	been	teased	about	it.	Flavian	had	told	him	to	be	sure	to	bring	his	future	bride	back	to	the	house	so	that	they	could	all	meet	her	and	decide
if	they	approved	his	choice.	They	had	all	made	merry	at	his	expense.	Hugo	had	informed	Flavian	where	he	could	go	and	how	he	could	get	there,	though	he	had	been	immediately	obliged	to	apologize	as	he	had	used	a	soldier’s	language	in	Imogen’s	hearing.	The	beach	had	always	been	his	favorite	part	of	the	estate.	In	the	early	days	of	his	stay	here,	the
sea	had	often	soothed	him	when	nothing	else	could.	And	more	often	than	not	he	had	come	down	here	alone,	even	then.	Despite	the	closeness	and	camaraderie	that	had	developed	among	the	seven	members	of	the	Survivors’	Club	while	they	were	all	healing	and	convalescing,	they	had	never	lived	in	one	another’s	pockets.	On	the	contrary,	most	of	their
demons	had	had	to	be	faced	and	exorcised	alone,	and	still	did.	One	of	the	main	attractions	of	Penderris	had	always	been	that	it	offered	more	than	enough	space	to	accommodate	them	all.	He	had	recovered	from	his	own	particular	wounds—as	far	as	he	could	ever	recover,	that	was.	If	it	came	to	counting	blessings,	he	would	need	the	fingers	of	both
hands	at	the	very	least.	He	had	survived	his	war	experiences.	He	had	been	awarded	the	promotion	to	major	he	had	craved,	as	well	as	the	unexpected	bonus	of	his	title	as	a	result	of	the	success	of	his	final	mission.	Last	year	he	had	inherited	a	vast	fortune	and	a	hugely	profitable	business.	He	had	family—uncles	and	aunts	and	cousins	who	loved	him,
though	he	had	largely	ignored	them	for	many	years.	More	important,	there	was	Constance,	his	nineteen-year-old	half	sister,	who	adored	him,	though	she	had	been	a	mere	infant	when	he	went	off	to	war.	He	had	a	home	of	his	own	in	the	country,	which	provided	him	with	all	the	privacy	and	peace	he	could	possibly	ask	for.	He	had	his	six	fellow	members
of	the	Survivors’	Club,	who	had	sometimes	seemed	closer	to	him	than	his	own	heart.	He	enjoyed	robust	good	health,	perhaps	even	perfect	health.	The	list	could	go	on.	But	each	time	he	made	the	mental	list	of	his	blessings,	it	became	like	a	two-edged	sword.	Why	had	he	been	so	fortunate	when	so	many	others	had	died?	More	important,	had	his
ruthless	ambition,	which	had	brought	personal	success	and	rewards	that	were	far	in	excess	of	what	he	had	expected,	actually	caused	a	number	of	those	deaths?	Lieutenant	Carstairs	would	say	yes	without	hesitation.	There	were	no	reasonably	personable	women	strolling	along	the	beach,	or	any	unpersonable	ones	either,	for	that	matter.	He	would	have
to	invent	a	few	for	the	amusement	of	his	friends	when	he	returned	to	the	house,	though,	and	a	few	stories	surrounding	his	encounters	with	them.	Perhaps	he	would	even	add	a	mermaid	or	two.	He	was	in	no	hurry	to	get	back,	however,	even	though	it	was	a	chilly	day	made	worse	by	a	rather	raw	wind.	Page	2	When	he	had	returned	to	the	pebbled	part
of	the	beach	and	to	the	foot	of	the	ancient	collapse	in	the	cliff	face	that	gave	access	to	the	headland	and	the	park	of	Penderris	above,	Hugo	stood	for	a	few	moments	and	gazed	out	to	sea	while	the	wind	whipped	at	his	short	hair	and	turned	the	tips	of	his	ears	numb.	He	was	not	wearing	a	hat.	There	was	really	no	point	when	he	would	have	been	chasing
it	along	the	sand	more	than	he	would	have	been	wearing	it.	He	found	himself	thinking	about	his	father.	It	was	inevitable	really,	he	supposed,	when	today	was	the	first	anniversary	of	his	death.	Guilt	came	with	the	thoughts.	He	had	worshipped	his	father	as	a	lad	and	had	followed	him	everywhere,	even	to	work,	especially	after	his	mother’s	death	of
some	woman’s	trouble	when	he	was	seven—the	exact	nature	of	the	ailment	had	never	been	explained	to	him.	His	father	had	described	him	affectionately	as	his	right-hand	little	chap	and	the	heir	apparent.	Others	had	described	him	as	his	father’s	shadow.	But	then	had	come	his	father’s	second	marriage,	and	Hugo,	thirteen	years	old	and	at	an	awkward
stage	of	adolescence,	had	developed	a	chip	on	his	shoulder	as	large	as	a	boulder.	He	had	still	been	young	enough	to	be	shocked	that	his	father	could	even	think	of	replacing	his	mother,	who	had	been	so	central	to	their	lives	and	happiness	that	she	was	simply	irreplaceable.	He	had	grown	restless	and	rebellious	and	determined	to	establish	his	own
identity	and	independence.	Looking	back	now,	he	could	see	that	his	father	had	not	loved	him	less—or	dishonored	the	memory	of	Hugo’s	mother—just	because	he	had	married	a	pretty,	demanding	young	wife	and	soon	had	a	new	daughter	upon	whom	to	dote.	But	growing	young	boys	cannot	always	see	their	world	rationally.	Further	evidence	of	that	was
the	fact	that	he,	Hugo,	had	adored	Constance	from	the	moment	of	her	birth	when	he	might	have	been	expected	to	hate	or	resent	her.	It	was	a	stage	of	his	life,	fairly	typical	of	boys	his	age,	that	he	might	well	have	outgrown	with	a	minimum	of	harm	to	all	concerned	if	there	had	not	been	something	else	to	tip	the	balance.	But	there	had	been	that
something	else,	and	the	balance	had	been	tipped	irretrievably	when	he	was	not	even	quite	eighteen.	And	he	had	decided	quite	abruptly	that	he	would	be	a	soldier.	Nothing	would	dissuade	him,	even	the	argument	that	he	did	not	have	the	character	for	such	a	rough	life.	If	anything,	that	argument	only	made	him	the	more	stubborn	and	the	more
determined	to	succeed.	His	father,	disappointed	and	saddened,	had	finally	purchased	a	commission	in	an	infantry	regiment	for	his	only	son,	but	it	was	to	be	the	one	and	only	purchase.	He	had	made	that	clear.	Hugo	was	on	his	own	after	that.	He	would	have	to	earn	his	promotions,	not	have	them	bought	by	his	wealthy	father,	as	most	other	officers	did.
Hugo’s	father	had	always	rather	despised	the	upper	classes,	for	whom	privilege	and	idleness	often	went	hand	in	hand.	Hugo	had	proceeded	to	earn	those	promotions.	He	had	actually	liked	the	fact	that	he	was	on	his	own.	He	had	pursued	his	chosen	career	with	energy	and	determination	and	enthusiasm	and	a	driving	ambition	to	reach	the	very	top.	He
would	have	reached	it	too,	if	his	greatest	triumph	had	not	been	followed	within	a	month	by	his	greatest	humiliation	and	he	had	not	ended	up	here	at	Penderris.	His	father	had	loved	him	steadfastly	through	it	all.	But	Hugo	had	turned	his	back	upon	him,	almost	as	if	his	father	had	been	to	blame	for	all	his	woes.	Or	perhaps	it	was	shame	that	made	him
do	it.	Or	perhaps	it	was	the	sheer	impossibility	of	going	back	home.	And	how	had	his	father	repaid	him	for	his	neglect?	He	had	left	almost	everything	to	him,	that	was	what,	when	he	might	conceivably	have	left	it	all	to	Fiona	or	to	Constance.	He	trusted	his	son	to	keep	his	businesses	going	and	to	pass	them	on	to	a	son	of	his	own	when	the	time	came.
He	had	trusted	him	too	to	see	to	it	that	Constance	had	a	bright,	secure	future.	He	must	have	understood	that	she	might	have	no	such	thing	if	she	was	left	to	her	mother’s	sole	care.	He	had	made	Hugo	her	guardian.	Now	his	year	of	mourning,	his	excuse	for	inactivity	thus	far,	was	over.	He	stopped	when	he	was	halfway	up	the	slope.	He	still	was	not
ready	to	return	to	the	house.	He	turned	off	the	slope	and	climbed	a	short	way	up	the	cliff	beside	it	until	he	reached	a	flat,	rocky	ledge	he	had	discovered	years	ago.	It	was	sheltered	from	most	winds,	and	even	though	it	cut	off	any	view	of	the	sandy	stretch	of	beach	farther	west,	it	still	allowed	him	to	see	the	cliff	face	opposite	and	the	pebbled	beach	and
the	sea	below.	It	was	a	starkly	barren	prospect,	but	it	was	not	without	a	certain	beauty	of	its	own.	Two	seagulls	flew	across	his	line	of	vision,	crying	out	some	piece	of	intelligence	to	each	other.	He	would	relax	here	for	a	while	before	seeking	out	the	company	of	his	friends.	He	scooped	up	some	small	pebbles	from	the	ledge	beside	him	and	tossed	one	in
a	high	arc	to	the	beach	below.	He	heard	it	land	and	saw	it	bounce	once.	But	his	fingers	stilled	around	the	second	stone	as	a	flutter	of	color	caught	the	edge	of	his	vision.	The	cliff	on	the	other	side	of	the	pebbled	slope	curved	outward	toward	the	sea.	Full	tide	reached	it	sooner	than	it	did	the	cliff	on	which	he	sat.	There	was	a	way	around	the	base	of	the
jutting	cliff	to	the	village	a	mile	or	so	away,	but	it	could	be	a	treacherous	route	if	one	was	not	aware	of	the	approaching	tide.	Someone	walked	that	stretch	of	pebbled	beach	now—a	woman	wearing	a	red	cloak.	She	had	just	appeared	around	the	headland,	though	she	was	still	some	distance	off.	Her	bonneted	head	was	down.	She	appeared	to	be
concentrating	upon	her	footing.	She	stopped	and	looked	out	to	sea.	It	was	still	some	way	out	and	was	no	imminent	danger	to	her.	If	she	had	strolled	from	the	village,	however,	she	really	ought	to	be	turning	back	soon.	The	only	other	way	back	was	up	over	the	headland,	but	that	would	involve	her	in	trespassing	on	Penderris	land.	Page	3	She	turned	her
head	to	look	at	the	steep	pebbled	slope	to	the	top	as	though	she	had	read	his	thoughts.	She	did	not	see	him,	fortunately.	He	was	in	the	shade,	and	he	sat	very	still.	He	did	not	want	to	be	seen.	He	willed	her	to	turn	back	the	way	she	had	come.	She	did	not	turn	back,	however.	Instead,	she	came	in	the	direction	of	the	slope	and	then	began	to	trudge
upward,	her	cloak	and	the	brim	of	her	bonnet	flapping	in	the	wind.	She	looked	small.	She	looked	young.	It	was	impossible	to	tell	how	young,	though,	since	he	could	not	see	her	face.	For	the	same	reason	there	was	no	knowing	if	she	was	comely	or	ugly	or	simply	plain.	His	friends	would	tease	him	for	a	week	if	they	ever	found	out	about	this,	Hugo
thought.	He	had	a	mental	image	of	himself	jumping	down	from	his	perch,	striding	purposefully	toward	her	across	the	stones,	informing	her	that	he	was	both	titled	and	enormously	wealthy,	and	asking	her	if	she	fancied	marrying	him.	Though	it	was	not	a	particularly	amusing	thought,	he	had	to	quell	an	urge	to	chuckle	and	give	away	his	presence.	He
stayed	very	still	and	hoped	that	even	yet	she	would	turn	back.	He	resented	having	his	solitude	threatened	by	a	stranger	and	a	trespasser.	He	could	not	remember	its	happening	before.	Not	many	people	from	outside	the	estate	came	this	way.	The	Duke	of	Stanbrook	was	feared	by	many	in	this	part	of	the	country.	The	inevitable	rumor	had	blossomed
after	the	death	of	the	duchess	that	he	had	actually	pushed	her	over	the	cliff	from	which	she	had	jumped.	Such	stories	did	not	die	easily	despite	lack	of	any	evidence.	Even	those	who	did	not	actually	fear	him	seemed	wary	of	him.	And	his	contained,	austere	manner	did	not	help	allay	suspicion.	Perhaps	the	woman	in	red	was	a	stranger	to	these	parts.
Perhaps	she	did	not	realize	she	was	climbing	directly	into	the	dragon’s	lair.	Hugo	wondered	why	she	was	alone	in	such	a	desolate	setting.	The	loose	pebbles	gave	under	her	feet	as	she	climbed.	It	was	never	an	easy	ascent,	as	he	knew	from	experience.	And	then,	just	when	it	seemed	she	would	go	safely	past	and	not	see	him	at	all,	her	right	foot
dislodged	a	small	avalanche	of	stones	and	slid	down	sharply	after	them.	She	landed	awkwardly	on	her	knee	and	both	hands,	her	right	leg	stretched	out	behind	her.	For	a	moment	he	had	a	glimpse	of	slim	bare	leg	between	the	top	of	her	half	boot	and	the	hem	of	her	cloak.	He	heard	a	gasp	of	pain.	He	waited.	He	really	did	not	want	to	have	to	reveal	his
presence.	It	soon	became	apparent,	however,	that	she	had	done	some	serious	damage	to	her	foot	or	ankle	and	that	she	was	not	going	to	be	able	to	pick	herself	up	and	go	on	her	way.	She	was	young,	he	could	see.	And	she	was	small	and	slender.	Beneath	the	brim	of	her	bonnet,	blond	tendrils	of	hair	were	blowing	in	the	wind.	He	still	had	not	seen	her
face.	It	would	be	churlish	to	remain	silent.	“In	my	considered	opinion,”	he	said,	“that	ankle	is	either	badly	sprained	or	actually	broken.	Either	way	it	would	be	very	unwise	to	try	putting	any	weight	on	it.”	Her	head	jerked	up	as	he	climbed	down	onto	the	pebbles	and	made	his	way	toward	her.	Her	eyes	widened	in	what	looked	like	fear	rather	than	relief
that	help	was	at	hand.	They	were	large	blue	eyes	in	a	face	of	exquisite	beauty	even	though	she	was	no	girl.	He	guessed	her	age	to	be	close	to	his	own	thirty-three.	He	was	irritated.	He	hated	it	when	people	were	afraid	of	him.	People	often	were.	Even	some	men.	But	especially	women.	It	might	have	occurred	to	him	that	a	scowling	countenance	was	not
best	designed	to	inspire	confidence,	especially	in	a	lonely,	desolate	setting	like	this.	It	did	not,	however.	He	scowled	down	at	her	from	his	great	height.	Chapter	2	Oh!”	she	cried.	“Who	are	you?	Are	you	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook?”	She	was	a	stranger	to	this	part	of	the	country,	then.	“Trentham,”	he	said.	“You	walked	over	from	the	village?”	“Yes.	I	thought
I	would	walk	back	across	the	headland,”	she	said.	“The	pebbles	are	far	larger	and	more	difficult	to	walk	on	than	I	expected.”	She	was	unmistakably	a	lady.	Her	clothes	were	well	cut	and	looked	expensive.	She	spoke	with	a	cultured	accent.	There	was	a	general	indefinable	air	of	good	breeding	in	her	manner.	He	would	not	hold	it	against	her.	“I	had
better	take	a	look	at	that	ankle,”	he	said.	“Oh,	no.”	She	recoiled	in	horror.	“That	will	be	quite	unnecessary,	thank	you,	Mr.	Trentham.	It	is	my	weak	ankle.	It	will	be	fine	in	a	moment	and	I	shall	be	on	my	way	again.”	Ladies	and	their	sense	of	dignity!	And	their	denial	of	unpleasant	reality.	“I	will	take	a	look	anyway.”	He	went	down	on	his	haunches	and
held	out	one	large	hand.	She	looked	at	it,	leaned	back	on	her	hands,	bit	her	lip,	and	gave	no	further	argument.	He	rested	her	boot	on	his	hand	and	felt	her	ankle	with	the	other	hand,	careful	not	to	cause	her	undue	pain.	He	did	not	think	it	was	broken,	though	he	was	reluctant	to	remove	her	half	boot	for	a	more	thorough	examination.	The	boot	was
providing	some	support	if	there	really	was	a	break.	Her	ankle	was	already	swelling,	though.	Some	damage	had	been	done.	She	was	not	going	to	be	walking	back	to	the	village	or	anywhere	else	today,	not	even	with	the	assistance	of	an	arm	to	lean	upon.	More	was	the	pity.	She	was	still	biting	her	lip	when	he	looked	up	at	her.	Her	face	was	ashen	and
taut	with	pain—and	perhaps	embarrassment.	He	had	bared	her	leg	almost	to	the	knee.	There	was	a	ragged	hole	in	her	silk	stocking	there,	he	could	see,	and	her	knee	was	grazed	and	even	slightly	bleeding.	He	reached	into	the	pocket	of	his	great-coat,	where	he	had	put	a	clean	linen	handkerchief	this	morning.	He	shook	it	out,	folded	it	three	times
across	the	bias,	and	wrapped	it	about	her	knee	before	securing	it	with	a	firm	knot	below	the	kneecap.	Then	he	lowered	her	cloak	and	stood	up.	Page	4	There	were	splashes	of	color	high	on	her	cheekbones.	Why	the	devil,	he	thought	as	he	gazed	down	at	her,	had	she	not	stayed	down	on	the	beach	where	she	belonged?	Or	taken	more	care	as	she
climbed	the	slope?	But	one	thing	was	clear.	He	could	not	simply	leave	her	here.	“You	are	going	to	have	to	come	to	Penderris,”	he	said	none	too	graciously.	“A	physician	ought	to	look	at	that	ankle	as	soon	as	possible	and	clean	and	bandage	your	knee	properly.	I	am	not	a	physician.”	“Oh,	no,”	she	cried	in	dismay.	“Not	Penderris.	Is	it	even	close?	I	did
not	realize.	I	was	advised	to	give	it	a	wide	berth.	Do	you	know	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook?”	“I	am	a	guest	at	his	home,”	he	said	curtly.	“Now,	we	can	do	this	the	hard	way,	ma’am.	I	can	hoist	you	to	one	foot	and	support	you	about	the	waist	while	you	hop	along	at	my	side.	But	I	warn	you	it	is	some	distance	to	the	house.	Or	we	can	do	it	the	easy	way,	and	I
will	simply	carry	you.”	“Oh,	no!”	she	cried	again,	more	forcefully	this	time	and	half	shrank	away	from	him.	“I	weigh	a	ton.	Besides	…”	“I	doubt	it,	ma’am,”	he	said.	“I	believe	I	am	quite	capable	of	carrying	you	without	dropping	you	or	doing	permanent	damage	to	my	back.”	He	bent	over	her,	wrapped	one	arm	about	her	shoulders	while	he	slid	the	other
beneath	her	knees,	and	straightened	up	with	her.	She	freed	one	arm	hastily	from	her	cloak	and	flung	it	about	his	neck.	But	it	was	quickly	obvious	that	she	was	startled	and	alarmed—and	then	very	indignant.	He	had,	of	course,	offered	her	a	choice	but	had	not	waited	for	her	to	make	it.	But	really	there	had	been	no	choice.	Only	a	daft	woman	would	have
chosen	to	hop	along	at	his	side	merely	to	preserve	a	bit	of	feminine	dignity.	He	strode	upward	with	her	as	best	he	could	while	allowing	for	the	give	of	the	pebbles.	“Do	you	always,”	she	asked	him,	her	voice	breathless	and	coldly	haughty,	“do	exactly	as	you	please,	Mr.	Trentham,	even	when	you	appear	to	be	offering	an	option	to	your	victims?”	Victims?
“Besides,”	she	continued	without	giving	him	a	chance	to	answer	her	question,	“I	would	have	chosen	neither	option,	sir.	I	would	prefer	to	make	my	own	way	home	on	my	own	two	feet.”	“That	would	be	downright	silly,”	he	said,	not	even	trying	to	hide	the	scorn	he	was	feeling.	“Your	ankle	is	in	a	bad	way.”	She	smelled	good.	It	was	not	the	sort	of	perfume
that	all	too	many	women	splashed	all	over	themselves,	the	sort	that	assaulted	one’s	nasal	passages	and	throat	and	set	one	to	sneezing	and	coughing.	He	suspected	that	it	was	a	very	expensive	fragrance.	It	clung	enticingly	about	her	person	but	did	not	invade	his	own.	Her	dress	was	a	pale	mushroom	color	and	appeared	to	be	made	of	finest	wool.
Expensive	wool.	This	was	no	impoverished	lady.	Just	a	careless	and	silly	one.	And	were	not	ladies	supposed	to	be	trailed	by	maids	and	assorted	chaperons	wherever	they	went?	Where	was	her	entourage?	He	might	have	been	saved	from	personal	involvement	if	she	had	been	properly	accompanied.	“That	ankle	is	always	troublesome,”	she	said.	“I	am
accustomed	to	it.	I	habitually	limp.	I	fell	from	a	horse	and	broke	it	a	number	of	years	ago,	and	it	was	not	set	properly.	I	really	must	ask	you	to	put	me	down	and	allow	me	to	go	on	my	way.”	“It	is	badly	swollen,”	he	said.	“If	you	have	come	from	the	village,	you	have	a	mile	to	go	to	get	back	there.	How	long	do	you	estimate	it	would	take	you	to	hop	or
crawl	that	distance?”	“I	believe,”	she	said,	her	voice	cool	and	disdainful,	“that	is	my	concern,	Mr.	Trentham,	not	yours.	But	you	are	the	type	of	man	who	must	always	be	right,	I	perceive,	while	other	people	must	always	be	wrong—at	least	in	your	estimation.”	Well,	good	Lord!	Did	she	think	he	was	enjoying	playing	Sir	Galahad?	They	were	still	on	the
upward	slope,	though	they	had	left	the	pebbles	behind	and	were	on	the	firmer	ground	of	coarse,	scrubby	grass.	He	stopped	abruptly,	set	her	down	on	her	feet,	and	took	one	step	away	from	her.	He	clasped	his	hands	behind	his	back	and	looked	steadily	at	her	with	an	expression	that	had	used	to	wither	soldiers	in	their	tracks.	He	was	actually	going	to
enjoy	this.	“Thank	you,”	she	said	with	chilly	hauteur—though	she	had	the	grace	to	look	suddenly	apologetic.	“I	thank	you	for	coming	to	my	assistance,	sir.	You	could	easily	have	avoided	doing	so.	I	had	not	seen	you,	as	you	must	have	realized.	I	am	Lady	Muir.”	Ah,	definitely	a	lady.	She	probably	expected	him	to	bow	and	scrape	and	tug	on	his	forelock.
She	took	one	step	back	from	him—and	collapsed	in	an	undignified	heap	on	the	ground.	He	stood	looking	down	at	her	and	pursed	his	lips.	She	would	not	like	that	loss	to	her	dignity.	She	rose	to	her	knees,	set	her	hands	flat	on	the	ground,	and	…	laughed.	It	was	a	merry	sound	of	pure	amusement,	though	it	did	end	in	a	little	hiccup	of	pain.	“Mr.
Trentham,”	she	said,	“you	have	my	permission	to	say	‘I	told	you	so.’	”	“I	told	you	so,”	he	said—one	must	not	disoblige	a	lady.	“And	it	is	Lord	Trentham.”	Silly	of	him	to	insist	upon	that	detail,	perhaps,	but	she	irritated	him.	She	turned	to	sit	on	the	ground.	It	was	probably	still	damp	from	yesterday’s	rain,	he	thought.	Serve	her	right.	He	gazed	down	at
her	with	hard	eyes	and	set	jaw.	She	sighed	as	she	looked	up	at	him.	Her	face	had	turned	pale	again.	He	would	wager	that	that	ankle	was	throbbing	like	a	thousand	devils.	Maybe	five	thousand	after	her	attempt	to	put	weight	on	it.	“You	gave	me	a	choice	a	short	while	ago,”	she	said,	all	the	haughtiness	gone	from	her	voice,	though	a	trace	of	her
laughter	remained.	“And	since	I	am	not	a	silly	woman,	or	at	least	do	not	wish	to	appear	silly,	I	choose	the	second.	If	the	option	is	still	open	to	me,	that	is.	You	would	be	quite	within	your	rights	to	withdraw	it	now,	but	I	would	be	much	obliged	if	you	would	carry	me	to	Penderris,	Lord	Trentham,	even	though	I	find	the	thought	of	imposing	my	presence
there	deeply	distressing.	Perhaps	you	would	be	good	enough	to	lend	me	a	carriage	when	we	get	there	so	that	I	do	not	even	have	to	enter	the—”	Page	5	He	bent	and	scooped	her	up	again.	As	humble	pie	went,	she	had	eaten	a	fair	portion.	He	strode	onward	in	the	direction	of	the	house.	He	did	not	try	to	make	conversation.	He	could	only	imagine	the
sort	of	reception	he	was	going	to	get,	and	the	sort	of	teasing	he	was	going	to	have	to	endure	for	the	rest	of	his	stay	at	Penderris.	“You	are	or	have	been	a	military	gentleman,	Lord	Trentham,”	she	said,	breaking	the	silence	a	couple	of	minutes	later.	“I	am	right,	am	I	not?”	“What	makes	you	say	so?”	he	asked	without	looking	down	at	her.	“You	have	the
bearing	of	an	officer,”	she	said,	“and	the	hard-jawed,	intense-eyed	look	of	a	man	accustomed	to	command.”	He	looked	down	briefly	at	her.	He	did	not	reply	to	her	words.	“Oh,	this	is	going	to	be	horribly	embarrassing,”	she	said	a	couple	of	minutes	later	as	they	approached	the	house.	“But	better,	I	daresay,”	he	said	curtly,	“than	lying	out	on	the	slope
above	the	beach,	exposed	to	the	elements	and	waiting	for	the	seagulls	to	come	and	peck	out	your	eyes.”	Uncharitably,	he	wished	that	that	was	precisely	where	she	was,	though	he	would	not	wish	the	eye-pecking	gulls	on	her.	“Oh,”	she	said	with	a	grimace.	“When	you	put	it	that	way,	I	must	confess	you	are	right.”	“I	sometimes	am,”	he	said.	Lord!
Today’s	grand	joke	had	been	that	he	was	to	go	down	onto	the	beach	to	find	a	personable	woman	to	marry.	And	here	he	was,	right	on	cue,	carrying	a	genuine	lady	back	with	him.	A	damnably	pretty	one	too.	Perhaps	she	was	not	single,	though.	Indeed,	she	almost	certainly	was	not.	She	had	introduced	herself	as	Lady	Muir.	That	suggested	that
somewhere,	perhaps	in	the	village	a	mile	away,	there	was	a	Lord	Muir.	Which	fact	would	not	save	him	from	the	teasing.	It	would	merely	enhance	it,	in	fact.	He	would	be	accused	of	the	most	naïve	form	of	miscalculation.	It	was	going	to	take	him	a	long	time	to	live	this	one	down.	Gwen	would	have	been	experiencing	surely	the	worst	embarrassment	of
her	life	if	her	mind	had	not	been	more	preoccupied	with	pain.	She	felt	embarrassed	nevertheless.	Not	only	was	she	being	taken	to	a	strange	house	owned	by	a	man	of	some	notoriety	who	was	not	expecting	her,	but	also	she	was	being	carried	by	a	large,	morose	stranger	who	had	done	nothing	to	hide	the	fact	that	he	despised	her.	And	the	trouble	was
that	she	could	hardly	blame	him.	She	had	behaved	badly.	She	had	made	an	idiot	of	herself.	She	was	pressed	against	all	that	muscled	strength	she	had	observed	as	he	approached	her	across	the	pebbles,	and	he	felt	really	quite	disturbingly	masculine.	She	could	feel	his	body	heat	through	his	heavy	clothing	and	her	own.	She	could	smell	his	cologne	or
his	shaving	soap,	a	faint,	enticing,	distinctively	male	scent.	She	could	hear	him	breathing,	though	he	was	not	panting	from	his	exertions.	Indeed,	he	made	her	feel	as	though	she	weighed	nothing	at	all.	Her	ankle	was	throbbing	very	badly	indeed.	There	was	no	use	in	continuing	to	pretend	that	she	would	be	able	to	walk	back	to	Vera’s	once	she	had
shaken	off	the	first	twinges	of	pain.	Oh,	dear,	he	really	was	a	morose	man.	And	a	silent	one.	He	had	not	even	confirmed	or	denied	being	a	military	officer.	And	he	had	nothing	else	to	offer	by	way	of	conversation,	though	to	be	fair,	he	probably	needed	all	his	breath	to	carry	her.	Goodness,	she	would	have	nightmares	about	this	for	a	long	time	to	come.
He	was	making	his	way	straight	for	the	front	doors	of	Penderris	Hall,	which	looked	like	a	very	grand	mansion	indeed.	He	was,	as	she	might	have	expected,	totally	ignoring	her	plea	to	be	taken	directly	to	the	carriage	house	so	that	she	might	avoid	the	house	altogether.	She	just	hoped	the	duke	was	not	going	to	be	close	by	when	she	was	carried	inside.
Perhaps	one	of	his	minions	would	summon	a	carriage	to	convey	her	back	to	Vera’s.	Even	a	gig	would	do.	Lord	Trentham	climbed	a	short	flight	of	steps	and	turned	sideways	in	order	to	thump	his	elbow	against	one	of	the	doors.	It	was	opened	almost	immediately	by	a	sober-looking	man	in	black	who	resembled	all	butlers	the	world	over.	He	stood	aside
without	comment	as	Lord	Trentham	carried	her	into	a	large	square	hall	tiled	in	black	and	white.	“We	have	a	wounded	soldier	here,	Lambert,”	Lord	Trentham	said	without	any	trace	of	humor	in	his	voice.	“I	am	going	to	carry	her	up	to	the	drawing	room.”	“Oh,	no,	please—”	“Shall	I	send	for	Dr.	Jones,	my	lord?”	the	butler	asked.	But	before	Lord
Trentham	could	answer	or	Gwen	voice	a	further	protest,	someone	else	arrived	on	the	scene,	a	tall,	slender,	blond,	extremely	handsome	gentleman	with	mocking	green	eyes	and	one	elevated	eyebrow.	The	Duke	of	Stanbrook,	Gwen	thought	with	a	sinking	heart.	She	could	scarcely	have	imagined	a	scene	more	lowering	than	this	if	she	had	tried.	“Hugo,
my	dear	chap,”	the	gentleman	said,	his	voice	a	lazy	drawl,	“however	did	you	do	it?	You	are	a	marvel.	You	found	the	lady	on	the	beach,	did	you,	and	swept	her	literally	off	her	feet	with	your	charm,	not	to	mention	your	title	and	fortune?	This	makes	for	a	very	affecting	scene,	I	must	say.	If	I	were	an	artist,	I	would	be	d-dashing	for	my	canvas	and	brushes
in	order	to	record	it	for	the	delight	of	your	descendants	to	the	third	and	fourth	generation.”	He	had	lowered	his	eyebrow	and	lifted	a	quizzing	glass	to	his	eye	as	he	spoke.	Gwen	glared	at	him.	She	spoke	with	as	much	chilly	dignity	as	she	could	muster.	“I	twisted	my	ankle,”	she	explained,	“and	Lord	Trentham	was	obliging	enough	to	carry	me	here.	I	do
not	intend	to	impose	upon	your	hospitality	any	longer	than	necessary,	Your	Grace.	All	I	ask	is	the	loan	of	some	conveyance	to	take	me	back	to	the	village,	where	I	am	staying.	You	are	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook,	I	presume?”	Page	6	The	blond	gentleman	lowered	his	glass	and	raised	one	eyebrow	again.	“You	elevate	me	in	rank,	ma’am,”	he	said.	“I	am
flattered.	I	am	not,	alas,	Stanbrook.	I	daresay	Lambert	will	call	out	a	gig	for	you	if	you	insist,	however,	though	Hugo	looks	eager	to	impress	you	with	his	superior	strength	by	d-dashing	upstairs	with	you	in	his	arms	and	arriving	in	the	drawing	room	without	any	noticeable	shortness	of	breath.”	“It	is	a	good	thing	you	are	not	me,	Flavian,”	another,	older
gentleman	said	as	he	approached	from	the	back	of	the	hall.	“You	appear	not	to	know	the	first	thing	about	hospitality.	Ma’am,	I	fully	agree	with	both	Hugo	and	my	good	butler.	You	must	be	taken	up	to	the	drawing	room	to	rest	your	foot	on	a	sofa	while	I	send	for	the	doctor	to	assess	the	damage.	I	am	Stanbrook,	by	the	way,	and	entirely	at	your	service.
You	must	tell	me	whom	I	may	summon	to	offer	you	some	comfort.	Your	husband,	perhaps?”	Oh,	dear,	this	was	getting	worse	and	worse.	If	there	were	just	a	dark	hole	in	the	middle	of	the	hall,	Gwen	thought,	she	would	be	happy	to	have	Lord	Trentham	drop	her	into	it.	The	duke	was	much	as	she	had	originally	pictured	him—tall,	slender,	and	elegant,
with	handsome,	finely	chiseled	features	and	dark	hair	silvering	at	the	temples.	His	manner	was	courtly,	yet	his	gray	eyes	were	contrastingly	cold	and	his	voice	chilly.	He	spoke	of	hospitality	but	made	her	feel	like	the	worst	kind	of	intruder.	“I	am	the	widow	of	the	late	Viscount	Muir,”	Gwen	told	the	duke.	“I	am	a	guest	in	the	home	of	Mrs.	Parkinson	in
the	village.”	“Ah,”	the	duke	said.	“She	lost	her	husband	recently,	I	recall,	after	he	had	suffered	a	lingering	illness.	But	off	you	go	on	your	way	upstairs,	Hugo.	I	will	hope	to	have	the	pleasure	of	some	conversation	with	you	later,	Lady	Muir,	after	your	ankle	has	been	tended	to.”	He	made	it	sound	as	if	it	would	be	anything	but	a	pleasure.	Or	perhaps	her
extreme	discomfort	was	causing	her	to	do	him	an	injustice.	He	was	offering	hospitality	and	the	services	of	a	physician,	after	all.	How	could	one	sprained	ankle	cause	such	pain?	Or	perhaps	it	was	broken.	Lord	Trentham	turned	to	stride	toward	a	broad	staircase	that	wound	upward	in	an	elegant	curve.	She	could	hear	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook	giving
orders	for	both	the	doctor	and	Vera	to	be	sent	for	without	further	delay.	The	gentleman	with	the	quizzing	glass,	the	one	who	spoke	with	an	affected	sigh	in	his	voice	and	a	slight	stammer,	appeared	to	be	offering	to	perform	the	errand	himself.	The	drawing	room	was	empty.	That	was	one	mercy,	at	least.	It	was	a	large,	square	room	with	wine-colored
brocaded	walls	hung	with	portraits	in	heavy	gilded	frames,	and	an	ornately	sculpted	marble	fireplace	directly	opposite	the	door.	The	coved	ceiling	was	painted	with	scenes	from	mythology,	the	frieze	beneath	it	heavily	gilded.	The	furnishings	were	both	elegant	and	sumptuous.	Long	windows	looked	out	upon	lawns	enclosed	by	hedges,	but	they
nevertheless	afforded	a	distant	view	of	cliffs	and	the	sea	beyond.	A	fire	crackled	in	the	hearth,	and	the	warmth	of	the	room	prevented	the	outdoors	from	looking	too	starkly	bleak.	Gwen	took	in	room	and	view	at	a	glance	and	felt	all	the	humiliation	of	being	an	uninvited—and	unwelcome—guest	in	such	a	home.	But	for	the	moment	at	least	there	seemed
no	point	in	making	a	fuss	and	demanding	yet	again	the	loan	of	a	carriage	to	take	her	back	to	Vera’s.	Lord	Trentham	lowered	her	to	a	brocaded	sofa	and	reached	for	a	cushion	to	put	under	her	injured	ankle.	“Oh,”	she	cried,	“my	boots	are	going	to	get	the	sofa	dirty.”	That	would	be	the	very	last	straw.	But	he	would	not	let	her	swing	her	legs	to	the	floor.
Neither	would	he	allow	her	to	bend	forward	to	remove	her	own	boots.	He	insisted	upon	doing	it	for	her.	Not	that	he	uttered	a	word	of	command,	but	it	was	difficult	to	bat	aside	such	large	hands	and	such	massive	arms	or	to	prevail	against	such	deaf	ears.	He	had	done	her	a	kindness,	she	admitted	grudgingly,	but	did	he	have	to	be	so	unpleasant	about
it?	He	undid	the	laces	of	her	left	boot	and	removed	it	without	any	trouble	at	all	before	placing	it	on	the	floor.	He	went	far	more	slowly	with	the	other	boot.	Gwen	untied	the	ribbons	of	her	bonnet,	pulled	it	off	her	head,	and	dropped	it	over	the	side	of	the	sofa	so	that	she	could	rest	her	head	back	against	the	cushioned	arm.	She	closed	her	eyes—and	then
pressed	her	head	back	harder	and	clenched	her	eyes	more	tightly	as	she	was	engulfed	in	a	fresh	wave	of	agony.	He	had	surprisingly	gentle	hands,	but	it	was	not	easy	for	him	to	ease	off	her	boot,	and	once	it	was	off,	there	was	nothing	left	to	support	her	foot	or	hold	it	firm	against	the	swelling.	She	felt	him	lift	it	onto	the	cushion.	But	pain	sometimes
dulled	sensibility,	she	thought	a	few	moments	later	as	she	felt	his	hands	reach	under	her	skirt,	first	to	remove	the	handkerchief	he	had	wrapped	about	her	knee	earlier,	and	then	to	roll	down	her	torn	stocking	and	ease	it	off	over	her	foot.	Warm	fingers	probed	the	swelling.	“I	do	not	believe	anything	is	broken,”	Lord	Trentham	said.	“But	I	cannot	be
certain.	You	must	keep	your	foot	where	it	is	until	the	doctor	comes.	The	cut	to	your	knee	is	superficial	and	will	heal	in	a	few	days.”	She	opened	her	eyes	and	was	acutely	aware	of	her	bare	foot	and	a	length	of	bare	leg	elevated	on	the	cushion.	Lord	Trentham	was	standing	upright,	his	hands	clasped	at	his	back,	his	booted	feet	slightly	apart—a	military
man	at	ease.	His	dark	eyes	were	gazing	very	directly	back	into	hers,	and	his	jaw	was	set	hard.	He	resented	her	being	here,	she	thought.	Well,	she	had	tried	very	hard	not	to	be.	She	resented	being	resented.	“Most	women,”	he	said,	“do	not	bear	pain	well.	You	do.”	He	was	insulting	her	sex	but	complimenting	her	personally.	Was	she	supposed	to	simper
with	gratitude?	Page	7	“You	forget,	Lord	Trentham,”	she	said,	“that	it	is	women	who	bear	children.	It	is	generally	agreed	that	the	pain	of	childbed	is	the	worst	pain	there	is.”	“You	have	children	of	your	own?”	he	asked.	“No.”	She	closed	her	eyes	again	and	for	no	apparent	reason	continued—on	a	subject	she	almost	never	spoke	of,	even	to	those	nearest
and	dearest	to	her.	“I	lost	the	only	one	I	conceived.	It	happened	after	I	was	thrown	from	my	horse	and	broke	my	leg.”	“What	were	you	doing	riding	a	horse	when	you	were	with	child?”	he	asked.	It	was	a	good	question,	even	if	it	was	an	impudent	one	too.	“Jumping	hedges,”	she	said,	“including	one	neither	Vernon—my	husband—nor	I	had	ever	jumped
before.	His	horse	cleared	it.	Mine	did	not	and	I	was	tossed	off.”	There	was	a	short	silence.	Why	on	earth	had	she	told	him	all	that?	“Did	your	husband	know	you	were	with	child?”	he	asked.	It	was	an	unpardonably	intimate	question.	But	she	had	started	this.	“Of	course,”	she	said.	“I	was	almost	six	months	into	my	confinement.”	And	now	he	would	think
all	sorts	of	uncomplimentary	things	about	Vernon	without	understanding	at	all.	It	was	unfair	of	her	to	have	said	so	much	when	she	was	certainly	not	prepared	to	launch	into	lengthy	explanations.	She	seemed	to	have	done	nothing	but	show	herself	in	a	bad	light	since	she	first	set	eyes	upon	him	and	cringed	in	fear.	Yes,	she	really	had.	She	had	cringed.
“This	was	a	child	you	wanted?”	he	asked.	Her	eyes	snapped	open	and	she	glared	at	him,	speechless.	What	sort	of	question	was	that?	His	eyes	were	hard.	Accusing.	Condemning.	But	what	did	she	expect?	She	had	made	both	herself	and	Vernon	seem	unpardonably	reckless	and	irresponsible.	It	was	time	to	change	the	subject.	“Is	the	blond	gentleman
downstairs	a	guest	at	Penderris	too?”	she	asked.	“Have	I	imposed	upon	a	house	party?”	“He	is	Viscount	Ponsonby,”	he	said.	“There	are	six	guests	here,	apart	from	Stanbrook	himself.	We	gather	here	for	a	few	weeks	each	year.	Stanbrook	opened	his	home	to	us	for	several	years	during	and	after	the	wars	while	we	recuperated	from	various	wounds.”
Gwen	gazed	at	him.	There	was	no	outer	sign	of	any	wound	that	might	have	incapacitated	Lord	Trentham	for	that	long.	But	she	had	been	right	about	him.	He	was	a	military	man.	“You	were	or	are	all	officers?”	she	asked.	“Were,”	he	said.	“Five	of	us	in	the	recent	wars,	Stanbrook	in	previous	ones.	His	son	fought	and	died	in	the	Napoleonic	Wars.”	Ah,
yes.	Shortly	before	the	duchess	leapt	from	the	cliff	top	to	her	death.	“And	the	seventh	person?”	she	asked.	“A	woman,”	he	said,	“widow	of	a	surveillance	officer	who	was	tortured	to	death	after	being	captured.	She	was	present	when	he	was	finally	shot.”	“Oh,”	Gwen	said,	grimacing.	Now	she	felt	worse	than	ever.	This	was	far	more	terrible	than
imposing	upon	a	simple	house	party.	And	her	own	sprained	ankle	seemed	embarrassingly	trivial	in	comparison	with	what	the	duke	and	his	six	guests	must	have	endured.	Lord	Trentham	had	picked	up	a	shawl	from	the	back	of	a	nearby	chair	and	came	closer	to	spread	it	over	Gwen’s	injured	leg.	At	the	same	moment	the	drawing	doors	opened	again	and
a	woman	came	inside	carrying	a	tea	tray.	She	was	a	lady,	not	a	maid.	She	was	tall	and	very	straight	in	posture.	Her	dark	blond	hair	was	pulled	back	in	a	chignon,	but	the	simplicity,	even	severity,	of	the	style	emphasized	the	perfect	bone	structure	of	her	oval	face	with	its	finely	sculpted	cheekbones,	straight	nose,	and	blue-green	eyes	fringed	with
lashes	a	shade	darker	than	her	hair.	Her	mouth	was	wide	and	generous.	She	was	beautiful,	despite	the	fact	that	her	face	looked	as	though	it	were	sculpted	of	marble.	It	looked	not	only	as	though	she	never	smiled	but	as	if	she	were	incapable	of	doing	so	even	if	she	wished.	Her	eyes	were	large	and	very	calm,	almost	unnaturally	so.	She	came	toward	the
sofa	and	would	have	set	the	tray	down	on	the	table	beside	Gwen	if	Lord	Trentham	had	not	taken	it	from	her	hands	first.	“I’ll	see	to	that,	Imogen,”	he	said.	“George	guessed	that	you	would	consider	it	quite	improper	to	be	in	a	room	alone	with	a	strange	gentleman,	Lady	Muir,”	the	lady	said,	“even	if	he	did	rescue	you	and	carry	you	back	to	the	house.	I
have	been	designated	as	your	chaperon.”	Her	voice	was	cool	rather	than	cold.	“This	is	Imogen,	Lady	Barclay,”	Lord	Trentham	said,	“who	never	seems	to	consider	it	improper	to	stay	at	Penderris	with	six	gentlemen	and	no	chaperon.”	“I	would	entrust	my	life	to	any	of	the	six	or	all	of	them	combined,”	Lady	Barclay	said,	inclining	her	head	courteously	to
Gwen.	“Indeed,	I	have	already	done	so.	You	are	looking	embarrassed.	You	need	not.	How	did	you	hurt	your	ankle?”	She	poured	three	cups	of	tea	as	Gwen	described	what	had	happened.	This,	then,	she	thought,	was	the	lady	who	had	been	with	her	husband	when	his	torturers	had	killed	him.	Gwen	had	an	inkling	of	the	torments	she	must	have	lived
through	every	minute	of	every	day	since.	She	must	forever	be	asking	herself	if	there	was	anything	she	might	have	done	to	prevent	such	a	disaster.	Just	as	Gwen	forever	asked	it	of	herself	with	regard	to	Vernon’s	death.	“I	feel	very	foolish,”	she	said	in	conclusion.	“Of	course	you	do,”	Lady	Barclay	said.	“But	it	could	have	happened	to	any	of	us,	you
know.	We	are	always	up	and	down	to	the	beach,	and	that	slope	is	quite	treacherous	enough	even	without	the	shifting	stones.”	Gwen	glanced	at	Lord	Trentham,	who	was	silently	sipping	his	tea,	his	dark	eyes	resting	on	her.	Page	8	He	was,	she	thought	in	some	surprise	and	with	a	little	shiver	of	awareness,	a	terribly	attractive	man.	He	ought	not	to	be.
He	was	too	large	to	be	either	elegant	or	graceful.	His	hair	was	too	short	to	soften	the	harshness	of	his	features	or	the	hard	line	of	his	jaw.	His	mouth	was	too	straight	and	hard-set	to	be	sensuous.	His	eyes	were	too	dark	and	too	penetrating	to	make	a	woman	want	to	fall	into	them.	There	was	nothing	to	suggest	charm	or	humor	or	any	warmth	of
personality.	And	yet	…	And	yet	there	was	an	aura	about	him	of	almost	overpowering	physicality.	Of	masculinity.	It	would	be	an	absolutely	wonderful	experience,	she	thought,	to	go	to	bed	with	him.	It	was	a	thought	that	shocked	her	to	the	roots	of	her	being.	In	the	seven	years	since	Vernon’s	death	she	had	shrunk	away	from	the	merest	thought	of
another	courtship	and	marriage.	And	she	had	never	in	her	life	thought	of	any	man	in	any	other	connection.	Did	this	unexpected	and	rather	ridiculous	attraction	have	anything	to	do	with	the	equally	unexpected	wave	of	loneliness	she	had	felt	down	on	the	beach	just	before	she	met	him?	She	made	conversation	with	Lady	Barclay	while	these	strange
thoughts	buzzed	about	in	her	head.	But	really	it	was	difficult	to	concentrate	fully	upon	either	words	or	thought.	Pain,	as	she	remembered	now	from	the	time	when	she	broke	her	leg,	could	never	confine	itself	to	the	injured	part	of	one’s	body	but	throbbed	instead	all	through	it	until	one	did	not	know	quite	what	to	do	with	oneself.	Lord	Trentham	got	to
his	feet	as	soon	as	she	had	finished	her	cup	of	tea,	took	an	unused	linen	napkin	off	the	tea	tray,	and	crossed	to	a	sideboard,	where	he	must	have	found	a	jug	of	cold	water	among	the	liquor	decanters.	He	came	back	with	a	wet	napkin	from	which	most	of	the	water	had	been	squeezed,	spread	it	over	Gwen’s	forehead,	and	held	it	in	place	there	with	one
hand.	She	rested	the	back	of	her	head	against	the	cushion	again	and	closed	her	eyes.	The	coolness,	even	the	pressure	of	his	hand,	felt	very	good.	Where	was	the	insensitive	brute	she	had	judged	him	to	be?	“I	have	been	hoping	to	distract	her	with	conversation,”	Lady	Barclay	said.	“She	is	as	pale	as	a	ghost,	poor	thing.	But	she	has	uttered	not	a	moan	of
complaint.	She	has	my	admiration.”	“Jones	is	certainly	dragging	his	feet,”	Lord	Trentham	said.	“He	will	come	as	soon	as	he	is	able,”	Lady	Barclay	said.	“He	always	does,	Hugo.	And	there	is	no	better	doctor	in	the	world.”	“Lady	Muir	has	suffered	a	previous	injury	to	the	same	leg,”	Lord	Trentham	said.	“I	daresay	it	hurts	like	a	thousand	devils.”	They
were	talking	of	her	as	if	she	were	not	there	to	speak	for	herself,	Gwen	thought.	But	for	the	moment	she	did	not	care.	For	the	moment	she	was	distancing	herself	as	far	from	the	pain	as	she	could	get.	And	there	was	warmth	in	their	voices,	she	noticed.	As	if	they	were	fond	of	each	other.	Almost	as	if	they	were	genuinely	concerned	for	her.	Even	so,	she
wished	the	physician	would	come	soon	so	that	she	could	ask	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook	again	for	a	carriage	to	take	her	to	Vera’s.	Oh,	how	she	hated	to	be	beholden	to	anyone.	Chapter	3	When	Flavian	returned	with	the	doctor,	he	brought	Mrs.	Parkinson	too.	It	was	that	lady	who	hurried	into	the	drawing	room	first.	She	curtsied	low	to	Imogen	and	Hugo
and	assured	them	that	His	Grace	was	kindness	itself,	that	they	were	kindness	itself,	that	she	would	be	grateful	to	Lord	Ponsonby	for	the	rest	of	her	days	for	bringing	her	word	of	her	dearest	friend’s	accident	so	promptly	and	insisting	upon	bringing	her	here	in	His	Grace’s	carriage	despite	the	fact	that	she	would	have	been	happy	to	walk	ten	times	the
distance	if	it	had	been	necessary.	“I	would	walk	five—nay,	even	ten—miles	for	dear	Lady	Muir’s	sake,”	she	assured	them,	“even	if	it	was	careless	of	her	to	wander	onto	His	Grace’s	land	when	I	had	specifically	warned	her	to	be	careful	to	avoid	giving	offense	to	such	an	illustrious	peer	of	the	realm.	His	Grace	would	have	been	quite	justified	if	he	had
chosen	to	refuse	her	admittance	to	Penderris,	though	I	daresay	he	hesitated	to	do	so	when	he	learned	she	is	Lady	Muir.	I	suppose	it	is	that	fact	I	have	to	thank	for	my	invitation	to	ride	in	the	carriage,	for	such	a	distinction	has	never	been	offered	me	before,	you	know,	despite	the	fact	that	Mr.	Parkinson	was	the	younger	brother	of	Sir	Roger	Parkinson
and	was	fourth	in	line	to	the	title	himself	after	his	brother’s	three	sons.”	It	was	only	after	she	had	delivered	herself	of	this	remarkable	speech,	looking	from	Hugo	to	Imogen	as	she	did	so,	that	the	lady	turned	toward	her	friend,	her	hands	clasped	to	her	bosom.	Hugo	and	Imogen	exchanged	a	poker-faced	glance	in	which	volumes	were	spoken.	Flavian
had	come	to	stand	silently	just	inside	the	door,	looking	openly	bored.	“Gwen!”	Mrs.	Parkinson	cried.	“Oh,	my	poor	dear	Gwen,	what	have	you	done	to	yourself?	I	was	beside	myself	with	worry	when	you	did	not	return	from	your	walk	within	the	hour.	I	feared	the	worst	and	blamed	myself	most	bitterly	for	having	felt	too	low	in	spirits	to	accompany	you.
What	would	I	have	done	if	you	had	met	with	a	fatal	accident?	What	would	I	have	said	to	the	Earl	of	Kilbourne,	your	dear	brother?	It	was	really	too,	too	naughty	of	you	to	cause	me	such	panic.	All	of	which	I	felt,	of	course,	because	I	love	you	so	dearly.”	“I	twisted	my	ankle,	that	is	all,	Vera,”	Lady	Muir	explained.	“But	unfortunately,	it	is	impossible	for	me
to	walk,	at	least	for	the	present.	I	hope	not	to	have	to	impose	upon	the	duke’s	hospitality	for	much	longer,	however.	I	trust	he	will	be	kind	enough	to	allow	the	carriage	to	return	to	the	village	with	the	two	of	us	once	the	doctor	has	looked	at	my	ankle	and	bound	it	up.”	Page	9	Mrs.	Parkinson	regarded	her	friend	with	open	horror	and	uttered	a	slight
shriek	as	she	clasped	her	hands	even	more	tightly	to	her	bosom.	“You	must	not	even	think	of	being	removed,”	she	said.	“Oh,	my	poor	Gwen,	you	will	do	your	leg	irreparable	damage	if	you	attempt	anything	so	reckless.	You	already	have	that	unfortunate	limp	from	a	previous	accident,	and	I	daresay	it	has	deterred	other	gentlemen	from	paying	you	court
since	dear	Lord	Muir’s	passing.	You	simply	must	not	risk	becoming	entirely	lame.	His	Grace,	I	am	assured,	will	join	me	in	urging	you	to	remain	here	until	your	ankle	is	quite	healed.	You	must	not	worry	that	I	will	neglect	you.	I	shall	walk	over	daily	to	bear	you	company.	You	are	my	dearest	friend	in	the	world,	after	all.	I	am	sure	this	lady	and	this
gentleman	as	well	as	Viscount	Ponsonby	will	also	urge	you	to	stay.”	She	smiled	graciously	in	turn	upon	Imogen	and	Hugo,	and	Flavian,	sounding	even	more	bored	than	he	habitually	did,	introduced	them.	Mrs.	Parkinson	was	probably	close	to	Lady	Muir	in	age,	Hugo	guessed,	though	time	had	dealt	less	kindly	with	her.	Whereas	Lady	Muir	was	still
beautiful	even	though	she	was	probably	past	the	age	of	thirty,	any	claim	to	good	looks	Mrs.	Parkinson	might	once	have	had	was	long	past.	She	also	carried	too	much	weight	upon	her	frame,	and	most	of	it	had	settled	quite	unbecomingly	beneath	her	chin	and	about	her	bosom	and	hips.	Her	brown	hair	had	lost	any	youthful	luster	it	might	once	have	had.
Lady	Muir	opened	her	mouth	to	speak.	She	was	clearly	dismayed	at	the	suggestion	that	she	remain	at	Penderris.	She	was	prevented	from	expressing	her	sentiments,	however,	when	the	door	opened	again	to	admit	George	and	Dr.	Jones,	the	physician	he	had	enticed	from	London	years	ago	when	he	opened	his	home	to	the	six	of	them,	and	others	whose
stay	had	been	of	shorter	duration.	The	doctor	had	remained	ever	since	to	tend	the	poor	who	could	not	pay	his	fee,	as	well	as	the	richer	folk	who	could.	“Here	is	Dr.	Jones,	Lady	Muir,”	George	said.	“He	is	the	most	skilled	of	physicians,	I	do	assure	you.	You	may	feel	confident	in	entrusting	yourself	to	his	care.	Imogen,	would	you	be	so	good	as	to	remain
here	with	Lady	Muir?	The	rest	of	us	will	withdraw	to	the	library.	Mrs.	Parkinson,	may	I	offer	you	tea	and	cakes	there?	It	was	good	of	you	to	come	with	Flavian	and	the	doctor	at	such	short	notice.”	“It	is	I	who	ought	to	remain	with	Lady	Muir,”	Mrs.	Parkinson	said,	nevertheless	allowing	herself	to	be	ushered	toward	the	door.	“However,	my	nerves	are
stretched	thin,	Your	Grace,	after	tending	my	poor	dear	husband	for	so	long.	Dr.	Jones	will	tell	you	that	they	have	come	very	near	to	breaking	altogether	since	his	passing.	I	do	not	know	how	I	am	going	to	be	able	to	give	dear	Lady	Muir	the	care	she	is	going	to	need	in	my	home,	though	I	am	more	than	eager,	as	you	may	imagine,	to	have	her	removed
there.	I	feel	responsible	for	what	has	happened.	If	I	had	been	with	her,	as	I	would	have	been	if	I	had	not	been	feeling	so	low	in	spirits	this	morning,	then	I	would	have	kept	her	a	decent	distance	from	Penderris.	I	am	vexed	that	she	trespassed,	though	I	suppose	it	was	more	careless	than	deliberate	on	her	part.”	George	had	closed	the	drawing	room
doors	by	this	point	and	was	making	his	way	downstairs	with	Mrs.	Parkinson	on	his	arm.	Hugo	and	Flavian	were	following	along	behind	them.	“It	will	be	my	pleasure	to	have	Lady	Muir	remain	here,	ma’am,	until	she	can	walk	again,”	George	said.	“And	the	doctor	has	already	confirmed	that	you	are	worn	down	after	your	devoted	attention	to	your
husband	during	his	long	illness.”	“That	is	very	obliging	of	him,	I	am	sure,”	Mrs.	Parkinson	said.	“I	shall	come	every	day	to	visit	Lady	Muir,	of	course.”	“I	am	delighted	to	hear	it	ma’am,”	George	said,	nodding	to	a	footman	to	open	the	library	doors.	“My	carriage	will	be	at	your	disposal.”	Flavian	and	Hugo	exchanged	glances,	and	the	former	cocked	one
eyebrow.	Shall	we	sneak	off	while	we	may?	the	look	seemed	to	ask.	Hugo	pursed	his	lips.	It	was	tempting.	But	he	followed	George	and	his	guest	into	the	library,	and	Flavian	shrugged	and	came	behind	him.	“I	do	regret	this	imposition	upon	your	hospitality,	Your	Grace,”	Mrs.	Parkinson	assured	George.	“But	it	is	not	in	my	nature	to	abandon	a	friend
when	she	is	in	need.	And	so	I	will	accept	your	kind	offer	of	a	carriage	each	day	even	though	I	would	be	delighted	to	walk	here.	I	will	be	absolutely	no	bother	to	you	or	your	guests	while	I	am	here.	It	is	Lady	Muir	I	will	be	visiting.	I	shall	certainly	not	expect	tea	each	day.”	A	maid	had	just	come	into	the	room	and	was	setting	down	a	tray	on	the	large	oak
desk	by	the	window.	It	was	hardly	surprising,	Hugo	thought,	that	Mrs.	Parkinson	cultivated	the	friendship	of	Lady	Muir.	She	was,	after	all,	the	widow	of	a	lord	and	the	sister	of	an	earl,	and	Mrs.	Parkinson	was	obsequious	to	a	fault.	It	was	less	clear	why	Lady	Muir	was	her	friend.	She	had	struck	Hugo	as	being	decidedly	haughty	and	high	in	the	instep.
He	had	not	warmed	to	her	despite	her	undeniable	beauty.	Though	she	had	laughed	at	her	own	predicament	after	she	demanded	to	be	set	down	and	he	obliged	her.	And	then	she	had	asked	to	be	carried	after	all.	But	she	had	once	lost	her	unborn	child	through	the	incredible	recklessness	of	her	own	behavior	and	the	carelessness	of	her	husband’s.	She
was	the	sort	of	upper-class	woman	he	most	despised.	She	seemed	totally	wrapped	up	in	self.	And	yet	she	was	Mrs.	Parkinson’s	friend.	Perhaps	she	enjoyed	being	worshipped	and	adored.	Poor	George	was	being	left	to	bear	all	the	burden	of	conversation	alone	since	he,	Hugo,	was	standing	in	morose	silence	wishing	that	he	had	not	stopped	earlier	to
climb	to	that	ledge	on	the	cliff	but	had	come	straight	back	to	the	house.	And	Flavian	was	over	by	one	of	the	bookshelves,	leafing	through	a	book	and	looking	disdainful.	Flavian	always	portrayed	disdain	exceedingly	well.	He	never	even	needed	to	speak	a	word.	Page	10	This	was	grossly	unfair	to	George.	“You	have	known	Lady	Muir	for	a	long	time,	Mrs.
Parkinson?”	Hugo	asked.	“Oh,	my	lord,”	she	said,	setting	down	her	teacup	and	saucer	in	order	to	clasp	her	hands	to	her	bosom	again,	“we	have	known	each	other	forever.	We	made	our	come-out	together	in	London	when	we	were	mere	girls,	you	know.	We	made	our	curtsy	to	the	queen	on	the	very	same	day	and	danced	at	each	other’s	come-out	ball
afterward.	People	were	good	enough	to	call	us	the	two	most	dazzlingly	pretty	young	ladies	on	the	marriage	mart	that	year,	though	I	daresay	they	were	merely	being	kind	to	me.	Though	I	did	have	more	than	my	fair	share	of	beaux,	it	is	true.	More	than	Gwen,	in	fact,	though	I	suppose	that	was	in	part	due	to	the	fact	that	she	took	one	look	at	Lord	Muir
and	decided	that	his	title	and	fortune	were	worth	setting	her	cap	at.	I	might	have	married	a	marquess	or	a	viscount	myself	had	I	chosen,	or	any	one	of	a	number	of	barons.	But	I	fell	deeply	in	love	with	Mr.	Parkinson	and	never	regretted	for	a	single	moment	relinquishing	the	dazzling	life	I	might	have	had	with	a	titled	gentleman	and	ten	thousand	or
more	a	year.	There	is	nothing	more	important	in	life	than	romantic	love,	even	when	its	object	is	the	mere	younger	brother	of	a	baronet.”	How	had	Muir	died,	Hugo	wondered,	having	allowed	his	mind	to	wander.	He	did	not	ask.	The	doctor	was	being	shown	into	the	room,	and	he	confirmed	Hugo’s	suspicion	that	his	patient’s	ankle	was	severely	sprained
though	not	apparently	broken	or	fractured.	Nevertheless,	it	was	imperative	that	she	rest	her	leg	and	put	absolutely	no	weight	upon	it	for	at	least	a	week.	The	Survivors’	Club	was	going	to	have	to	expand	to	admit	one	more	member,	it	seemed,	even	if	just	temporarily.	George	had	allowed	Mrs.	Parkinson	to	win	her	point	and	give	herself	the	opportunity
to	insinuate	her	company	upon	them	for	some	days	to	come.	Lady	Muir	was	staying.	Mrs.	Parkinson	was	the	only	one	among	them	who	looked	gratified	at	the	verdict,	even	though	at	the	same	time	she	dabbed	a	handkerchief	to	her	eyes	and	heaved	a	soulful	sigh.	It	would	have	been	better,	Hugo	thought,	if	he	had	not	gone	down	onto	the	beach	at	all
today.	Last	evening’s	joke	ought	to	have	been	warning	enough.	God	sometimes	enjoyed	getting	in	on	a	joke	and	giving	it	his	own	peculiar	twist.	The	new	sprain	had	been	aggravated	by	the	old	break,	which	in	its	turn	had	been	poorly	set.	He	would	dearly	like	to	have	a	word	with	the	physician	who	had	set	it,	Dr.	Jones	said	with	some	severity	after	he
had	explained	the	situation	to	Gwen.	He	ordered	her	not	to	put	her	foot	to	the	ground	for	at	least	a	week	but	rather	to	keep	it	elevated	at	all	times,	not	even	on	a	low	stool	but	whenever	possible	on	a	level	with	her	heart.	It	would	have	been	a	gloomy	enough	pronouncement	under	any	circumstances.	Even	at	home,	the	prospect	of	remaining	inactive	for
so	long	would	have	been	irksome.	And	at	Vera’s,	another	week	without	any	escape	from	the	company	of	her	hostess	and	her	friends	would	have	been	rather	like	being	sentenced	to	a	stay	in	Purgatory.	Nevertheless,	even	that	would	have	seemed	like	Paradise	in	comparison	with	the	reality	she	faced.	She	was	going	to	have	to	spend	a	week—at	least	a
week—at	Penderris	Hall	as	a	guest	of	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook.	She	was	being	forced	to	impose	herself	upon	a	reunion	of	men—and	one	woman—who	had	spent	long	months	together	here	recovering	from	wounds	sustained	during	the	wars.	They	were	surely	a	closely	bonded	group.	The	last	thing	any	of	them	would	want	was	the	forced	presence	of	an
outsider,	a	stranger	to	them	all,	who	was	nursing	nothing	more	lethal	than	a	hurt	ankle.	Oh,	this	was	the	stuff	of	nightmares.	She	was	humiliated	and	in	pain	and	homesick—dreadfully	homesick.	But	most	of	all	she	was	angry.	She	was	angry	at	herself	for	continuing	along	the	beach	after	discovering	how	difficult	a	terrain	it	was	to	walk	upon,	and	for
choosing	to	climb	that	treacherous	slope.	She	had	a	weak	ankle.	She	knew	her	limitations	and	was	usually	quite	sensible	about	the	sort	of	exercise	she	undertook.	Most	of	all,	though,	she	was	angry—quite	furious,	in	fact—at	Vera.	What	true	lady	would	suddenly	close	her	home	to	the	very	friend	she	had	begged	to	come	and	keep	her	company	in	her
grief	and	loneliness,	just	because	that	friend	had	suffered	a	slight	accident?	Should	her	reaction	not	have	been	quite	the	opposite?	But	Vera	had	been	patently,	embarrassingly	self-serving	in	her	unwillingness	to	allow	Gwen	to	be	conveyed	to	her	house.	Much	as	she	had	railed	against	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook	before	today,	she	had	obviously	been
thrilled	beyond	words	at	being	offered	a	chance	to	come	here	to	Penderris	today,	and	in	his	crested	carriage,	no	less,	for	all	the	other	inhabitants	of	the	village	to	witness.	She	had	seen	the	chance	to	extend	the	thrill	and	become	a	daily	visitor	here	for	the	next	week	or	so	and	had	proceeded	to	grasp	it,	without	any	consideration	whatsoever	for	Gwen’s
feelings.	Gwen	nursed	her	humiliation	and	pain	and	anger	while	she	reclined	upon	the	bed	in	the	guest	room	that	had	been	assigned	to	her.	Lord	Trentham	had	carried	her	up	here	and	deposited	her	on	the	bed	and	left	her	almost	without	a	word.	He	had	asked	if	he	could	fetch	her	anything,	but	both	his	face	and	his	voice	had	been	without	expression
and	it	was	clear	he	did	not	expect	her	to	say	yes.	Oh,	she	must	not	give	in	to	the	temptation	to	shift	all	the	blame	for	her	discomfort	onto	the	occupants	of	Penderris	Hall.	They	had	taken	her	in	and	been	remarkably	kind	to	her.	Lord	Trentham	had	carried	her	all	the	way	up	from	the	beach,	or	very	close	to	it.	And	his	hands	had	been	surprisingly	gentle
when	he	removed	her	boot.	He	had	brought	her	that	cool	cloth	and	pressed	it	to	her	forehead	just	when	the	pain	had	been	threatening	to	get	beyond	her	control.	She	must	not	dislike	him.	She	just	wished	he	did	not	make	her	feel	like	a	spoiled,	pampered,	petulant	schoolgirl.	Page	11	A	maid	distracted	her	after	a	while.	She	brought	more	tea	and	the
news	that	a	portmanteau	of	her	ladyship’s	belongings	had	been	brought	over	from	the	village	and	was	now	in	the	dressing	room	adjoining	the	bedchamber.	The	same	maid	helped	her	wash	and	change	into	a	gown	more	suitable	for	evening.	She	brushed	out	Gwen’s	hair	and	restyled	it.	And	then	she	left	the	room	and	Gwen	wondered	what	would
happen	next.	She	hoped	desperately	that	she	could	remain	in	her	room,	that	the	maid	would	bring	up	a	tray	at	dinnertime.	Her	hopes	were	soon	to	be	dashed,	however.	A	knock	on	her	door	was	preceded	by	the	appearance	of	Lord	Trentham,	looking	large	and	actually	rather	splendid	in	a	well-fitting	tailed	evening	coat	and	other	evening	attire.	He	was
also	glowering.	No,	that	was	unfair.	His	face	in	repose	rather	naturally	glowered,	Gwen	thought.	He	had	the	look	of	a	fierce	warrior.	He	looked	as	though	the	niceties	of	civilized	living	were	unimportant	to	him.	“You	are	ready	to	come	downstairs?”	he	asked	“Oh,”	she	said.	“I	would	really	prefer	to	stay	here,	Lord	Trentham,	and	be	no	bother	to	anyone.
If	it	is	not	too	much	trouble,	perhaps	you	would	ask	for	a	tray	to	be	sent	up?”	She	smiled	at	him.	“I	believe	it	would	be	too	much	trouble,	ma’am,”	he	said.	“I	have	been	sent	to	bring	you	down.”	Gwen’s	cheeks	grew	hot.	How	very	mortifying!	And	what	a	vastly	unmannerly	answer.	Could	he	not	have	phrased	it	differently?	He	might	have	told	her	that
her	company	would	be	no	bother	to	anyone.	He	might	even	have	gone	as	far	as	to	say	that	the	duke	and	his	guests	were	looking	forward	to	her	joining	them.	He	might	have	smiled.	He	strode	toward	the	bed,	bent	over	her,	and	scooped	her	up.	Gwen	set	one	arm	about	his	neck	and	looked	into	his	face	even	though	it	was	disturbingly	close.	She	could
retain	her	manners	even	if	he	could	not.	“What	do	you	all	do	during	your	reunions?”	she	asked	politely.	“Reminisce	about	the	wars?”	“That	would	be	daft,”	he	said.	Was	he	always	so	rude?	Or	was	it	just	that	he	resented	her	and	could	not	even	be	civil	to	her?	But	he	could	have	carried	her	to	the	village	instead	of	bringing	her	here.	Obviously	he	was
such	a	strong	giant	that	her	weight	was	no	object	to	him.	“You	studiously	avoid	all	mention	of	the	wars,	then?”	she	asked	as	he	made	his	way	downstairs	with	her.	“We	suffered	in	this	place,”	he	told	her.	“We	healed	here.	We	bared	our	souls	to	each	other	here.	Leaving	here	was	one	of	the	hardest	things	we	had	had	to	do	in	a	long	while,	perhaps	in	our
whole	lives.	But	it	was	necessary	if	our	lives	were	ever	to	have	meaning	again.	Once	a	year,	though,	we	return	to	make	ourselves	whole	once	more,	or	to	bolster	ourselves	with	the	illusion	that	we	are	whole.”	It	was	a	lengthy	speech	for	Lord	Trentham.	But	he	did	not	look	at	her	as	he	spoke.	His	voice	sounded	fierce	and	resentful.	It	put	her	in	the
wrong	again.	It	implied	that	she	was	a	soft	and	pampered	lady	who	could	not	possibly	understand	the	sort	of	suffering	he	and	his	friends	here	had	endured.	Or	the	fact	that	that	suffering	never	quite	came	to	an	end,	that	the	sufferer	was	forever	scarred	by	it.	She	did	understand.	When	wounds	healed,	everything	should	be	mended.	The	person
concerned	should	be	whole	again.	That	seemed	to	make	good	sense.	But	she	had	not	been	mended	when	her	leg	knit	together	after	being	broken.	Her	leg	had	been	poorly	set.	She	would	not	have	been	whole	even	if	her	leg	had	healed	perfectly,	though.	She	had	also	lost	her	unborn	child	as	a	result	of	the	fall.	It	might	even	be	said	that	she	had	killed
her	child.	And	Vernon	had	never	been	the	same	after	it	had	happened,	though	that	did	beg	the	question—the	same	as	what?	When	one	had	once	suffered	a	great	hurt,	there	was	always	a	weakness	afterward,	a	vulnerability	where	there	had	been	wholeness	and	strength	before—and	innocence.	Oh,	she	did	understand.	Lord	Trentham	carried	her	into
the	drawing	room	and	set	her	down	on	the	same	sofa	as	before.	But	this	time	the	room	was	not	empty.	There	were,	in	fact,	six	other	people	present	apart	from	the	two	of	them.	The	Duke	of	Stanbrook	was	one,	Lady	Barclay	another,	Viscount	Ponsonby	a	third.	Gwen	wondered	fleetingly	what	his	wounds	had	been.	He	looked	dazzlingly	handsome	and
physically	perfect,	just	as	Lord	Trentham	looked	large	and	physically	perfect.	It	was	obvious	what	was	wrong	with	one	of	the	other	gentlemen.	He	hauled	himself	to	his	feet	when	Gwen	came	into	the	room,	using	two	canes	strapped	to	his	arms.	His	legs	looked	unnaturally	twisted	between	the	canes,	and	it	appeared	as	though	he	was	supporting	much
of	his	weight	on	his	arms.	“Lady	Muir,”	the	duke	said	from	his	position	before	the	hearth,	“I	appreciate	your	making	the	effort	to	join	us.	I	fully	understand	that	it	must	have	been	an	effort.	I	am	delighted	to	have	you	as	a	guest	in	my	home,	though	I	regret	the	circumstances.	I	look	forward	to	becoming	better	acquainted	with	you	during	the	coming
week.	You	will	not	hesitate,	I	hope,	to	ask	for	anything	you	may	need.”	“Thank	you,	Your	Grace,”	she	said,	flushing.	“You	are	very	kind.”	His	words	were	courtesy	itself,	though	his	manner	was	stiff,	distant,	austere.	But	at	least	he	was	courteous.	Unlike	Lord	Trentham,	he	was	clearly	a	gentleman	from	head	to	toe.	An	extremely	elegant	gentleman	too.
“You	have	met	Imogen,	Lady	Barclay,	and	Flavian,	Viscount	Ponsonby,”	he	continued,	crossing	the	room	to	pour	a	glass	of	wine,	which	he	brought	across	to	her.	“Allow	me	to	introduce	Sir	Benedict	Harper.”	He	indicated	the	man	with	the	twisted	legs.	He	was	tall	and	slim,	with	a	thin	face	and	angular	features	that	had	once	perhaps	been	purely
handsome.	Now	they	gave	evidence	of	prolonged	suffering	and	pain.	Page	12	“Lady	Muir.”	“Sir	Benedict.”	Gwen	inclined	her	head	to	him.	“And	Ralph,	Earl	of	Berwick,”	the	duke	said,	indicating	a	good-looking	young	man	if	one	ignored	the	scar	that	slashed	across	one	side	of	his	face.	He	nodded	to	her	but	neither	spoke	nor	smiled.	Another	dour	man.
“My	lord,”	she	said.	“And	Vincent,	Lord	Darleigh,”	His	Grace	said.	He	was	a	slight	young	man	with	curly	fair	hair.	He	had	an	open,	cheerful,	smiling	face,	and	the	largest,	loveliest	blue	eyes	Gwen	had	ever	seen.	Now	there	was	a	man	destined	to	break	young	hearts,	she	thought.	There	was	no	sign	of	any	injury	he	might	have	sustained	either	to	body	or
soul.	And	he	was	so	very	young.	If	he	really	had	been	an	officer	during	the	wars,	he	must	have	been	a	mere	boy	…	He	seemed	out	of	place	in	this	group.	He	looked	too	young	and	carefree	to	have	suffered	greatly.	“My	lord,”	Gwen	said.	“You	have	the	voice	of	a	beautiful	woman,	Lady	Muir,”	he	said,	“and	I	am	told	you	have	the	looks	to	match.	It	is	a
pleasure	to	make	your	acquaintance.	Imogen	says	that	you	are	horribly	embarrassed	to	be	here,	but	you	need	not	be.	We	sent	Hugo	down	onto	the	beach	today	to	find	you.	He	has	a	well-earned	reputation	for	never	failing	in	any	mission	set	him,	and	this	was	no	exception.	He	fetched	a	rare	beauty.”	Gwen	was	feeling	a	jolt	of	shock	that	had	nothing	to
do	with	his	last	words.	Indeed,	for	a	few	moments	she	did	not	even	fully	comprehend	what	they	were.	She	had	suddenly	realized	that	despite	the	loveliness	of	his	eyes	and	the	fact	that	he	appeared	to	be	gazing	directly	at	her,	Lord	Darleigh	was	blind.	Perhaps	his	was	the	worst	injury	of	all,	she	thought.	She	could	imagine	little	worse	than	losing	one’s
sight.	Yet	he	smiled	and	was	purely	charming.	Did	his	smile	extend	all	the	way	inside	himself,	though?	There	was	something	slightly	disturbing	about	his	cheerful	demeanor	now	that	she	understood	the	devastation	the	wars	had	wreaked	upon	his	life.	“If	Hugo	had	fetched	a	gargoyle,	Vincent,”	the	Earl	of	Berwick	said,	“it	would	have	made	no
difference	to	you,	would	it?”	“Ah,”	Lord	Darleigh	said,	turning	his	eyes	with	great	accuracy	in	the	direction	of	the	earl	and	smiling	sweetly,	“it	would	not	matter	to	me,	Ralph,	would	it,	provided	she	had	the	soul	of	an	angel.”	“A	hit	indeed,	Ralph,”	Viscount	Ponsonby	said.	And	that	was	when	Gwen	heard	the	echo	of	what	Viscount	Darleigh	had	said	to
her—We	sent	Hugo	down	onto	the	beach	today	to	find	you	…	He	fetched	a	rare	beauty.	“Lord	Trentham	came	to	find	me?”	she	asked.	“But	how	did	he	know	I	would	be	there?	I	did	not	plan	that	walk	ahead	of	time.”	“You	would	do	well,	Vincent,”	Lord	Trentham	said,	“to	tie	your	tongue	in	a	knot.”	“Too	late,”	Viscount	Ponsonby	said.	“Your	secret	must
out,	Hugo.	Lady	Muir,	for	a	number	of	reasons,	all	of	which	seem	sound	to	Hugo,	he	has	decided	to	take	a	bride	this	year.	His	only	p-problem	is	selection.	He	is	arguably	the	finest	soldier	the	British	armies	have	produced	in	the	last	twenty	years.	He	is	not,	alas,	equally	renowned	as	an	accomplished	l-lover	and	wooer	of	the	fair	sex.	When	he	explained
his	situation	to	us	last	evening	and	added,	wise	man,	that	he	was	not	in	search	of	any	grand	love	affair,	he	was	advised	to	look	about	him	for	a	personable	female,	explain	to	her	that	he	is	a	lord	and	really	quite	f-fabulously	wealthy,	and	then	suggest	that	she	marry	him.	He	agreed	that	he	would	go	down	to	the	beach	today	and	find	such	a	woman.	And
here	you	are.”	If	her	cheeks	grew	any	hotter,	Gwen	thought,	they	would	surely	burst	into	flame.	And	all	her	earlier	embarrassment	and	anger	had	returned	with	interest.	She	looked	at	Lord	Trentham,	who	was	standing	stiff	and	erect	like	a	soldier	at	ease,	but	not	at	ease,	and	her	chin	lifted	and	her	eyes	sparked.	“Perhaps,	then,	Lord	Trentham,”	she
said,	“you	would	care	to	inform	me	of	your	stature	and	wealth	now,	in	the	presence	of	your	friends.	And	make	me	your	offer	of	marriage.”	He	looked	directly	at	her	and	said	nothing.	He	was	not	really	given	the	chance.	“Ma’am,”	Lord	Darleigh	said,	his	blue	eyes	on	hers	again,	though	now	they	looked	as	troubled	as	his	voice	sounded.	“I	spoke	to	make
everyone	laugh.	It	was	not	until	the	words	were	out	of	my	mouth	that	I	realized	how	unpardonably	embarrassing	they	were	to	you.	We	were,	of	course,	all	joking	last	evening,	and	it	was	pure	chance	that	you	were	on	the	beach	and	hurt	yourself	and	that	Hugo	happened	to	be	there	to	offer	you	assistance.	I	beg	you	to	forgive	me	and	to	forgive	Hugo.
He	is	blameless	in	your	embarrassment.	The	fault	is	all	mine.”	Gwen	transferred	her	gaze	to	him.	And	she	laughed.	“I	beg	your	pardon,”	she	said.	“I	can	quite	see	the	funny	side	of	the	coincidence.”	She	was	not	sure	she	spoke	the	truth.	“Thank	you,	ma’am.”	The	young	lord	sounded	relieved.	“It	is	time	that	particular	topic	of	conversation	was	put	to
rest,”	Sir	Benedict	said.	“Where	is	your	home,	Lady	Muir?	When	you	are	not	staying	with	…	Mrs.	Parkinson,	is	it?”	“I	live	at	Newbury	Abbey	in	Dorsetshire,”	Gwen	said.	“Or	rather,	my	home	is	the	dower	house	in	the	park.	I	live	there	with	my	mother.	My	brother	and	his	family	live	at	the	abbey—the	Earl	of	Kilbourne,	that	is.”	“I	knew	him	slightly	in	the
Peninsula,”	Lord	Trentham	said,	“though	he	had	a	viscount’s	title	then.	He	was	shipped	home,	if	I	remember	correctly,	after	his	scouting	party	was	ambushed	in	the	mountains	of	Portugal,	leaving	him	close	to	death.	He	made	a	full	recovery,	then?”	Page	13	“He	is	well,”	Gwen	said.	“It	was	Kilbourne’s	wife,	was	it	not,”	the	duke	asked,	“who	turned	out
to	be	the	long-lost	daughter	of	the	Duke	of	Portfrey?”	“Yes,”	Gwen	said.	“Lily,	my	sister-in-law.”	“Portfrey	and	I	were	close	friends	in	the	long-ago	days	of	our	youth,”	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook	said.	“He	is	married	to	my	aunt,”	she	said.	“Those	family	relationships	are	a	little	complicated,	to	say	the	least.”	The	duke	nodded.	“Lady	Muir,”	he	said,	“it	will	be
best	for	you,	I	believe,	if	we	excuse	you	from	sitting	at	the	dining	room	table	with	us.	Although	I	could	provide	a	stool	for	your	foot,	it	would	not	be	adequate.	The	good	doctor	was	quite	adamant	in	his	instruction	that	you	keep	your	foot	elevated	for	the	next	week.	You	will,	therefore,	dine	in	here.	I	do	hope	that	will	not	be	too	inconvenient	for	you.	We
will	not	desert	you	entirely,	however.	Hugo	has	been	appointed	to	bear	you	company.	I	can	assure	you	that	he	will	not	assail	your	ears	with	tales	of	his	wealth	or	with	suggestions	that	you	marry	him	in	order	to	secure	a	part	of	it	for	yourself.”	Her	smile	was	austere.	“I	daresay	I	will	never	live	down	that	faux	pas,”	Lord	Darleigh	said	ruefully.	The	duke
offered	his	arm	to	Lady	Barclay	and	led	her	from	the	room.	The	others	followed.	Sir	Benedict	Harper,	Gwen	noticed,	did	not	use	his	canes	as	crutches	even	though	they	looked	sturdy	enough	to	bear	his	weight.	Rather,	he	walked	slowly	and	with	painstaking	care,	using	them	for	balance.	The	silence	in	the	drawing	room	after	the	door	had	closed	behind
the	diners	seemed	almost	unbearably	loud.	Chapter	4	It	had	not	been	his	fault,	Gwen	thought,	that	joke	and	the	coincidence	of	her	being	on	the	beach	today	of	all	days.	It	just	felt	as	if	it	were	his	fault.	She	resented	him	anyway.	She	had	just	been	horribly	embarrassed.	And	Lord	Trentham	looked	as	if	he	resented	her.	Probably	because	he	had	just
been	horribly	embarrassed.	His	eyes	were	on	the	door	as	though	he	could	still	see	his	fellow	guests	through	its	panels	and	longed	to	be	on	the	other	side	with	them.	She	wished	quite	fervently	that	he	was	there	too.	“Will	Sir	Benedict	ever	walk	without	his	canes?”	she	asked	for	something	to	say.	He	pursed	his	lips,	and	for	a	moment	she	thought	he
would	not	answer.	“The	whole	world	beyond	these	walls,”	he	said	eventually,	still	watching	the	door,	“would	say	a	resounding	no.	The	whole	world	called	him	fool	for	refusing	to	have	the	legs	amputated	and	then	for	not	accepting	reality	and	resigning	himself	to	living	the	rest	of	his	life	in	bed	or	at	least	in	a	chair.	There	are	six	of	us	within	this	house
who	would	wager	a	fortune	apiece	on	him.	He	swears	he	will	dance	one	day,	and	the	only	thing	we	wonder	about	is	who	his	partner	will	be.”	Oh	dear,	she	thought	after	another	short	silence,	this	was	going	to	be	an	uphill	battle.	“Do	you	often	see	people	down	on	the	beach?”	she	asked.	He	turned	to	look	at	her.	“Never,”	he	said.	“In	all	the	times	I	have
been	down	there,	I	have	never	encountered	another	soul	who	was	not	also	from	this	house.	Until	today.”	There	was	a	suggestion	of	reproach	in	his	voice.	“Then	I	suppose,”	she	said,	“it	seemed	a	safe	thing	to	say	to	your	friends,	who	were	teasing	you.	That	you	would	find	a	woman	to	whom	to	propose	marriage	down	on	the	beach,	I	mean.”	“Yes,”	he
agreed.	“It	did.”	She	smiled	at	him,	and	then	laughed	softly.	He	looked	back,	no	answering	amusement	in	his	face.	“It	all	really	is	funny,”	she	said.	“Except	that	now	you	will	doubtless	be	teased	endlessly.	And	I	am	confined	here	for	at	least	a	week	with	a	sprained	ankle.	And,”	she	added	when	he	still	did	not	smile,	“you	and	I	will	probably	be	horribly



embarrassed	in	each	other’s	company	until	I	finally	leave	here.”	“If	I	could	throttle	young	Darleigh,”	he	said,	“without	actually	committing	murder,	I	would.”	Gwen	laughed	again.	And	silence	descended	once	more.	“Lord	Trentham,”	she	said,	“you	really	do	not	need	to	bear	me	company	here,	you	know.	You	came	to	Penderris	to	enjoy	the
companionship	of	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook	and	your	fellow	guests.	I	daresay	your	suffering	together	here	for	so	long	established	a	special	bond	among	you,	and	I	have	now	intruded	upon	that	intimacy.	Everyone	has	been	most	kind	and	courteous	to	me,	but	I	am	quite	determined	to	be	as	little	of	a	nuisance	while	I	must	remain	here	as	I	possibly	can	be.
Please	feel	free	to	join	the	others	in	the	dining	room.”	He	still	stood	looking	down	at	her,	his	hands	clasped	behind	his	back.	“You	would	have	me	thwart	the	will	of	my	host,	then?”	he	asked	her.	“I	will	not	do	it,	ma’am.	I	will	remain	here.”	Lord	Trentham.	He	could	be	anything	from	a	baron	on	up	to	a	marquess,	Gwen	thought,	though	she	had	never
heard	of	him	before	today.	And	if	what	Viscount	Ponsonby	had	said	was	correct,	he	was	also	extremely	wealthy.	Yet	he	did	not	have	the	manners	of	a	thick	plank.	She	inclined	her	head	to	him	and	resolved	not	to	utter	another	word	before	he	did,	though	she	would	thereby	be	lowering	her	manners	to	the	level	of	his.	So	be	it.	But	before	the	silence
could	become	uncomfortable	again,	the	door	opened	to	admit	two	servants,	who	proceeded	to	move	a	table	closer	to	the	sofa	and	set	it	for	one	diner.	Before	those	servants	had	time	to	leave	the	room,	two	others	entered	bearing	laden	trays.	One	was	set	across	Gwen’s	lap	while	the	other	was	carried	to	the	table,	where	the	various	dishes	were	set	out
for	Lord	Trentham’s	dinner.	Page	14	The	servants	left	as	silently	as	they	had	come.	Gwen	looked	down	at	her	soup	and	picked	up	her	spoon	as	Lord	Trentham	took	his	place	at	the	table.	“I	beg	your	pardon,”	Lord	Trentham	said,	“for	the	embarrassment	a	seemingly	harmless	joke	has	caused	you,	Lady	Muir.	It	is	one	thing	to	be	teased	by	friends.	It	is
another	to	be	humiliated	by	strangers.”	She	looked	at	him	in	surprise.	“I	daresay,”	she	said,	“I	will	survive	the	ordeal.”	He	returned	her	look,	saw	that	she	was	smiling,	and	nodded	curtly	before	addressing	himself	to	his	dinner.	The	Duke	of	Stanbrook	had	an	excellent	chef,	Gwen	thought,	if	the	oxtail	soup	was	anything	to	judge	by.	“You	are	in	search
of	a	wife,	Lord	Trentham?”	she	said.	“Do	you	have	any	particular	lady	in	mind?”	“No,”	he	said.	“But	I	want	someone	of	my	own	sort.	A	practical,	capable	woman.”	She	looked	up	at	him.	Someone	of	my	own	sort.	“I	was	not	born	a	gentleman,”	he	explained.	“My	title	was	awarded	to	me	during	the	wars,	as	a	result	of	something	I	did.	My	father	was
probably	one	of	the	wealthiest	men	in	England.	He	was	a	very	successful	businessman.	But	he	was	not	a	gentleman,	and	he	had	no	desire	to	be	one.	He	had	no	social	ambitions	for	his	children	either.	He	despised	the	upper	classes	as	idle	wastrels,	if	the	truth	were	told.	He	wanted	us	to	fit	in	where	we	belonged.	I	have	not	always	honored	his	wishes,
but	in	that	particular	one	I	concur	with	him.	It	would	suit	me	best	to	find	a	wife	of	my	own	class.”	Much	had	been	explained,	Gwen	thought.	“What	did	you	do?”	she	asked	as	she	pushed	back	her	empty	soup	bowl	and	drew	forward	her	plate	of	roast	beef	and	vegetables.	He	looked	back	at	her,	his	eyebrows	raised.	“It	must	have	been	something
extraordinary,”	she	said,	“if	the	reward	was	a	title.”	He	shrugged.	“I	led	a	Forlorn	Hope,”	he	said.	“A	Forlorn	Hope?”	Her	knife	and	fork	remained	suspended	above	her	plate.	“And	you	survived	it?”	“As	you	see,”	he	said.	She	gazed	at	him	in	wonder	and	admiration.	A	Forlorn	Hope	was	almost	always	suicidal	and	almost	always	a	failure.	He	could	not
have	failed	if	he	had	been	so	rewarded.	And	good	heavens,	he	was	not	even	a	gentleman.	There	were	not	many	officers	who	were	not.	“I	do	not	talk	about	it,”	he	said,	cutting	into	his	meat.	“Ever.”	Gwen	continued	to	stare	for	a	few	moments	before	resuming	her	meal.	Were	the	memories	so	painful,	then,	that	they	were	not	even	tempered	by	the
reward?	Was	it	there	that	he	had	been	so	horribly	wounded	that	he	had	spent	a	long	time	here	recovering	his	health?	But	his	title,	she	realized,	sat	uneasily	upon	his	shoulders.	“How	long	have	you	been	widowed?”	he	asked	her	in	what,	she	guessed,	was	a	determined	effort	to	change	the	subject.	“Seven	years,”	she	said.	“You	have	never	wished	to
marry	again?”	he	asked.	“Never,”	she	said—and	thought	of	that	strange,	crashing	loneliness	she	had	felt	down	on	the	beach.	“You	loved	him,	then?”	he	asked.	“Yes.”	It	was	true.	Despite	everything,	she	had	loved	Vernon.	“Yes,	I	loved	him.”	“How	did	he	die?”	he	asked.	A	gentleman	would	not	have	asked	such	a	question.	“He	fell,”	she	told	him,	“over
the	balustrade	of	the	gallery	above	the	marble	hall	in	our	home.	He	landed	on	his	head	and	died	instantly.”	Too	late	it	occurred	to	her	that	she	might	have	answered	with	some	truth,	as	he	had	done	a	short	while	ago—I	do	not	talk	about	it.	Ever.	He	swallowed	the	food	that	was	in	his	mouth.	But	she	knew	what	he	was	about	to	ask	even	before	he	spoke
again.	“How	long	was	this,”	he	asked,	“after	you	fell	off	your	horse	and	lost	your	unborn	child?”	Well,	she	was	committed	now.	“A	year,”	she	said.	“A	little	less.”	“You	had	a	marriage	unusually	punctuated	with	violence,”	he	said.	Her	answer	had	not	needed	comment.	Or,	rather,	not	such	a	comment.	She	set	her	knife	and	fork	down	across	her	half-
empty	plate	with	a	little	clatter.	“You	are	impertinent,	Lord	Trentham,”	she	said.	Oh,	but	this	was	her	own	fault.	His	very	first	question	had	been	impertinent.	She	ought	to	have	told	him	so	then.	“I	am,”	he	said.	“It	is	not	how	a	gentleman	behaves,	is	it?	Or	a	man	who	is	not	a	gentleman	when	he	is	talking	to	a	lady.	I	have	never	freed	myself	of	the	habit,
when	I	wish	to	know	something,	of	simply	asking.	It	is	not	always	the	polite	thing	to	do,	I	have	learned.”	She	finished	the	food	on	her	plate,	moved	the	plate	to	the	back	of	the	tray,	and	drew	forward	her	pudding	dish.	She	picked	up	her	wineglass	and	sipped	from	it.	She	set	it	down	and	sighed.	“My	closest	family	members,”	she	said,	“have	always
chosen	to	believe	quite	steadfastly	that	Vernon	and	I	had	a	blissful	love	relationship	that	was	blighted	by	accident	and	tragedy.	Other	people	are	notably	silent	upon	the	subject	of	my	marriage	and	my	husband’s	death,	but	I	can	often	almost	hear	them	thinking	and	assuming	that	it	was	a	marriage	filled	with	violence	and	abuse.”	“And	was	it?”	he
asked.	She	closed	her	eyes	briefly.	“Sometimes,”	she	said,	“life	is	too	complicated	for	there	to	be	a	simple	answer	to	a	simple	question.	I	did	indeed	love	him,	and	he	loved	me.	Often	our	love	was	blissful.	But	…	Well,	sometimes	it	seemed	to	me	that	Vernon	was	two	different	people.	Often—most	of	the	time,	in	fact—he	was	cheerful	and	charming	and
witty	and	intelligent	and	affectionate	and	a	whole	host	of	other	things	that	made	him	very	dear	to	me.	But	occasionally,	although	he	remained	in	many	ways	much	the	same,	there	was	something	almost	…	oh,	desperate	about	his	high	spirits.	And	I	always	felt	at	such	times	that	there	was	the	finest	of	fine	lines	between	happiness	and	despair,	and	he
trod	that	line.	The	trouble	was	that	he	never	came	out	of	it	on	the	side	of	happiness.	He	always	tumbled	the	other	way.	And	then	for	days,	occasionally	even	for	a	few	weeks,	he	was	plunged	into	the	blackest	of	black	moods	and	nothing	I	could	say	or	do	would	pull	him	free—until	one	day,	without	any	warning	at	all,	he	would	be	back	to	his	usual	self.	I
learned	to	recognize	the	moment	when	his	mood	was	turning	to	the	overe-xuberant.	I	learned	to	dread	such	moments	because	there	was	no	coaxing	him	back	from	the	brink.	Though	for	the	last	year	his	moods	hovered	most	of	the	time	between	black	and	blacker.	And	you	are	the	only	person,	Lord	Trentham,	to	whom	I	have	spoken	of	such	things.	I
have	no	idea	why	I	have	broken	my	silence	with	a	near	stranger.”	Page	15	She	was	partly	horrified,	partly	relieved	that	she	had	revealed	so	much	to	a	man	she	did	not	even	particularly	like.	Though	there	was	much,	of	course,	that	she	had	not	said.	“It	is	this	place,”	he	said.	“It	has	been	the	scene	of	much	unburdening	over	the	years,	some	of	it	all	but
unspeakable	and	all	but	unthinkable.	There	is	trust	in	this	house.	We	all	trust	one	another	here,	and	no	one	has	ever	betrayed	that	trust.	Did	you	go	on	that	mad	ride	when	Lord	Muir	was	in	one	of	his	excitable	moods?”	“At	that	time	in	my	marriage,”	she	said,	“I	still	clung	to	the	belief	that	I	could	avert	his	black	moods	by	humoring	his	wild	whims.	He
wanted	me	to	ride	with	him	that	day	and	brushed	aside	all	my	protests.	And	so	I	went,	and	I	followed	wherever	he	led.	I	was	terrified	that	he	would	hurt	himself.	What	I	thought	I	could	do	to	keep	him	from	harm	just	by	being	with	him	I	do	not	know.”	“But	it	was	not	he	who	was	hurt,”	he	said.	Except	that	in	many	ways	he	had	been	hurt	as	badly	as	she.
And	neither	of	them	had	been	hurt	as	badly	as	their	child.	“No.”	Her	eyes	were	shut	tight	again.	Her	spoon	was	clutched,	forgotten,	in	one	hand.	“But	it	was	he	who	got	hurt	on	the	night	he	died,”	he	said.	She	opened	her	eyes	and	turned	her	head	to	look	coldly	at	him.	What	was	he?	Her	inquisitor?	“That	is	enough,”	she	said.	“He	did	not	abuse	me,
Lord	Trentham.	He	never	raised	a	hand	or	voice	to	me	or	belittled	me	or	lashed	out	at	me	with	words.	I	believe	he	was	ill,	even	if	there	is	no	name	for	his	illness.	He	was	not	mad.	He	did	not	belong	in	an	asylum.	Neither	did	he	belong	on	a	sickbed.	But	he	was	ill	nevertheless.	That	is	hard	for	anyone	to	comprehend	who	did	not	live	with	him	constantly,
day	and	night,	as	I	did.	But	it	is	true.	I	loved	him.	I	had	promised	to	love	him	in	sickness	and	in	health	until	death	parted	us,	and	I	did	love	him	to	the	end.	But	it	was	not	easy,	for	all	that.	After	his	death	I	grieved	deeply	for	him.	I	was	also	weary	of	marriage	to	the	marrow	of	my	bones.	That	one	marriage	brought	me	great	joy,	but	it	also	brought	almost
more	misery	than	I	could	bear.	I	wanted	peace	afterward.	I	wanted	it	for	the	rest	of	my	life.	I	have	had	it	now	for	seven	years	and	am	perfectly	content	to	remain	as	I	am.”	“No	man	could	change	your	mind?”	he	asked.	Even	just	yesterday	she	would	have	said	no	without	any	hesitation	at	all.	Even	this	morning	she	had	been	in	denial	of	the	essential
emptiness	and	loneliness	of	her	life.	Or	perhaps	that	brief	moment	on	the	beach	had	been	instigated	by	nothing	more	serious	than	her	quarrel	with	Vera	and	the	bleakness	of	her	surroundings.	“He	would	have	to	be	the	perfect	man,”	she	said,	“and	there	is	really	no	such	thing	as	perfection,	is	there?	He	would	have	to	be	an	even-tempered,	cheerful,
comfortable	companion	who	has	known	no	great	trouble	in	his	life.	He	would	have	to	offer	a	relationship	that	promised	peace	and	stability	and	…	Oh,	and	simplicity	with	no	excessive	highs	and	lows.”	Yes,	she	thought,	surprised,	such	a	marriage	would	be	pleasant.	But	she	doubted	there	was	a	man	perfect	for	her	needs.	And	even	if	there	was	one	who
seemed	perfect	and	who	wished	to	marry	her,	how	would	she	know	for	sure	what	he	was	like	until	after	she	had	married	him	and	lived	with	him	and	it	was	too	late	to	change	her	mind?	And	how	could	she	ever	be	worthy	of	happiness?	“No	passion?”	he	asked	her.	“He	would	not	have	to	be	good	in	bed?”	Her	head	snapped	around	in	his	direction.	She
felt	her	eyes	grow	wide	with	shock	and	her	cheeks	flame	with	heat.	“You	really	are	a	plain-spoken	man,	Lord	Trentham,”	she	said,	“or	else	an	extraordinarily	impertinent	one.	Pleasure	in	the	marriage	bed	need	not	involve	passion,	as	you	put	it.	It	can	be	simply	shared	comfort.	If	I	were	looking	for	a	husband,	I	would	be	happy	with	the	shared	comfort.
And	if	you	are	looking	for	a	wife	who	is	practical	and	capable,	passion	cannot	count	a	great	deal	with	you	either,	can	it?”	She	was	feeling	horridly	discomposed	and	had	spoken	quite	indiscreetly.	“A	woman	can	be	practical	and	capable	and	lusty	too,”	he	said.	“She	would	have	to	be	lusty	if	I	were	to	marry	her.	I	am	going	to	have	to	give	up	other	women
when	I	wed.	It	would	not	be	seemly	to	seek	my	pleasure	outside	my	marriage	bed,	would	it?	It	would	not	be	fair	to	my	wife	or	a	good	example	to	my	children.	And	there	is	middle-class	morality	for	you,	Lady	Muir.	I	am	lusty	but	believe	in	marital	fidelity.”	She	set	her	spoon	down	on	her	plate,	careful	this	time	not	to	let	it	clatter.	And	then	she	spread
her	hands	over	her	face	and	laughed	into	them.	Could	he	possibly	have	just	said	what	she	knew	very	well	he	had	said?	“I	am	really	quite,	quite	sure,”	she	said,	“that	this	has	been	the	strangest	day	of	my	life,	Lord	Trentham.	And	now	it	has	culminated	in	a	short	lecture	on	lust	and	middle-class	morality.”	“Well,”	he	said,	pushing	back	his	chair	and
getting	to	his	feet,	“that	is	what	you	get	when	you	sprain	your	ankle	within	sight	of	a	man	who	is	not	a	gentleman,	ma’am.	I	will	remove	that	tray	from	across	your	lap	and	set	it	down	on	the	table	here	with	my	dishes.	You	have	finished	eating,	have	you?”	“I	have,”	she	said	while	he	suited	action	to	words	and	then	turned	back	to	look	down	at	her.	“Why
the	devil,”	he	asked	her,	“were	you	staying	with	Mrs.	Parkinson?	Why	are	you	her	friend?”	She	raised	her	eyebrows	at	both	the	blasphemy	and	the	questions.	“She	lost	her	husband	lately,”	she	said,	“and	was	feeling	unhappy	and	lonely.	I	know	both	feelings.	I	knew	her	long	ago	and	have	corresponded	with	her	from	time	to	time	ever	since.	I	was	free
to	come	and	so	I	came.”	Page	16	“You	realize,	I	suppose,”	he	said,	“that	she	feels	nothing	whatsoever	for	you,	but	only	for	your	title	and	your	close	connection	with	the	Earl	of	Kilbourne.	And	that	she	will	come	here	daily	only	because	it	is	Penderris	Hall,	home	of	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook.”	“Lord	Trentham,”	she	said,	“Vera	Parkinson’s	loneliness	is	very
real.	If	I	have	helped	alleviate	it	in	some	small	degree	during	the	past	two	weeks,	then	I	am	satisfied.”	“The	trouble	with	the	upper	classes,”	he	said,	“is	that	they	rarely	speak	the	truth.	The	woman	is	a	horror.”	Oh,	dear.	Gwen	feared	she	would	hug	that	last	sentence	to	herself	with	glee	for	a	long	time	to	come.	“Sometimes,	Lord	Trentham,”	she	said,
“tempering	the	truth	with	tact	and	kindness	is	called	good	manners.”	“You	use	them	even	when	you	scold,”	he	said.	“I	try.”	She	wished	he	would	sit	down	again.	Even	if	she	were	also	standing	he	would	tower	over	her.	As	it	was,	he	looked	like	a	veritable	giant.	Perhaps	the	enemy	against	whom	he	had	led	the	Forlorn	Hope	had	taken	one	look	at	him
and	fled.	It	would	not	surprise	her.	“You	are	not	by	any	manner	of	means	the	sort	of	woman	I	am	in	search	of	as	a	wife,”	he	said,	“and	I	am	in	a	totally	different	universe	from	the	husband	you	hope	to	find.	But	I	feel	a	powerful	urge	to	kiss	you,	for	all	that.”	What?	But	the	trouble	was	that	his	outrageous	words	aroused	such	a	surging	of	raw	desire	to	all
the	relevant	parts	of	her	body	that	she	was	left	gaping	and	breathless.	And	despite	his	massive	size	and	his	cropped	hair	and	his	dour,	fierce	countenance,	and	his	lack	of	gentlemanly	manners,	she	still	found	him	overpoweringly	attractive.	“I	suppose,”	he	said,	“I	ought	to	restrain	myself.	But	there	was	the	coincidence	of	that	meeting	on	the	beach,	you
see.”	She	closed	her	mouth	and	mastered	her	breathing.	She	was	not	going	to	let	him	get	away	with	such	impertinence,	was	she?	“Yes,”	she	heard	herself	say	as	she	gazed	into	his	eyes	far	above	her	own,	“there	was	that.	And	there	is	a	school	of	thought,	I	have	heard,	that	claims	there	is	no	such	thing	as	coincidence.”	Was	he	really	going	to	kiss	her?
Was	she	going	to	allow	it?	She	had	not	gone	unkissed	for	seven	years.	She	had	allowed	a	few	restrained	embraces	from	various	gentlemen	of	her	acquaintance.	But	never	from	any	to	whom	she	had	felt	any	greater	attraction	than	liking.	And	none	from	any	real	physical	desire—not	on	her	part,	anyway.	For	a	few	moments	she	thought	he	would	not	kiss
her	after	all.	There	was	no	unbending	of	his	stiff	posture	and	no	softening	of	his	expression.	But	then	he	leaned	forward	and	downward,	and	she	lifted	her	hands	to	set	on	his	shoulders.	Oh,	goodness,	they	were	broad	and	solid.	But	she	knew	that.	He	had	carried	her	…	He	touched	his	lips	to	hers.	And	she	was	engulfed	in	a	sudden	heat	of	desire.	She
expected	that	he	would	crush	her	in	his	arms	and	press	his	mouth	hard	against	hers.	She	expected	to	have	to	ward	off	a	hot	outpouring	of	ardor.	Instead,	he	spread	his	hands	lightly	on	either	side	of	her	waist,	his	thumbs	beneath	her	bosom	but	not	pushing	up	against	it.	And	his	lips	brushed	softly	over	hers,	tasting	her,	teasing	her.	She	moved	her
hands	in	to	cup	the	sides	of	his	great	neck.	She	could	feel	his	breath	against	her	cheek.	She	could	smell	that	faint	soap	or	cologne	scent	she	had	noticed	earlier—something	enticingly	masculine.	The	heat	of	her	desire	cooled.	But	what	replaced	it	was	almost	worse.	For	it	was	not	a	mindless	embrace.	She	was	very	aware	of	him.	And	she	was	very	aware
that,	despite	all	appearances,	there	was	gentleness	in	him.	She	had	felt	it	in	the	touch	of	his	hands	on	her	ankle,	of	course,	but	she	had	ignored	it	then.	It	had	seemed	to	be	contrary	to	all	else	she	had	observed	of	him.	He	lifted	his	head	and	looked	steadily	into	her	eyes.	Oh,	goodness,	his	were	no	less	fierce	than	they	usually	were.	She	gazed	right	back
and	raised	her	eyebrows.	“I	suppose,”	he	said,	“if	I	were	a	gentleman,	I	would	now	be	offering	abject	apologies.”	“But	you	gave	me	advance	warning,”	she	said,	“and	I	did	not	say	no.	Shall	we	agree,	Lord	Trentham,	that	this	has	been	a	very	strange	day	for	both	of	us,	but	that	now	it	is	almost	over?	Tomorrow	we	will	put	all	this	behind	us	and	return	to
more	decorous	behavior.”	He	stood	upright	and	clasped	his	hands	behind	him.	She	was	beginning	to	recognize	it	as	a	familiar	pose.	“That	seems	sensible,”	he	said.	Fortunately,	there	was	no	time	to	say	more.	A	tap	on	the	door	was	followed	by	the	appearance	of	two	servants	come	to	clear	the	table	and	take	away	the	trays.	And	within	moments	of	the
door	closing	behind	them,	it	opened	again	to	admit	the	duke	and	his	other	guests	returning	from	the	dining	room.	Lady	Barclay	and	Lord	Darleigh	came	to	sit	close	to	Gwen	and	engaged	her	in	conversation	while	Lord	Trentham	moved	away	to	play	cards	with	three	of	the	other	gentlemen.	If	she	were	to	awake	now,	Gwen	thought,	she	would	surely
judge	the	dream	of	today	to	be	the	most	bizarre	she	had	ever	dreamed.	But	alas,	the	events,	beginning	with	the	arrival	of	her	mother’s	letter	this	morning,	had	been	just	too	bizarre	not	to	have	been	real.	And	was	it	possible	to	dream	of	taste?	Somehow	she	could	still	taste	Lord	Trentham	on	her	lips,	though	he	had	eaten	the	same	food	and	drunk	the
same	wine	as	she.	Chapter	5	The	members	of	the	Survivors’	Club	stayed	up	long	after	Hugo	had	carried	Lady	Muir	up	to	her	bed.	It	was	their	custom	to	relax	during	the	day,	sometimes	together	or	in	smaller	groups,	often	alone,	but	to	sit	up	together	deep	into	the	night,	talking	upon	the	more	serious	matters	that	concerned	them.	Page	17	This	night
was	no	exception.	It	began	with	apologies	from	Vincent	and	teasing	from	everyone	else.	Vincent	was	teased	about	his	loose	tongue,	Hugo	about	the	happy	progress	of	his	search	for	a	wife.	They	both	took	it	in	good	part.	There	was	no	other	way	to	take	it,	of	course,	that	would	not	draw	worse.	But	finally	they	all	grew	more	pensive.	George	had	been
having	a	recurrence	of	the	old	dream	in	which	he	thought	of	just	the	right	thing	to	say	to	dissuade	his	wife	from	jumping	over	the	cliff	at	the	precise	moment	when	she	did	jump.	He	had	been	waking	up	in	a	cold	sweat,	crying	out	and	reaching	for	her.	Ralph	had	met	the	sister	of	one	of	his	three	dead	best	friends	at	a	soiree	in	London	at	Christmastime,
and	she	had	lit	up	with	delight	at	seeing	him	and	with	eagerness	to	talk	about	her	brother	with	someone	who	had	been	close	to	him.	And	Ralph	had	been	close.	The	four	of	them	had	been	virtually	inseparable	all	through	school	and	had	ridden	off	to	war	together	at	the	age	of	eighteen.	He	had	watched	the	other	three	being	blown	to	pieces	just	a
fraction	of	a	moment	before	he	had	almost	but	not	quite	followed	them	into	the	hereafter.	He	had	left	Miss	Courtney’s	side	to	fetch	her	a	glass	of	lemonade.	He	had	fully	intended	to	take	it	to	her.	Instead,	he	had	walked	right	out	of	the	house	and	left	London	the	next	morning.	He	had	offered	no	explanation,	no	apology,	and	had	not	seen	her	since.	By
the	following	morning,	Hugo	was	feeling	horribly	embarrassed	about	the	previous	evening.	Most	specifically	about	that	kiss.	He	had	no	explanation	for	it.	He	was	not	a	ladies’	man.	He	had	always	had	a	healthy	sex	life,	it	was	true,	though	not	so	much	in	the	past	few	years,	first	because	of	his	illness	and	more	recently	because	he	was	Lord	Trentham—
that	millstone	about	his	neck—and	it	somehow	did	not	seem	right	to	be	dashing	off	to	brothels	whenever	the	mood	took	him.	Besides,	he	lived	in	the	country,	far	away	from	any	such	temptation.	He	could	not	remember	kissing	any	respectable	woman	since	he	was	sixteen	and	had	found	himself	hiding	in	the	same	broom	closet	as	one	of	his	cousin’s
school	friends	during	a	game	of	hide-and-seek	at	the	cousin’s	birthday	party.	He	had	never,	ever	kissed	a	lady.	Or	felt	any	burning	desire	to	do	so.	He	did	not	even	particularly	like	Lady	Muir.	He	had	judged	her	to	be	an	irresponsible,	frivolous,	arrogant,	bored,	spoiled	aristocrat,	albeit	a	beautiful	one.	Of	course,	the	story	she	had	told	of	her	husband
had	added	some	depth	to	her	character.	She	had	undoubtedly	suffered	a	difficult	marriage,	with	which	she	had	coped	as	best	she	was	able.	And	she	did,	he	admitted	grudgingly,	have	a	sense	of	humor	and	an	infectious	laugh.	All	of	which	was	no	explanation	at	all	for	his	sudden	urge	to	kiss	her	after	he	had	removed	her	dinner	tray	from	her	lap.	Or	an
excuse	for	giving	in	to	that	urge.	And	why,	in	the	name	of	all	that	was	wonderful,	had	she	allowed	it?	He	had	done	nothing	to	ingratiate	himself	with	her.	On	the	contrary,	he	had	been	downright	surly.	He	had	a	tendency	to	be	that	way	with	the	upper	classes,	members	of	the	Survivors’	Club	excepted.	He	had	not	been	well	received	by	his	fellow	officers
in	the	military.	The	majority	of	them	had	treated	him	with	disdain	and	condescension,	a	few	with	open	hostility	for	his	daring	to	break	into	their	ranks	just	because	his	father	could	afford	to	purchase	his	commission.	Their	ladies	had	ignored	him	entirely,	just	as	they	ignored	their	servants.	All	of	which	had	not	particularly	bothered	Hugo.	He	had
wanted	to	be	an	officer,	not	a	member	of	any	social	club.	He	had	wanted	to	distinguish	himself	on	the	battlefield,	and	he	had	done	that.	But	last	night	he	had	kissed	a	lady.	For	no	reason	at	all	except	that	she	had	set	her	hands	over	her	flushed	face	and	laughed	helplessly	after	he	talked	about	giving	up	whores	when	he	married.	And	there	had	still
been	laughter	in	her	voice	when	she	had	spoken—I	am	really	quite,	quite	sure,	that	this	has	been	the	strangest	day	of	my	life,	Lord	Trentham.	And	now	it	has	culminated	in	a	short	lecture	on	lust	and	middle-class	morality.	Yes,	that	was	what	had	made	him	want	to	kiss	her.	He	wished	to	God	he	had	kept	his	wishes	on	a	tighter	rein.	He	was	going	to
have	to	avoid	her	as	much	as	he	possibly	could	for	the	rest	of	her	stay	here.	It	was	going	to	be	dashed	awkward	coming	face	to	face	with	her	again.	It	was	a	resolve	he	kept	until	after	luncheon.	He	spent	the	morning,	while	it	rained	outside,	in	the	conservatory	with	Imogen.	While	she	watered	the	plants	and	did	magical	things	to	them	that	made	them
look	fresher	and	altogether	more	attractive,	he	read	the	letter	from	his	half	sister	that	had	arrived	with	the	morning	post.	Constance	wrote	to	him	at	least	twice	a	week.	She	was	nineteen	years	old	and	basically	a	lively,	pretty	girl	who	was	ready	and	eager	for	beaux	and	marriage.	But	her	mother	was	a	selfish,	possessive	woman	who	had	used	her
delicate	health	and	ailments	real	or	imagined	to	manipulate	those	around	her	for	as	long	as	Hugo	had	known	her.	She	kept	her	daughter	a	virtual	prisoner	at	the	house,	always	at	her	beck	and	call.	Constance	rarely	went	out	except	to	run	brief	and	specific	errands.	She	had	no	friends,	no	social	life,	no	beaux.	Not	that	she	complained	openly	to	Hugo.
Her	letters	were	invariably	cheerful—and	almost	empty	of	any	real	content	because	she	really	had	nothing	to	say.	It	was	Hugo’s	duty	to	set	that	all	right.	A	duty	impelled	by	love.	And	by	the	fact	that	he	was	her	guardian.	And	by	a	promise	to	his	father	that	he	would	secure	a	happy	future	for	her	as	far	as	he	was	able.	She	was	one	of	the	main	reasons
for	his	decision	to	marry.	He	did	not	have	the	slightest	idea	how	to	launch	her	onto	middle-class	society	on	his	own	or	how	to	steer	suitably	eligible	middle-class	men	in	her	direction.	If	he	married	…	No,	when	he	married,	his	wife	would	know	how	to	introduce	her	sister-in-law	to	the	sort	of	men	who	could	offer	her	security	and	happiness	for	the	rest	of
her	life.	Page	18	There	was,	of	course,	his	other	reason	for	deciding	to	marry.	He	was	not	a	natural	celibate,	and	his	need	for	sex—regular,	lusty	sex—had	been	asserting	itself	all	too	painfully	for	the	past	while	and	warring	against	his	contrasting	inclination	toward	privacy	and	independence.	He	had	decided	when	he	left	Penderris	three	years	ago	that
above	all	else	he	wanted	a	life	of	peace.	He	had	sold	out	of	the	army	and	settled	in	a	small	country	cottage	in	Hampshire.	He	had	supported	himself	by	growing	a	kitchen	garden	and	keeping	a	few	chickens	and	doing	odd	jobs	for	his	neighbors.	He	was	big	and	strong,	after	all.	His	services	had	been	much	in	demand,	especially	among	the	elderly.	He
had	kept	quiet	about	his	title.	He	had	been	happy.	Well,	contented,	anyway,	despite	all	the	warnings	from	his	six	friends	here	that	he	resembled	an	unexploded	firecracker	and	was	surely	going	to	burst	back	to	life	again	at	some	time	in	the	future,	perhaps	when	he	least	expected	it.	Last	year,	after	his	father’s	death,	he	had	purchased	Crosslands	Park
not	far	from	the	cottage	and	set	up	on	a	slightly	grander	scale	there.	Somehow	word	of	his	title	had	leaked	out.	He	had	proceeded	to	grow	a	somewhat	larger	garden	and	cultivate	a	few	crops,	to	keep	a	few	more	chickens,	and	to	add	a	few	sheep	and	cows.	He	had	hired	a	steward,	who	had	in	his	turn	hired	some	laborers	to	help	with	the	farm	work.
Hugo	had	continued	to	do	much	of	it	himself,	though.	Idleness	did	not	suit	him.	He	still	did	odd	jobs	for	his	neighbors	too,	though	he	steadfastly	refused	to	accept	payment.	His	park	was	undeveloped,	his	house	partly	shut	up	since	he	used	only	three	rooms	with	any	regularity.	He	had	a	very	small	staff.	But	he	had	been	happy	there	for	a	year.
Contented,	anyway.	His	life	was	unexciting.	It	lacked	challenge.	It	lacked	any	close	companionship	even	though	he	remained	on	good	terms	with	his	neighbors.	It	was	the	life	he	wanted.	And	now	he	was	going	to	change	everything	by	marrying—because	really	he	had	no	choice.	The	letter	lay	long	forgotten	in	his	lap.	Imogen	was	still	in	the
conservatory.	She	sat	on	one	of	the	window	ledges,	her	legs	drawn	up	before	her,	a	book	propped	against	them.	She	was	reading.	She	felt	his	eyes	on	her	and	looked	up,	closing	the	book	as	she	did	so.	“It	is	time	for	luncheon,”	she	said.	“Shall	we	go	in?”	He	got	to	his	feet	and	offered	his	hand.	Lady	Muir,	he	learned	in	the	dining	room,	was	in	the
morning	room,	George	having	judged	it	a	more	cozy	place	for	her	during	the	daytime.	A	footman	had	carried	her	down,	and	George	himself	and	Ralph	had	taken	breakfast	in	there	with	her.	She	had	asked	for	paper	and	pen	and	ink	afterward	in	order	to	write	to	her	brother.	Mrs.	Parkinson	was	with	her	now	and	had	been	for	the	past	few	hours.	“Poor
Lady	Muir,”	Flavian	said.	“One	feels	almost	inclined	to	rush	to	her	rescue	like	a	knight	in	bright	armor.	But	one	might	f-find	oneself	being	coaxed	into	escorting	her	friend	home,	and	the	prospect	is	enough	to	make	any	knight	turn	tail	and	run	and	bedamned	to	chivalry.”	“It	is	all	taken	care	of,”	George	assured	him.	“Before	the	lady	arrived,	I	suggested
to	Lady	Muir	that	in	her	weakened	condition	she	might	perhaps	wish	to	rest	this	afternoon	instead	of	facing	the	exertions	of	a	prolonged	visit.	She	understood	me	perfectly	and	agreed	that	yes,	indeed,	she	expected	to	need	a	sleep	after	luncheon.	My	carriage	will	be	at	the	door	in	forty-five	minutes.”	The	clouds	had	moved	off	and	the	sun	was	shining
an	hour	later	when	Hugo	was	standing	out	on	the	terrace,	trying	to	decide	whether	to	take	a	long	walk	along	the	headland	or	to	be	more	lazy	and	stroll	in	the	nearer	park.	He	decided	upon	the	lazy	alternative	and	spent	an	hour	wandering	alone	about	the	park.	It	was	not	at	all	elaborately	designed,	but	even	so	there	were	flower	gardens	and	shady
walks	and	tree-dotted	lawns	and	a	summerhouse	in	a	dip	that	sheltered	it	from	any	wind	blowing	off	the	sea.	The	small	structure	offered	a	view	along	a	tree-lined	alley	to	a	stone	statue	at	the	far	end.	It	all	made	Hugo	think	with	some	dissatisfaction	about	his	own	park	at	Crosslands.	It	was	large	and	square	and	barren,	and	he	had	no	idea	how	to	make
it	attractive.	One	could	not	just	stick	alleys	and	arbors	and	wilderness	walks	any	old	where.	And	the	house	rather	resembled	a	large	barn	from	which	all	the	animals	had	fled.	It	could	be	lovely.	He	had	sensed	that	when	he	had	decided	to	buy	it.	But	whereas	he	could	appreciate	beauty	and	effective	design	when	he	saw	them,	there	was	no	creative
corner	of	his	mind	in	which	original	designs	would	pop	to	life.	He	needed	to	hire	someone	to	plan	it	all	for	him,	he	supposed.	There	were	such	people,	and	he	had	the	money	with	which	to	employ	their	services.	He	wandered	back	to	the	house	after	an	hour	or	so.	Was	Lady	Muir	really	sleeping,	he	wondered	as	he	let	himself	in	at	the	front	door.	Or	had
she	simply	been	glad	to	avail	herself	of	the	excuse	with	which	George	had	presented	her	to	get	rid	of	her	tiresome	friend?	If	she	was	alone	in	the	morning	room	and	not	sleeping,	of	course,	George	would	surely	have	arranged	that	someone	bear	her	company.	He	was	good	at	such	niceties	of	hospitality.	Hugo	did	not	need	to	go	near	her.	And	he
certainly	did	not	want	to.	He	would	be	very	happy	never	to	see	her	again.	It	was	difficult	to	explain,	then,	why	he	paused	outside	the	morning	room	door	and	leaned	his	ear	closer	to	it.	Silence.	She	was	either	upstairs,	resting,	or	she	was	in	there,	sleeping.	Either	way,	he	was	quite	free	to	proceed	on	his	way	to	the	library,	where	he	planned	to	write	to
Constance	and	to	William	Richardson,	the	very	capable	manager	of	his	father’s	businesses,	now	his	own.	His	hand	went	to	the	handle	of	the	door	instead.	He	turned	it	as	silently	as	he	could	and	pushed	the	door	ajar.	She	was	there.	She	was	lying	on	a	chaise	longue,	which	had	been	turned	so	that	she	would	have	a	view	out	through	the	window	to	the
flower	garden	beyond.	It	already	sported	a	few	spring	flowers	and	a	whole	lot	of	green	shoots	and	buds,	unlike	Hugo’s	flower	garden	at	Crosslands,	of	which	he	had	been	very	proud	last	summer.	He	had	planted	all	summer	flowers	and	had	had	a	glorious	show	of	blooms	for	a	few	months	and	then	…	nothing.	And	they	had	all,	he	had	learned	later,
been	annuals	and	would	not	bloom	again	this	summer.	Page	19	He	had	much	to	learn.	He	had	grown	up	in	London	and	had	then	gone	off	to	fight	wars.	Either	she	had	not	heard	the	door	open	or	she	was	asleep.	It	was	impossible	to	tell	which	from	where	he	stood.	He	stepped	inside,	shut	the	door	as	quietly	as	he	had	opened	it,	and	walked	around	the
chaise	until	he	could	look	down	at	her.	She	was	asleep.	He	frowned.	Her	face	looked	pale	and	drawn.	He	should	leave	before	she	awoke.	Gwen	had	nodded	off	to	sleep,	lulled	by	the	blissful	silence	after	Vera	left	and	by	the	dose	of	medicine	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook	had	coaxed	her	into	taking	when	he	had	discerned	from	the	paleness	of	her	face	that	she
was	in	more	pain	than	she	could	easily	endure.	She	had	not	seen	Lord	Trentham	all	morning.	It	was	a	great	relief,	for	she	had	awoken	remembering	his	kiss	and	had	found	the	memory	hard	to	shake.	Why	ever	had	he	wanted	to	kiss	her,	since	he	had	given	no	indication	that	he	either	liked	her	or	was	attracted	to	her?	And	why	on	earth	had	she
consented	to	the	kiss?	She	certainly	could	not	claim	that	he	had	stolen	it	before	she	could	protest.	Neither	could	she	claim	that	it	had	been	an	unpleasant	experience.	It	most	decidedly	had	not	been.	And	that	fact	was	perhaps	the	most	disturbing	of	all.	She	had	endured	Vera’s	visit	for	several	hours	before	the	duke	himself	came	to	the	room,	as
promised,	and	very	courteously	yet	very	firmly	escorted	her	out	to	his	waiting	carriage	after	assuring	her	that	he	would	send	it	for	her	again	tomorrow	morning.	Vera	had	been	quite	vocally	put	out	at	being	left	alone	with	Gwen	throughout	her	visit.	When	their	luncheon	had	been	brought	to	the	morning	room,	delicious	though	it	was,	she	had	protested
at	the	discourtesy	of	His	Grace’s	not	having	invited	her	to	join	the	rest	of	his	guests	at	the	dining	room	table.	She	was	chagrined	at	the	arrangements	that	had	been	made	for	her	return	home—and	its	early	hour.	She	had	assured	His	Grace	on	her	arrival,	she	had	told	Gwen,	that	she	would	be	happy	to	walk	home	and	save	him	the	trouble	of	calling	out
his	carriage	again	if	one	of	the	gentlemen	would	only	be	kind	enough	to	escort	her	at	least	part	of	the	way.	He	had	ignored	her	generous	offer.	But	what	could	one	expect	of	a	man	who	had	killed	his	own	wife?	How	she	hoped,	Gwen	thought	as	she	drifted	off	to	sleep,	that	Neville	would	not	delay	in	sending	the	carriage	for	her	once	he	received	her
letter.	She	had	assured	him	that	she	was	quite	well	enough	to	travel.	Would	she	see	Lord	Trentham	today?	It	was	perhaps	too	much	to	expect	that	she	would	not,	but	she	did	hope	that	he	would	keep	his	distance	and	that	the	duke	would	not	appoint	him	to	take	dinner	with	her	again	this	evening.	She	had	embarrassed	herself	enough	with	regard	to
him	yesterday	to	last	her	for	the	next	lifetime	or	two.	He	was	the	last	person	she	thought	of	as	she	fell	asleep.	And	he	was	the	first	person	she	saw	when	she	woke	up	again	some	indeterminate	time	later.	He	was	standing	a	short	distance	from	the	chaise	longue	upon	which	she	lay,	his	booted	feet	slightly	apart,	his	hands	clasped	behind	his	back,
frowning.	He	looked	very	much	like	a	military	officer	even	though	he	was	dressed	in	a	form-fitting	coat	of	green	superfine	and	buff-colored	pantaloons	with	highly	polished	Hessian	boots.	He	was	frowning	down	at	her.	His	habitual	expression,	it	seemed.	She	felt	at	a	huge	disadvantage,	stretched	out	for	sleep	as	she	was.	“Most	people,”	he	said,	“snore
when	they	sleep	on	their	back.”	Trust	him	to	say	something	totally	unexpected.	Gwen	raised	her	eyebrows.	“And	I	do	not?”	“Not	on	this	occasion,”	he	said,	“though	you	do	sleep	with	your	mouth	partway	open.”	“Oh.”	How	dare	he	stand	there	watching	her	while	she	slept.	There	was	something	uncomfortably	intimate	about	it.	“How	is	your	ankle
today?”	he	asked.	“I	thought	it	would	be	better,	but	annoyingly	it	is	not,”	she	said.	“It	is	only	a	sprained	ankle,	after	all.	I	feel	embarrassed	at	all	the	fuss	it	is	causing.	You	need	not	feel	obliged	to	keep	talking	about	it	or	asking	me	about	it.	Or	to	continue	keeping	me	company.”	Or	watching	me	while	I	sleep.	“You	ought	to	have	some	fresh	air,”	he	said.
“Your	face	is	pale.	It	is	fashionable	for	ladies	to	look	pale,	I	gather,	though	I	doubt	any	wish	to	look	pasty.”	Wonderful!	He	had	just	informed	her	that	she	looked	pasty.	“It	is	a	chilly	day,”	he	said,	“but	the	wind	has	gone	down	and	the	sun	is	shining,	and	you	may	enjoy	sitting	in	the	flower	garden	for	a	while.	I’ll	fetch	your	cloak	if	you	wish	to	go.”	All	she
had	to	do	was	say	no.	He	would	surely	go	away	and	stay	away.	“How	would	I	get	out	there?”	she	asked	instead	and	then	could	have	bitten	out	her	tongue	since	the	answer	was	obvious.	“You	could	crawl	on	your	hands	and	knees,”	he	said,	“if	you	wished	to	be	as	stubborn	as	you	were	yesterday.	Or	you	could	send	for	a	burly	footman—I	believe	one	of
them	carried	you	down	this	morning.	Or	I	could	carry	you	if	you	trust	me	not	to	become	overfamiliar	again.”	Gwen	felt	herself	blushing.	“I	hope,”	she	said,	“you	have	not	been	blaming	yourself	for	last	evening,	Lord	Trentham.	We	were	equally	to	blame	for	that	kiss,	if	blame	is	the	right	word.	Why	should	we	not	have	kissed,	after	all,	if	we	both	wished
to	do	so?	Neither	of	us	is	married	or	betrothed	to	someone	else.”	She	had	the	feeling	that	her	attempt	at	nonchalance	was	failing	miserably.	“I	may	take	it,	then,”	he	said,	“that	you	do	not	wish	to	crawl	out	on	your	hands	and	knees?”	“You	may,”	she	said.	No	more	was	said	about	the	burly	footman.	Page	20	He	turned	and	strode	from	the	room	without
another	word,	presumably	to	go	and	fetch	her	cloak.	That	had	been	nicely	done	of	her,	Gwen	thought	with	considerable	irony.	But	the	prospect	of	some	fresh	air	was	not	to	be	resisted.	And	the	prospect	of	Lord	Trentham’s	company?	Chapter	6	It	was	chilly.	But	the	sun	was	shining,	and	they	were	surrounded	by	primroses	and	crocuses	and	even	a	few
daffodils.	It	had	not	occurred	to	Gwen	before	now	to	wonder	why	so	many	spring	flowers	were	varying	shades	of	yellow.	Was	it	nature’s	way	of	adding	a	little	sunshine	to	the	season	that	came	after	the	dreariness	of	winter	but	before	the	brightness	of	summer?	“This	is	so	very	lovely,”	she	said,	breathing	in	the	fresh,	slightly	salty	air.	“Spring	is	my
favorite	season.”	She	drew	her	red	cloak	more	snugly	about	her	as	Lord	Trentham	set	her	down	along	a	wooden	seat	beneath	the	window	of	the	morning	room.	He	took	the	two	cushions	she	had	carried	out	at	his	suggestion,	placed	one	at	her	back	to	protect	it	from	the	wooden	arm,	and	slid	the	other	carefully	beneath	her	right	ankle.	He	spread	the
blanket	he	had	brought	with	him	over	her	legs.	“Why?”	he	asked	as	he	straightened	up.	“I	prefer	a	daffodil	to	a	rose,”	she	said.	“And	spring	is	full	of	newness	and	hope.”	He	sat	down	on	the	pedestal	of	a	stone	urn	close	by	and	draped	his	arms	over	his	spread	knees.	It	was	a	relaxed,	casual	pose,	but	his	eyes	were	intent	on	hers.	“What	do	you	wish	for
your	life	that	would	be	new?”	he	asked	her.	“What	are	your	hopes	for	the	future?”	“I	see,	Lord	Trentham,”	she	said,	“that	I	must	choose	my	words	with	care	when	I	am	in	your	company.	You	take	everything	I	say	literally.”	“Why	say	something,”	he	asked	her,	“if	your	words	mean	nothing?”	It	was	a	fair	enough	question.	“Oh,	very	well,”	she	said.	“Let
me	think.”	Her	first	thought	was	that	she	was	not	sorry	he	had	come	to	the	morning	room	and	suggested	bringing	her	out	here	for	some	air.	If	she	were	perfectly	honest	with	herself,	she	would	have	to	admit	that	she	had	been	disappointed	when	it	was	a	footman	who	had	appeared	in	her	room	this	morning	to	carry	her	downstairs.	And	she	had	been
disappointed	that	Lord	Trentham	had	not	sought	her	out	all	morning.	And	yet	she	had	also	hoped	to	avoid	him	for	the	rest	of	her	stay	here.	He	was	right	about	words	that	meant	nothing,	even	if	the	words	were	only	in	one’s	head.	“I	do	not	want	anything	new,”	she	said.	“And	my	hope	is	that	I	can	remain	contented	and	at	peace.”	He	continued	to	look
at	her	as	though	his	eyes	could	pierce	through	hers	to	her	very	soul.	And	she	realized	that	though	she	thought	she	spoke	the	truth,	she	was	really	not	perfectly	sure	about	it.	“Have	you	noticed,”	she	asked	him,	“how	standing	still	can	sometimes	be	no	different	from	moving	backward?	For	the	whole	world	moves	on	and	leaves	one	behind.”	Oh,	dear.	It
was	the	house,	he	had	said	last	evening,	that	inspired	such	confidences.	“You	have	been	left	behind?”	he	asked.	“I	was	the	first	of	my	generation	in	our	family	to	marry,”	she	said.	“I	was	the	first,	and	indeed	the	only	one,	to	be	widowed.	Now	my	brother	is	married,	and	Lauren,	my	cousin	and	dearest	friend.	All	my	other	cousins	are	married	too.	They
all	have	growing	families	and	have	moved,	it	seems,	into	another	phase	of	their	lives	that	is	closed	to	me.	It	is	not	that	they	are	not	kind	and	welcoming.	They	are.	They	are	all	forever	inviting	me	to	stay,	and	their	desire	for	my	company	is	perfectly	genuine.	I	know	that.	I	still	have	remarkably	close	friendships	with	Lauren,	with	Lily—my	sister-in-law—
and	with	my	cousins.	And	I	live	with	my	mother,	whom	I	love	very	dearly.	I	am	very	well	blessed.”	The	assertion	sounded	hollow	to	her	ears.	“A	seven-year	mourning	period	for	a	husband	is	an	exceedingly	long	one,”	he	said,	“especially	when	a	woman	is	young.	How	old	are	you?”	Trust	Lord	Trentham	to	ask	the	unaskable.	“I	am	thirty-two,”	she	said.
“It	is	possible	to	live	a	perfectly	satisfying	existence	without	remarrying.”	“Not	if	you	want	to	have	children	without	incurring	scandal,”	he	said.	“You	would	be	wise	not	to	delay	too	much	longer	if	you	do.”	She	raised	her	eyebrows.	Was	there	no	end	to	his	impertinence?	And	yet,	what	would	undoubtedly	be	impertinence	in	any	other	man	she	knew	was
not	in	his	case.	Not	really.	He	was	just	a	blunt,	direct	man,	who	spoke	his	mind.	“I	am	not	sure	I	can	have	children,”	she	said.	“The	physician	who	tended	me	when	I	miscarried	said	I	could	not.”	“Was	he	the	man	who	set	your	broken	leg?”	he	asked.	“Yes.”	“And	you	never	sought	a	second	opinion?”	She	shook	her	head.	“It	does	not	matter,	anyway,”	she
said.	“I	have	nieces	and	nephews.	I	am	fond	of	them	and	they	of	me.”	It	did	matter,	though,	and	only	now	at	this	moment	did	she	realize	how	much	it	did.	Such	was	the	power	of	denial.	What	was	it	about	this	house?	Or	this	man.	“It	sounds	to	me,”	he	said,	“as	though	that	physician	was	a	quack	of	the	worst	sort.	He	left	you	with	a	permanent	limp	and
at	the	same	time	destroyed	all	your	hope	of	bearing	a	child	just	after	you	had	lost	one—without	ever	suggesting	that	you	consult	a	doctor	with	more	knowledge	and	experience	of	such	matters	than	he.”	“Some	things,”	she	said,	“are	best	not	known	for	sure,	Lord	Trentham.”	He	lowered	his	eyes	from	hers	at	last.	He	looked	at	the	ground	and	with	the
toe	of	one	large	booted	foot	he	smoothed	out	the	gravel	of	the	path.	Page	21	What	made	him	so	attractive?	Perhaps	it	was	his	size.	For	although	he	was	unusually	large,	there	was	nothing	clumsy	about	him.	Every	part	of	him	was	in	perfect	proportion	to	every	other.	Even	his	cropped	hair,	which	should	lessen	any	claim	to	good	looks	he	might	possess,
suited	the	shape	of	his	head	and	the	harshness	of	his	features.	His	hands	could	be	gentle.	So	could	his	lips	…	“What	do	you	do?”	she	asked	him.	“When	you	are	not	here,	that	is.	You	are	no	longer	an	officer,	are	you?”	“I	live	in	peace,”	he	said,	looking	back	up	at	her.	“Like	you.	And	contentment.	I	bought	a	manor	and	estate	last	year	after	my	father
died,	and	I	live	there	alone.	I	have	sheep	and	cows	and	chickens,	a	small	farm,	a	vegetable	garden,	a	flower	garden.	I	work	at	it	all.	I	get	my	hands	dirty.	I	get	soil	under	my	fingernails.	My	neighbors	are	puzzled,	for	I	am	Lord	Trentham.	My	family	is	puzzled,	for	I	am	now	the	owner	of	a	vast	import/export	business	and	enormously	wealthy.	I	could	live
with	great	consequence	in	London.	I	grew	up	as	the	son	of	a	wealthy	man,	though	I	was	always	expected	to	work	hard	in	preparation	for	the	day	when	I	would	take	over	from	my	father.	I	insisted	instead	that	he	purchase	a	commission	for	me	in	an	infantry	regiment	and	I	worked	hard	at	my	chosen	career.	I	distinguished	myself.	Then	I	left.	And	now	I
live	in	peace.	And	contentment.”	There	was	something	indefinable	about	his	tone.	Defiant?	Angry?	Defensive?	She	wondered	if	he	was	happy.	Happiness	and	contentment	were	not	the	same	thing,	were	they?	“And	marriage	will	complete	your	contentment?”	she	asked	him.	He	pursed	his	lips.	“I	was	not	made	for	a	life	without	sex,”	he	said.	She	had
asked	for	that	one.	She	tried	not	to	blush.	“I	disappointed	my	father,”	he	said.	“I	followed	him	like	a	shadow	when	I	was	a	boy.	He	adored	me,	and	I	worshipped	him.	He	assumed,	I	assumed	that	I	would	follow	in	his	footsteps	into	the	business	and	take	over	from	him	when	he	wished	to	retire.	Then	there	came	that	inevitable	point	in	my	life	when	I
wanted	to	be	myself.	Yet	all	I	could	see	ahead	of	me	was	becoming	more	and	more	like	my	father.	I	loved	him,	but	I	did	not	want	to	be	him.	I	grew	restless	and	unhappy.	I	also	grew	big	and	strong—a	legacy	from	my	mother’s	side	of	the	family.	I	needed	to	do	something.	Something	physical.	I	daresay	I	might	have	sown	some	relatively	harmless	wild
oats	before	returning	to	the	fold	if	it	had	not	been	for	…	Well,	I	did	not	take	that	route.	Instead,	I	broke	my	father’s	heart	by	going	away	and	staying	away.	He	loved	me	and	was	proud	of	me	to	the	end,	but	his	heart	was	broken	anyway.	When	he	was	dying,	I	told	him	that	I	would	take	over	the	reins	of	his	business	enterprises	and	that	I	would,	if	it	was
at	all	in	my	power,	pass	them	on	to	my	son.	Then,	after	he	died,	I	went	home	to	my	little	cottage	and	bought	Crosslands,	which	was	nearby	and	just	happened	to	be	for	sale,	and	proceeded	to	live	as	I	had	for	the	two	years	previous	except	on	a	somewhat	grander	scale.	To	myself	I	called	it	my	year	of	mourning.	But	that	year	is	up,	and	I	cannot	in	all
conscience	procrastinate	any	longer.	And	I	am	not	getting	any	younger.	I	am	thirty-three.”	He	looked	up,	as	did	Gwen,	as	a	group	of	seagulls	flew	by,	calling	raucously	to	one	another.	“I	have	a	half	sister,”	he	said	when	they	had	passed	from	sight.	“Constance.	She	lives	in	London	with	her	mother,	my	stepmother.	She	needs	someone	to	take	her	out
and	about.	She	needs	friends	and	beaux.	She	needs	and	wants	a	husband.	But	her	mother	is	a	virtual	invalid	and	is	unwilling	to	let	her	go.	I	have	a	responsibility	to	my	sister.	I	am	her	guardian.	But	what	can	I	do	for	her	while	I	remain	single?	I	need	a	wife.”	The	arm	of	the	seat	was	digging	into	Gwen’s	back	despite	the	cushion.	She	squirmed	into	a
different	position,	and	Lord	Trentham	jumped	to	his	feet	to	plump	up	the	cushion	and	reposition	it	behind	her.	“Are	you	ready	to	go	back	in?”	he	asked.	“No,”	she	said.	“Not	unless	you	are.”	He	did	not	answer	her.	He	went	to	sit	back	down	on	the	stone	pedestal.	Why	had	he	become	a	virtual	recluse?	Everything	in	his	life	would	lead	one	to	expect	him
to	be	just	the	opposite.	“Was	it	during	the	Forlorn	Hope	you	led	that	you	sustained	the	injuries	that	brought	you	here?”	she	asked.	His	gaze	was	so	burning	and	so	steady	that	she	almost	leaned	sideways	against	the	back	of	the	seat	in	order	to	put	more	distance	between	them.	He	did	not	talk	about	that	attack,	he	had	told	her	yesterday—ever.	And	why
did	she	want	to	know?	She	was	not	usually	inquisitive	to	the	point	of	intrusiveness.	“I	sustained	not	a	scratch	during	that	Forlorn	Hope,”	he	said.	“Nor	in	any	other	battle	I	fought.	If	you	were	to	examine	me	from	head	to	toe,	you	would	never	guess	that	I	had	been	a	soldier	for	almost	ten	years.	Or	you	would	guess	that	I	was	the	sort	of	officer	who
cowered	in	a	tent	and	gave	orders	without	ever	coming	out	to	risk	intercepting	an	errant	bullet.”	His	life	had	been	as	charmed	as	the	Duke	of	Wellington’s,	then.	It	was	said	that	Wellington	had	often	ridden	recklessly	within	range	of	enemy	guns	despite	all	the	efforts	of	his	aides	to	keep	him	out	of	harm’s	way.	“Then	why—”	Gwen	began.	“—was	I
here?”	he	said,	interrupting	her.	“Oh,	I	had	wounds	right	enough,	Lady	Muir.	They	were	just	not	visible	ones.	I	went	out	of	my	head.	Which	is	not	actually	an	accurate	description	of	my	particular	form	of	madness,	for	if	I	had	been	out	of	my	head,	all	would	have	been	well.	The	fact	that	I	was	still	in	it	was	the	problem.	I	could	not	get	out.	I	wanted	to	kill
everyone	around	me,	especially	those	who	were	most	kind	to	me.	I	hated	everyone,	most	of	all	myself.	I	wanted	to	kill	myself.	I	believe	I	started	to	talk	in	nothing	lower	than	a	bellow,	and	every	second	or	third	word	was	foul	even	by	the	standards	of	a	soldier’s	vocabulary.	It	infuriated	me	that	I	soon	ran	out	of	words	strong	enough	to	get	the	hate	out
of	me.”	Page	22	He	looked	down	at	the	ground	between	his	feet	again.	Gwen	could	see	only	the	top	of	his	head.	“They	sent	me	home	in	a	straitjacket,”	he	said.	“If	there	is	anything	more	calculated	to	increase	fury	above	the	boiling	point,	I	do	not	know	what	it	is,	and	I	do	not	want	to	know.	They	did	not	want	to	send	me	to	Bedlam,	though,	even	if	that
was	where	they	thought	I	belonged.	They	were	too	embarrassed	since	I	was	sort	of	famous	and	had	just	been	promoted	and	feted	and	given	my	title	by	the	king—or	by	the	prince	regent,	actually,	since	the	king	was	himself	mad.	Ironical,	that.	I	would	not	go	home	to	my	father.	Someone	knew	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook	and	what	he	was	doing	here	for	a
few	other	officers.	And	he	met	me	and	brought	me	here—without	the	straitjacket.	He	took	the	risk.	I	don’t	think	I	ever	would	have	killed	anyone	else	but	myself,	but	he	was	not	to	know	that.	He	asked	me	not	to	kill	myself—asked,	not	told.	His	wife	had	done	that,	he	told	me,	and	it	was	in	a	sense	the	ultimate	act	of	selfishness	since	it	left	behind	untold
and	endless	suffering	for	those	who	had	witnessed	it	and	been	unable	to	do	anything	to	prevent	it.	And	so	I	remained	alive.	It	was	the	least	I	could	do	to	atone.”	“To	atone	for	what?”	she	asked	softly.	For	some	reason	she	had	the	blanket	he	had	spread	over	her	legs	bunched	against	her	bosom,	held	there	with	both	hands.	He	looked	up	with	blank	eyes,
as	though	he	had	forgotten	that	she	was	there.	Then	awareness	returned.	“I	had	killed	close	to	three	hundred	men,”	he	said.	“Three	hundred	of	my	own	men.”	“Killed?”	she	asked.	“Killed,	got	killed,”	he	said.	“It	is	all	the	same.	I	was	responsible	for	their	deaths.”	“Tell	me,”	she	said,	her	voice	still	soft.	He	returned	his	eyes	to	the	ground.	She	heard	him
inhale	deeply	and	exhale	slowly.	“It	is	not	for	a	woman’s	ears,”	he	said.	But	he	continued	anyway.	“I	led	my	men	up	an	almost	sheer	slope	into	the	guns.	It	was	certain	death.	We	got	stopped	in	our	tracks	when	we	were	halfway	up.	Half	of	us	were	dead,	the	other	half	discouraged.	Success	seemed	impossible.	My	lieutenant	wanted	me	to	give	the	order
to	retreat.	No	one	would	ever	blame	us.	Going	on	was	pointless	suicide.	But	it	was	what	we	had	all	volunteered	for,	and	I	was	determined	to	go	on	and	die	in	the	attempt	rather	than	return	defeated.	I	gave	the	order	to	advance	and	did	not	look	back	to	see	if	anyone	followed	me.	And	we	succeeded.	Although	there	were	almost	none	of	us	left,	we	had
made	the	breach	that	enabled	the	rest	of	the	forces	to	swarm	in	past	us.	Of	the	eighteen	survivors,	I	was	the	only	one	unhurt.	And	a	few	more	died	afterward.	But	I	did	not	care.	I	had	accepted	the	mission	and	I	had	completed	it	successfully.	I	was	showered	with	accolades	and	rewards.	Only	me.	Oh,	and	my	lieutenant	won	his	captaincy.	All	the	other
men,	living	and	dead,	meant	nothing.	They	were	cannon	fodder.	Unimportant	in	life,	instantly	forgotten	in	death.	I	did	not	care.	I	was	on	a	cloud	of	glory.”	He	scuffed	the	gravel	he	had	smoothed	out	earlier.	“And	why	should	I	not	be?”	he	asked.	“It	was	a	Forlorn	Hope.	All	those	men	were	volunteers.	All	of	them	expected	to	die.	I	did	myself,	because	I
led	from	the	front.”	Gwen	licked	her	lips.	She	did	not	know	what	to	say.	“Two	days	before	I	went	out	of	my	head,”	he	said,	looking	up	at	her	with	eyes	that	were	quite	frighteningly	bleak,	“I	went	to	see	two	of	the	men.	One	was	my	lieutenant,	newly	promoted.	He	had	massive	internal	injuries	and	was	not	expected	to	live.	He	had	great	difficulty
breathing.	He	managed	nevertheless	to	collect	enough	phlegm	in	his	mouth	to	spit	at	me.	The	other	had	had	both	legs	amputated	and	was	unquestionably	going	to	die	though	he	was	taking	his	time	about	it.	I	knew	it.	He	knew	it.	He	grasped	my	hand	and	…	kissed	it.	He	thanked	me	for	thinking	of	him	and	coming	to	see	him.	He	said	it	made	him	a
proud	man.	He	said	he	would	die	a	happy	man.	And	other	daft	things	like	that.	I	wanted	to	bend	down	and	kiss	his	forehead,	but	I	was	afraid	of	what	the	other	people	milling	about	would	think	or	say	to	one	another	afterward.	I	merely	squeezed	his	hand	instead	and	told	him	I	would	be	back	next	day.	I	did	go,	but	he	had	died	half	an	hour	before	I
arrived.”	He	gazed	at	Gwen.	“And	now	you	know	my	shame,”	he	said.	“I	went	from	great	hero	to	gibbering	idiot	within	a	month.	Are	your	questions	all	answered?”	There	was	a	hardness	in	his	eyes,	a	harshness	in	his	voice.	Gwen	swallowed.	“Feeling	guilt	when	one	has	clearly	done	wrong,”	she	said,	“is	natural	and	even	desirable.	One	can	perhaps	say
or	do	something	to	put	right	the	wrong.	Feeling	guilt	when	there	has	been	no	clear	wrong	is	altogether	more	poisonous.	And	of	course,	Lord	Trentham,	you	did	not	do	wrong.	You	did	right.	There	is	no	use	in	my	laboring	that	point,	however,	is	there?	Countless	other	people	must	have	told	you	the	same	thing.	Your	friends	here	must	have	said	it.	It	does
not	help,	though,	does	it?”	His	eyes	searched	hers,	and	she	lowered	them	while	she	busied	her	hands	with	restoring	order	to	the	blanket.	“I	feel	for	you,”	she	said.	“But	your	breakdown	was	shameful	only	when	looked	at	from	the	perspective	of	tough,	ruthless	masculinity.	One	does	not	expect	a	military	commander	to	care	for	the	men	under	him.	The
fact	that	you	did	care—that	you	do	care—makes	you	far	more	admirable	in	my	eyes.”	“Not	many	battles	would	be	won,	Lady	Muir,”	he	said,	“if	commanders	placed	the	safety	and	well-being	of	their	men	ahead	of	victory	over	the	enemy.”	“No,”	she	agreed.	“I	suppose	not.	But	you	did	not	do	that,	did	you?	You	did	your	duty.	Only	afterward	did	you	allow
yourself	to	grieve.”	Page	23	“You	would	turn	my	very	cowardice	into	heroism,”	he	said.	“Cowardice?”	she	said.	“Hardly	that.	How	many	commanders	lead	their	men	to	certain	death	from	the	front?	And	then	visit	their	horribly	wounded	men,	especially	those	who	will	surely	die?	And	even	those	who	hate	and	resent	them?”	“I	brought	you	out	here,”	he
said,	“to	enjoy	the	fresh	air	and	the	flowers.”	“And	I	have	done	both,”	she	said.	“I	feel	considerably	better.	Even	my	ankle	is	not	aching	nearly	as	much	as	it	was	earlier.	Or	perhaps	the	effects	of	the	pain	medicine	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook	suggested	I	take	have	not	worn	off	yet.	The	air	is	lovely	today	even	with	the	nip	in	it.	I	am	reminded	of	home.”
“Newbury	Abbey?”	he	said.	She	nodded.	“It	is	as	close	to	the	sea	as	Penderris	Hall	is,”	she	said.	“There	is	a	private	beach	below	the	abbey	with	towering	cliffs	behind	it.	It	is	very	similar	to	here.	It	is	surprising,	though,	that	I	was	walking	down	by	the	sea	yesterday.	I	do	not	often	go	down	onto	the	beach	at	home.”	“You	do	not	like	sand	in	your	shoes?”
he	asked.	“Well,	there	is	that	too,”	she	said.	“But	also	I	find	the	sea	too	vast.	It	frightens	me	a	little,	though	I	am	not	sure	why.	It	is	not	really	the	fear	of	drowning	in	it.	I	think	it	is	more	that	the	sea	is	a	reminder	of	how	little	control	we	have	over	our	lives	no	matter	how	carefully	we	try	to	plan	and	order	them.	Everything	changes	in	ways	we	least
expect,	and	everything	is	frighteningly	vast.	We	are	so	small.”	“That	fact	can	actually	be	comforting	at	times,”	he	said.	“When	we	lash	out	at	ourselves	for	having	lost	control,	we	are	reminded	that	we	never	can	be	in	total	control,	that	all	life	asks	of	us	is	to	do	our	best	to	cope	with	what	is	handed	to	us.	It	is	easier	said	than	done,	of	course.	Indeed,	it	is
often	impossible	to	do.	But	I	always	find	a	stroll	on	the	beach	reassuring.”	She	smiled	at	him	and	was	surprised	to	discover	that	she	actually	rather	liked	him.	At	least	she	understood	him	better	than	she	had	yesterday.	“The	fresh	air	has	brought	color	to	your	cheeks,”	he	said.	“And	to	my	nose	as	well,	no	doubt,”	she	said.	“I	was	playing	the	gentleman,”
he	said,	“and	avoiding	any	mention	of	that.	I	have	been	trying	hard	not	even	to	look	at	it.”	The	joke	surprised	and	delighted	her.	She	lifted	one	hand	to	cover	her	nose	and	laughed.	He	got	to	his	feet	and	closed	the	distance	between	them.	He	took	the	blanket,	which	was	still	in	an	untidy	heap	across	her	waist,	and	spread	it	over	her	legs	again	before
straightening	up	and	looking	down	at	her.	He	clasped	his	hands	behind	his	back.	Gwen	reached	for	something	to	say	and	failed.	“I	am	not	a	gentleman,	as	you	know,”	he	said	after	a	beat	of	silence.	“I	have	never	wanted	to	be	one.	When	I	must	mingle	with	the	upper	classes,	they	may	accept	me	or	reject	me	as	they	will.	I	am	not	offended	at	being
considered	inferior.	I	know	that	I	am	not.	Only	different.”	Gwen	tipped	her	head	to	one	side.	“What	point	are	you	making,	Lord	Trentham?”	she	asked.	“That	I	do	not	feel	inferior	to	you,”	he	said,	“though	I	am	indeed	very	different.	I	have	no	ambition	to	court	you	or	marry	you	and	thus	propel	myself	imperceptibly	upward	on	the	social	scale.”
Yesterday’s	irritation	with	him	returned	full	force.	“I	am	glad	for	your	sake,”	she	said,	“since	you	would	be	bound	for	certain	disappointment.”	“But	I	do	find	myself	quite	irresistibly	attracted	to	you,”	he	said.	“Irresistibly?”	“I	will	resist	if	I	must,”	he	said.	“With	one	word	from	you	I	will	resist.”	Gwen	opened	her	mouth	and	closed	it	again.	How	had	they
got	to	this	point?	Just	a	few	moments	ago	he	had	been	baring	his	soul	to	her.	But	perhaps	that	was	the	explanation.	Perhaps	the	emotion	he	had	been	feeling	then	needed	to	be	translated	into	something	else,	something	softer	and	more	familiar.	“Resist	what?”	she	asked,	frowning.	“I	would	like	to	kiss	you	again,”	he	said,	“at	the	very	least.”	She	asked
the	question	that	ought	to	have	remained	unasked.	“And	at	the	very	most?”	“I	would	like	to	bed	you,”	he	said.	Their	eyes	locked	and	Gwen	felt	a	rush	of	desire	that	fairly	robbed	her	of	breath.	Good	heavens,	she	ought	to	be	smacking	his	face—except	that	it	was	far	above	the	reach	of	her	arm.	Anyway,	she	had	asked	and	he	had	answered.	Suddenly	it
felt	more	like	July	than	early	March	in	the	garden.	“Gwendoline,”	he	said.	“Is	that	your	name?”	She	looked	at	him	in	surprise.	But	Vera	had	used	her	name	yesterday	in	his	hearing,	of	course.	“Everyone	calls	me	Gwen,”	she	told	him.	“Gwendoline,”	he	said.	“Why	shorten	a	name	that	is	perfectly	beautiful	in	its	entirety?”	No	one	had	ever	called	her	by
her	full	name.	It	sounded	strange	on	his	lips.	Intimate.	She	ought	to	object	quite	firmly	to	such	overfamiliarity.	He	was	Hugo.	The	name	suited	him.	He	sat	down	beside	her	suddenly,	and	she	scooted	over	to	the	inside	of	the	seat	to	make	room	for	him.	He	turned	sideways	and	rested	one	hand	on	the	back	of	the	seat.	Was	he	going	to—?	Was	she	going
to—?	He	lowered	his	head	and	kissed	her.	Openmouthed.	Her	own	mouth	opened	reflexively,	and	there	was	sudden	heat	between	them.	His	tongue	pressed	hard	into	her	mouth,	and	one	of	his	arms	came	about	her	back	while	the	other	spread	over	the	back	of	her	head.	Her	hands,	trapped	inside	her	cloak,	pressed	against	his	broad,	very	solid	chest.
Page	24	It	was	not	a	brief	embrace,	as	last	night’s	kiss	had	been.	But	it	gentled,	and	after	a	while	his	lips	roamed	over	her	face,	up	over	her	temples,	down	to	her	ear,	where	she	could	feel	his	breath,	his	tongue,	his	teeth	nipping	the	lobe.	He	kissed	his	way	along	her	jaw	and	back	up	to	her	mouth.	I	would	like	to	bed	you.	Oh,	no.	This	was	too	much.
And	that	was	the	understatement	of	the	year.	She	pressed	her	hands	against	his	chest,	and	he	raised	his	head.	She	found	herself	gazing	very	deeply	into	those	very	dark,	very	intense	eyes.	He	was	a	little	frightening.	At	least,	he	ought	to	be.	She	drew	breath	to	speak.	“You	are	both	in	grave	danger	of	missing	your	tea,”	a	cheerful	voice	said,	making
them	jump	apart,	“and	it	looks	as	if	George’s	chef	has	outdone	himself	with	his	cakes	today—or	so	I	have	been	informed.	I	have	not	tasted	them	yet.	I	elected	to	postpone	the	delight	and	come	out	here	to	summon	you.	Ralph	saw	from	the	morning	room	window	when	he	went	to	fetch	Lady	Muir	that	you	were	both	out	here.”	Lord	Darleigh,	looking
directly	at	them	in	that	extraordinary	way	he	had	even	though	he	could	not	actually	see	them,	smiled	sweetly.	“Thank	you,	Vincent,”	Lord	Trentham	said.	“We	will	be	there	in	a	moment.”	He	got	to	his	feet	and	folded	the	blanket	over	his	arm	while	Gwen	gathered	up	the	two	cushions.	And	then	he	stooped	to	scoop	her	up.	He	did	not	look	at	her,	and
she	did	not	quite	look	at	him.	They	did	not	speak	as	he	carried	her	inside,	following	behind	Lord	Darleigh.	That	had	been	very	unwise,	she	thought.	Another	grand	understatement.	And	indiscreet.	The	Earl	of	Berwick	had	seen	them	through	the	window.	What	exactly	had	he	seen?	Lord	Trentham	carried	her	into	the	drawing	room,	where	everyone
greeted	her	politely	and	no	one	cast	knowing	glances	at	either	her	or	Lord	Trentham.	Chapter	7	Hugo	was	more	than	usually	silent	and	withdrawn	for	the	rest	of	the	day.	And	he	found	himself	quite	unfairly	resenting	the	presence	of	Lady	Muir.	Without	her,	he	would	be	relaxing	with	his	friends,	talking,	laughing,	teasing	and	being	teased,	playing
cards,	reading,	sitting	in	companionable	silence—whatever	moved	them,	in	fact.	Activities	at	Penderris	were	rarely	planned.	Everyone	else	seemed	to	be	enjoying	Lady	Muir’s	company.	No	one	else	appeared	to	resent	her.	Perhaps	that	was	because	she	was	a	lady	and	was	a	part	of	their	world.	She	joined	in	the	conversation	with	apparent	ease,	yet
without	in	any	way	trying	to	dominate	it.	She	could	talk	on	virtually	any	topic.	She	could	listen	and	laugh	and	make	just	the	right	comments	and	ask	just	the	right	questions.	She	liked	them	all,	it	seemed,	and	they	had	grown	to	like	her.	She	was	the	perfect	lady.	Or	perhaps	it	was	because	none	of	the	others	had	kissed	her—twice.	Ben	was	appointed	to
take	dinner	with	her.	Both	he	and	she	seemed	happy	with	the	arrangement.	Not	long	after	dinner	she	suggested	retiring	to	her	room.	“You	are	in	pain,	Lady	Muir?”	George	asked.	“Hardly	at	all	when	I	keep	still,”	she	said.	“But	you	are	a	club.	I	daresay	the	evenings	are	the	time	when	you	most	enjoy	being	together	for	companionship	and	conversation.
I	will	withdraw.”	She	was	sensitive	too.	And	tactful.	More	evidence	of	the	perfect	lady.	“There	is	really	no	need,”	George	said.	“A	sprained	ankle	qualifies	as	a	war	wound,”	Ben	said,	“and	a	club	stagnates	if	it	never	increases	its	membership.	We	will	expand	to	include	you,	Lady	Muir,	at	least	for	this	year.	Consider	yourself	an	honorary	member.”	She
laughed.	“Thank	you,”	she	said.	“I	am	honored.	Actually,	I	am	in	some	discomfort	even	if	it	does	not	quite	amount	to	pain.	I	shall	be	more	comfortable	lying	on	my	bed.”	“I	shall	summon	a	footman,	then,”	George	said,	but	Hugo	was	already	on	his	feet.	“No	need,”	he	said.	“I	shall	carry	Lady	Muir	upstairs.”	He	resented	her	most	because	she	disturbed
him.	He	did	not	dislike	her,	as	he	had	yesterday.	But	she	was	of	an	alien	world.	She	was	beautiful	and	elegant	and	well	dressed	and	self-possessed	and	charming.	She	was	everything	a	lady	ought	to	be.	And	she	attracted	him,	a	fact	that	annoyed	him.	He	had	always	been	able	to	look	at	ladies,	even	sometimes	to	appreciate	their	looks	and	allure,
without	ever	desiring	them.	One	ought	not	to	desire	alien	species,	no	matter	how	beautiful	they	were.	Was	he	totally	daft?	He	had	even	told	her	this	afternoon—alas,	there	was	no	possibility	that	his	memory	was	playing	tricks	on	him—that	he	would	like	to	bed	her.	He	wondered	if	he	ought	to	apologize.	But	an	apology	would	only	bring	that	scene	in
the	garden	alive	again.	It	was	perhaps	best	forgotten	or	at	least	left	to	lie	dormant.	Besides,	how	could	one	apologize	for	kissing	a	woman	twice?	Once	might	be	explained	away	as	an	impulsive	accident.	Twice	suggested	definite	intent	or	a	serious	lack	of	control.	His	foot	was	on	the	top	stair	before	either	of	them	spoke.	“You	have	been	very	silent
tonight,	Lord	Trentham,”	she	said.	“At	the	moment	I	need	all	my	breath	to	carry	you,”	he	told	her.	He	paused	outside	her	room	while	she	turned	the	handle	of	the	door.	He	stepped	inside	with	her	and	set	her	down	on	the	bed.	He	propped	a	few	of	the	many	pillows	behind	her	back	and	positioned	one	beneath	her	right	foot.	He	straightened	up	and
clasped	his	hands	behind	his	back.	Someone	had	already	lit	the	candles,	he	realized.	He	would	love	to	turn	on	his	heel	and	leave	the	room	without	another	word	or	a	backward	glance,	but	he	would	make	himself	look	like	an	idiot	or	an	unmannerly	clod	if	he	did	so.	“Thank	you,”	she	said.	And	in	the	next	breath,	“I	am	sorry.”	Page	25	He	raised	his
eyebrows.	“You	are	sorry?”	“It	must	be	a	coveted	treat	to	return	here	each	year,”	she	said.	“But	you	have	been	uncomfortable	this	evening,	and	I	can	only	conclude	that	I	am	the	cause.	I	have	written	to	my	brother	and	asked	him	to	send	the	carriage	as	soon	as	possible,	but	it	will	be	a	few	days	before	it	arrives	to	take	me	home.	In	the	meanwhile,	I
shall	try	to	stay	out	of	your	way.	Any	serious	involvement	between	us	is	out	of	the	question	for	all	sorts	of	reasons—it	is	out	of	the	question	for	both	of	us.	And	I	have	never	been	one	for	meaningless	flirtation	or	dalliance.	My	guess	is	that	you	have	not	either.”	“You	came	up	early	tonight	because	of	me?”	he	asked	her.	“You	are	a	member	of	a	group,”
she	said.	“I	came	up	because	of	the	group.	And	I	really	am	a	little	tired.	Sitting	around	all	day	makes	me	sleepy.”	Any	serious	involvement	between	us	is	out	of	the	question	for	all	sorts	of	reasons.	Only	one	reason	came	to	mind.	She	was	of	the	aristocracy;	he	was	of	a	lower	class	despite	his	title.	It	was	the	only	reason.	She	was	being	dishonest	with
herself.	But	it	was	a	huge	reason.	On	both	their	parts,	as	she	had	said.	He	needed	a	wife	who	would	pull	cabbages	from	the	kitchen	garden	with	him,	and	help	feed	those	lambs	that	could	not	suck	from	their	mothers,	and	shoo	chickens	and	their	squawking	and	flapping	wings	out	of	the	way	in	order	to	retrieve	their	eggs.	He	needed	someone	who
knew	the	social	world	of	the	middle	classes	so	that	a	husband	could	be	found	for	Constance.	He	bowed	stiffly.	Words	were	clearly	superfluous.	“Good	night,	ma’am,”	he	said	and	left	the	room	without	waiting	for	her	reply.	He	thought	he	heard	a	sigh	as	he	closed	the	door.	It	was	mostly	Vincent’s	turn	that	night.	He	had	woken	up	in	a	fit	of	panic	in	the
morning	and	had	been	fighting	it	all	day.	Such	episodes	were	growing	less	frequent,	he	reported,	but	when	they	did	happen,	they	were	every	bit	as	intense	as	they	had	ever	been.	When	Vincent	first	came	to	Penderris,	he	had	still	been	more	than	half	deaf	as	well	as	totally	blind—a	result	of	a	cannon	exploding	close	enough	to	have	propelled	him	all	the
way	back	to	England	in	a	million	pieces.	By	some	miracle	he	had	escaped	both	dismemberment	and	death.	He	had	still	been	something	of	a	wild	thing,	whom	only	George	had	been	able	to	calm.	George	had	often	taken	the	boy	right	into	his	arms	and	held	him	close,	sometimes	for	hours	at	a	time,	crooning	to	him	like	a	baby	until	he	slept.	Vincent	had
been	seventeen	at	the	time.	The	deafness	had	cleared,	but	the	blindness	had	not	and	never	would.	Vincent	had	given	up	hope	fairly	early	and	had	adjusted	his	life	to	the	new	condition	with	remarkable	determination	and	resilience.	But	hope,	pushed	deep	inside	rather	than	banished	completely,	surfaced	occasionally	when	his	defenses	were	low,
usually	while	he	slept.	And	he	would	awake	expecting	to	see,	be	terrified	when	he	discovered	he	could	not,	and	then	be	catapulted	down	to	the	depths	of	a	dark	hell	when	he	realized	that	he	never	would.	“It	robs	me	of	breath,”	he	said,	“and	I	think	I	am	going	to	die	from	lack	of	air.	Part	of	my	mind	tells	me	to	stop	fighting,	to	accept	death	as	a	merciful
gift.	But	the	instinct	to	survive	is	more	powerful	than	any	other	and	I	breathe	again.”	“And	what	a	good	thing	that	is,”	George	said.	“Despite	all	that	might	be	said	to	the	contrary,	this	life	is	worth	living	to	the	final	breath	with	which	nature	endows	us.”	The	rather	heavy	silence	that	succeeded	his	words	testified	to	the	fact	that	it	was	not	always	an	easy
philosophy	to	adopt.	“I	can	picture	some	things	and	some	people	quite	clearly	in	my	head,”	Vincent	said.	“But	I	cannot	with	others.	This	morning	it	struck	me—for	only	about	the	five	thousandth	time—that	I	have	never	seen	any	of	your	faces,	that	I	never	will.	Yet	every	time	I	have	such	a	thought,	it	is	as	raw	as	it	was	the	first	time	I	thought	it.”	“In	the
case	of	Hugo’s	ugly	countenance,”	Flavian	said,	“that	is	a	signal	mercy,	Vincent.	We	have	to	look	at	it	every	day.	And	in	the	case	of	my	face	…	Well,	if	you	were	to	see	it,	you	would	despair,	for	you	will	never	look	so	handsome	yourself.”	Vincent	laughed,	and	all	of	them	smiled.	Hugo	noticed	Flavian	blinking	away	tears.	Imogen	patted	Vincent’s	hand.
“Tell	me,	Hugo,”	Vincent	said,	“were	you	kissing	Lady	Muir	when	I	came	to	fetch	you	in	for	tea?	I	could	hear	no	conversation	as	I	approached	the	flower	garden	though	Ralph	had	assured	me	you	were	both	out	there.	He	probably	sent	me	deliberately	so	that	the	lady	would	not	be	embarrassed	at	what	I	might	see.”	“If	you	think	I	am	going	to	answer
that	question,”	Hugo	said,	“you	must	have	cuckoos	in	your	head.”	“Which	is	all	the	answer	I	need,”	Vincent	said,	waggling	his	eyebrows.	“And	my	lips	are	sealed,”	Ralph	said.	“I	will	neither	confirm	nor	deny	what	I	saw	through	the	morning	room	window,	though	I	will	say	that	I	was	shaken	to	the	core.”	“Imogen,”	George	said,	“will	you	cater	to	our
collective	male	laziness	and	pour	the	tea?”	The	Duke	of	Stanbrook	produced	a	pair	of	crutches	for	Gwen	the	following	morning,	explaining	that	they	had	been	needed	when	his	house	was	a	hospital	but	had	lain	untouched	and	forgotten	for	several	years	since.	He	had	had	them	tested	for	safety,	he	assured	her.	He	measured	them	for	length	and	had	a
few	inches	sawn	off	them.	He	had	them	sanded	and	polished.	Then	Gwen	was	able	to	move	around	to	a	limited	degree.	“You	must	promise	me,	though,	Lady	Muir,”	he	said,	“not	to	bring	the	wrath	of	Dr.	Jones	down	upon	my	head.	You	must	not	dash	about	the	house	and	up	and	down	stairs	for	eighteen	hours	out	of	every	twenty-four.	You	must	continue
to	rest	your	foot	and	keep	it	elevated	most	of	the	time.	But	at	least	now	you	can	move	about	a	room	and	even	from	room	to	room	without	having	to	wait	for	someone	to	carry	you.”	Page	26	“Oh,	thank	you,”	she	said.	“You	cannot	know	how	much	this	means	to	me.”	She	took	a	turn	about	the	morning	room,	getting	used	to	the	crutches,	before	reclining
on	the	chaise	longue	again.	She	felt	a	great	deal	less	confined	for	the	rest	of	the	day,	though	she	did	not	move	about	a	great	deal.	Vera	spent	most	of	the	morning	with	her,	as	she	had	the	day	before,	and	stayed	until	after	luncheon.	Her	friends,	she	reported	happily,	quite	hated	her	for	being	on	intimate	visiting	terms	with	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook.	His
crested	carriage	had	been	seen	to	stop	outside	her	house	a	number	of	times.	Their	jealousy	would	surely	cause	them	to	cut	her	acquaintance	if	they	did	not	find	it	more	to	their	advantage	to	bask	in	her	reflected	glory	and	boast	to	their	less	privileged	neighbors	of	being	her	friends.	She	also	complained	of	the	fact	that	His	Grace	did	not	see	fit	to	send
anyone	in	the	carriage	to	bear	her	company	and	that	again	today	she	was	not	invited	to	take	luncheon	in	the	dining	room	with	the	duke	and	his	guests.	“I	daresay,	Vera,”	Gwen	told	her,	“the	duke	is	touched	by	your	devotion	and	considers	that	you	would	find	it	offensive	to	be	taken	away	from	me	when	I	cannot	sit	in	the	dining	room	with	you.”	She
wondered	why	she	bothered	to	try	to	soothe	ruffled	feathers	that	never	stayed	smooth	for	long.	“Of	course	you	are	right,”	Vera	said	grudgingly.	“I	would	be	offended	if	His	Grace	parted	me	from	you	for	a	mere	meal	when	I	have	given	up	a	large	part	of	my	day	just	to	offer	you	the	comfort	of	my	company.	But	he	might	at	least	give	me	the	opportunity
to	refuse	his	invitation.	I	am	surprised	that	his	chef	serves	only	three	courses	for	luncheon.	At	least,	he	serves	only	three	here	in	the	morning	room.	I	daresay	they	enjoy	a	larger	number	of	courses	in	the	dining	room.”	“But	the	food	is	plentiful	and	delicious,”	Gwen	said.	Vera’s	visits	were	a	severe	trial	to	her.	After	the	Duke	of	Stanbrook	had	borne	her
friend	off	to	his	waiting	carriage,	Gwen	felt	a	little	agitated.	What	if	Lord	Trentham	came	again	as	he	had	yesterday?	The	weather	was	just	as	lovely.	She	could	not	bear	to	find	herself	tête-à-tête	with	him	again.	She	had	no	business	being	attracted	to	him,	or	he	to	her.	She	had	no	business	allowing	him	to	kiss	her,	and	he	had	no	business	asking	it	of
her.	If	he	came	again	this	afternoon,	she	thought,	she	could	pretend	to	be	asleep	and	to	remain	asleep.	He	would	have	no	choice	but	to	go	away.	But	she	was	not	sleepy	today.	She	was	saved	anyway	from	having	to	practice	such	subter-fuge.	There	was	a	tap	on	the	door	not	long	after	Vera	left,	and	it	opened	to	reveal	Viscount	Ponsonby.	“I	am	on	my
way	to	the	l-library,”	he	said	in	his	languid	voice	and	with	his	slight	stammer.	“Everyone	else	is	off	enjoying	the	sunshine,	but	I	have	such	a	stack	of	unanswered	letters	that	I	am	in	grave	danger	of	being	buried	under	it	or	lost	behind	it	or	some	such	dire	thing.	I	must,	alas,	set	pen	to	p-paper.	It	occurred	to	me	that	you	may	wish	to	try	out	your	new
crutches	and	come	to	select	a	book.”	“I	would	be	more	than	delighted,”	she	said,	and	he	stood	in	the	doorway	watching	while	she	hoisted	herself	onto	her	crutches	and	moved	toward	him.	Her	ankle	was	still	swollen	and	sore	to	the	touch.	There	was	still	no	possibility	of	getting	on	a	shoe	or	putting	any	weight	on	it.	It	was	somewhat	less	painful	today,
however.	And	the	cut	on	her	knee	was	now	no	more	than	a	scab.	Lord	Ponsonby	walked	beside	her	to	the	library	and	turned	a	sofa	that	was	by	the	fireplace	so	that	light	from	the	window	would	fall	on	it.	“You	may	remain	here	and	read	or	w-watch	me	labor,”	he	said,	“or	you	may	return	to	the	morning	room	after	choosing	a	book.	Or	you	may	run	up
and	down	stairs,	for	that	matter.	I	am	not	your	jailer.	If	you	need	a	volume	from	a	high	shelf,	d-do	let	me	know.”	And	he	retreated	behind	the	large	oak	desk	that	stood	near	the	window.	Gwen	wondered	about	his	stammer.	It	was	the	only	imperfection	she	could	detect	in	his	person.	Perhaps	he	too	had	come	through	war	physically	unscathed	but	had
gone	out	of	his	head,	as	Lord	Trentham	had	phrased	it.	She	had	not	thought	a	great	deal	before	this	week	about	the	mental	strain	of	being	a	military	man.	And	yet	it	showed	a	lamentable	lack	of	imagination	on	her	part	that	she	had	not.	She	read	for	a	while,	and	then	Lady	Barclay	found	her	and	invited	her	to	the	conservatory	to	see	the	plants.	There
were	some	long	wicker	seats	there,	she	explained,	on	which	Lady	Muir	could	rest	her	foot.	They	sat	there	and	talked	for	a	whole	hour.	Later,	they	went	for	tea	in	the	drawing	room.	It	was	Lady	Barclay	who	dined	with	her	that	evening.	She	wanted	to	broach	the	subject	of	Lady	Barclay’s	loss	and	assure	her	that	she	understood,	that	she	too	had	lost	a



husband	under	violent,	horrifying	circumstances,	that	she	too	felt	guilty	over	his	death	and	doubted	she	would	ever	free	herself	of	the	feeling.	And	perhaps	it	was	more	than	just	a	feeling.	Perhaps	she	really	was	guilty.	But	she	said	nothing.	There	was	nothing	in	Lady	Barclay’s	manner	to	suggest	that	she	would	welcome	such	intimacy.	Anyway,	Gwen
never	talked	about	the	events	surrounding	Vernon’s	death	or	the	fall	that	had	caused	it.	She	suspected	she	never	would.	She	never	even	thought	about	those	events.	Yet	in	some	ways	she	never	thought	of	anything	else.	Later	in	the	evening,	she	admitted	when	asked	that	she	played	the	pianoforte,	though	not	with	any	particular	flair	or	talent.	It	did
not	matter.	She	was	persuaded	to	cross	the	drawing	room	on	her	crutches	in	order	to	sit	at	the	instrument	and	play,	rusty	fingers	and	all.	Fortunately,	she	acquitted	herself	tolerably	well.	And	then	she	was	persuaded	to	remain	there	in	order	to	accompany	Lord	Darleigh	as	he	played	his	violin.	She	moved	to	the	harp	with	him	afterward	while	he
explained	to	her	how	he	was	learning	to	identify	all	the	many	strings	without	seeing	them.
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