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      Kilkenny, 1803

      Esther O’Shea glared defiantly at her husband, arms folded over her scrawny chest. “We can’t keep it,” she said. “Absolutely not.”

      After fifteen years of living with her, Neil knew that this was going to be a hard-won battle—if he managed to win it at all. It wasn’t just her body language that made him realise this. Or, rather, it wasn’t that at all. It was the wording. The ‘it’.

      “It’s a child, Esther,” he said, pleading to the mother in her. “A wee colleen. Just look at her.” He took a step to the side to allow her a glimpse of the said child, but the little girl followed him like his shadow, hiding behind his legs.

      “No,” Esther snapped. “Ye should’ve asked first, Neil.”

      “And how was I supposed to do that?”

      For a moment, she pressed her lips firmly together. Since she barely had any teeth left it made her look comical, but the situation was far from funny and he didn’t smile as he usually would. “Ye shouldn’t have brought her,” she said. “Ye did wrong, Neil.”

      He saw it clear enough in her face: her fear, all the unasked questions. She’d told him more than once that she didn’t care about his band of comrades and whatever shady shenanigans they were up to, as long as they put food on the table or gave them goods to sell, and as long as he mentioned nothing of it to her. The rule of discretion was important, and he had always respected it. At least, up until this point. Bringing the child here had not only broken it, but had also presented a new dilemma, one they had never faced before—he’d brought his business to their home. Esther couldn’t pretend she didn’t understand something foul was at play, and he couldn’t pretend there wasn’t, especially since his clothes still reeked of fire, his hair was singed and there was blood—clearly not his own—on the lapel of his jacket. He’d tried to wash it off in the stream before entering the cottage, but it was there, a sharp, rust-coloured stain against the light-brown fabric.

      He squirmed uncomfortably under her gaze. God forbid she found out what had happened. She’d rip his bollocks off, for sure.

      “What’s done is done, aye?” he muttered, his chin pressed against his chest. “The child is here now. We can’t just leave her. She’ll die.”

      “She’ll die anyway,” Esther replied. Her shoulders drooped. “We’ve eight already, Neil. It’s already a struggle. It’s not fair to bring another one here, one that isn’t ours, and have it take the food that our own children need.” She hesitated, before quietly asking, “English, is it?”

      He looked down at his hands. There was a cut by his thumb, or a bite mark. His skin had started to turn blue, but it didn’t hurt yet. “Half.”

      “Then it’s English,” his wife decided. “Even worse. Would an English person care for our children?”

      He shook his head. Esther, in turn, nodded in the way a wife always nods when she knows she’s right. She was right, but still, there was something about the child that had made Neil save her life. Perhaps, he mused, if Esther took a good look at the girl, she’d see the same?

      With a firm grip around the little one’s arm, he hauled the child out from behind his back, where she’d been cowering, and shoved her in front of him. “Look, Esther. Eyes like polished church silver.” He pointed to them. “Have you ever seen something so beautiful?”

      Esther’s reaction, however, was far from what he’d expected. “Hail Mary, full of grace,” she said and crossed herself, her eyes wide at the sight. “Don’t ye mention the good Lord’s house together with that beastly creature, Neil. Besides, anyone who sees it will understand we’re not its parents. Why did ye bring it here?” She shook her head, her lower lip trembling. “It has to go,” she said, her voice choked, and turned her back on him.

      And that was it. End of discussion. End of the battle. Not that it had been much of a battle, to start with.

      Neil sighed. “So what shall I do?” he said.

      To Esther, the answer seemed simple enough, for she answered readily and with not much hesitation. “Sell it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Come.”

      Neil held her hand, dragged her along with him, past his own children, who eyed her with apparent astonishment. He pretended not to see them and hoped Esther would have the sense to keep them away. In the yard he snatched clothes belonging to one of his sons that had been hung to dry on one of the bushes, and threw them into the girl’s arms.

      “Get changed,” he snapped. When she didn’t move, he sighed. “Ye know how to dress, do ye not?”

      She didn’t answer but he was sure she understood him and he knew she could speak – when he’d found her under the table, she’d whimpered Mama. She just didn’t respond very well to instructions.

      He sighed again, squatted in front of her and looked her in the eye, or rather, he tried to, but couldn’t really muster the courage to meet the silvery, steady gaze. “Look,” he said, as gently as he could. “We’re going to Dublin, and there we’re going to see this fine fella, Mr Reedijk, who is going to take care of ye. But…” He reached out and touched the frills of her dress. “Ye can’t wear that, aye?”

      A nice dress it was, light blue with white flowers. He thought about how pretty it would make his youngest daughter, wee Edna. Esther would never allow it, though; she’d force him to sell that as well. “Need to do something about yer hair as well,” he continued, and touched the dark, shiny locks. “Make ye look more like a boy.”

      She didn’t respond, but he added, just the same: “Tis for yer own good, aye? Not sure Mr Reedijk will be wanting a girl. And besides, I need to make sure…”

      He slid his gaze nervously towards the door and licked his lips. It’s for the best, he thought, groaning at his suddenly cramping stomach. For us, but for her as well. He knew for sure that there had never been any question of keeping the girl—that he’d only needed Esther to voice the decision, but that, in reality, he’d already known what to do. One way or another, she had to go.

      “Right,” he whispered, and patted her awkwardly on the head, “I’ll get some help, aye?”

      He fetched his eldest daughter, Caoileann, who helped the girl change into the new clothes. Together they cut off the long, dark hair and Caoileann, who took after her mother and was a bright and sensible girl, went to get a wide-brimmed hat, which she pressed down over the little girl’s head, effectively hiding her eyes.

      “Much better,” he muttered when they were done. Almost perfect.

      He sent Caoileann away and waited until he was sure she was gone. Then he turned to the little girl. She stood immobile in front of him, arms by her sides, eyes lifeless—a mindless doll. The sight sent a pang of guilt through his guts, but he pressed it away. He had saved her, had he not? Thanks to him, she was alive. Aidan had wanted to slit her throat on the spot, just as he had done with her mother.

      Neil sighed and squatted in front of the girl. She didn’t move, but stared straight through him.

      “Ye’re lucky. They told us to kill everyone, ken, but I pleaded for yer life. Remember that. Yer friend, Neil O’Shea, saved yer life.”

      No reaction. Those eyes…

      He drew a hand over his forehead, felt the beads of sweat against his palm. “I’m sorry. Fair enough? I’m sorry. I didn’t want to… do what I did, but I had to. I couldn’t save yer mama. We had to… We…” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing under his skin. If he thought about what had happened for one minute more, he’d be sick.

      Glancing at the girl, he noticed she hadn’t moved. Stoically, she stared into the distance as if nothing in the world bothered her anymore.

      “It’s good that ye’re quiet,” he said. “Makes ye seem daft, but it’s better that way—ye can’t let anyone ken who ye are. Yer eyes are bad enough, aye? Ye have to hide them, or the bad man will take ye. Ye hear me?”

      He stood up and wiped his forehead again. If Reedijk doesn’t want her, I don’t know what to do. Or, rather, he did, but he didn’t want to think about it. He hadn’t saved her from getting killed by Aidan just to kill her himself.

      A foul taste in his mouth, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her outside to begin his journey to Dublin.
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      I haven’t been here before. It’s smelly and noisy and it feels like everyone is staring at me, but I can’t see much. Mr O’Shea said to keep my head down and he shouts at me when I look up, so I keep my eyes on my feet and the brim of the hat covers my eyes. I don’t recognise my feet; the shoes he gave me are heavy and uncomfortable and they make my toes hurt. I don’t dare to say anything, so I limp along when he drags me with him over the cobbled, uneven street. Where are we going? I don’t know, and I struggle a little in his grip, so he stops and turns, squats to look me in the face.

      “What’s the matter?” His eyes are angry, but also scared. He smells of sweat and fire. The smell sends me backwards, dread filling my body. I want to cry, but I don’t know why anymore. Something happened and it was horrible, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t remember what it was. I only know this man had to do with it, and that’s why I’m so afraid of him.

      “Don’t try anything, hear me?” he snarls. “We’re there now. At Mr Reedijk’s office.” He points to a large building across the street. “You won’t have to worry. He’ll take care of you.”

      I want to say that I don’t want a stranger to take care of me—I want my ma and my da—but I have no words, and besides, I don’t have a ma and da anymore. They’re gone and I’m alone. Darkness spills over me and I force myself to listen to Mr O’Shea’s angry voice, to stop my thoughts.

      “Remember to be quiet. Don’t say a single word. Head down and let me do the talking. It’s important. If you speak, I can’t help you. You’re dead then. Understand?”

      We start to move again, rounding one house to cross the street, when suddenly Mr O’Shea darts back and his body crashes into mine. He shoves me back against the wall of the house we’ve just passed with such force my head hits the stone and my hat falls off.

      “No,” he stutters, “mighty Madonna, no, no, no…” Frantically, trembling, he picks the hat up and presses it over my head so hard my neck bends, and then he pushes me against the wall again. I don’t want his warm, sweaty body against mine and I squirm to get away, but his grip is too hard.

      “Be still.” When I whimper, he stoops and hisses, “Hush or he’ll kill us both.”

      I freeze, press my lips together and peer out from behind his stinking body to see what he sees. It’s a group of men, but only one has fancy clothes. His eyes are hard like stones, his mouth cruel, and he scares me just as he scares Mr O’Shea. The bad man; this is him. When he moves his hand, I catch the glitter of many rings on his fingers, and the red shimmer of a large stone. Red like blood, I think, and the world sways. Blood red, blood red.

      “Holy Madonna,” Mr O’Shea whispers, his hand around my shoulder hardening.

      I don’t move, and I barely dare to breathe. The terror makes my body stiff as a board and I stare at the man, tasting blood, seeing blood. I close my eyes, but still see blood.

      “If he finds out that ye’re alive, we’re dead.” Mr O’Shea takes a deep breath, wipes the tears from his face and grabs my hand tight. “Come,” he says, his voice hard again. “We have to run before he sees us.”

      I don’t know why I do what I do. I just know I need to get away, so I tug my arm from his grip. It’s so sudden, so unexpected, and I’m not prepared. I stumble and fall forward, out onto the street, where I land on my knees. Mr O’Shea is over me, his hands grabbing me hard under my arms. I feel him stiffen and he squeals with fear, a low, terrified sound that reminds me of a pig screaming.

      When I look up, I meet the eyes of the bad man and my heart shrinks in terror. I can’t move, can’t even breathe—everything has stopped and all that exists is his gaze, full of hatred and knowledge. He knows I’m alive, and I shouldn’t be, and now I have to die.

      Then, in a flurry, the world crashes over me again, with everything happening at once, in a jumble. There’s the bad man, raising his hand and pointing at us; there are his men, charging at us; there’s Mr O’Shea, yanking me back so violently he almost rips my arm from my body.

      “Run,” he breathes, “run, for God’s sake!”

      And so we do, dashing between alleys and through holes in fences, between carts, shoving people out of our way. My heart is about to burst and I taste blood, and I’m so afraid.

      Blood red. Blood red. Blood red.
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      Cees Reedijk didn’t believe in things like luck, good or bad. A pragmatic Dutchman, born into a family descending from a long line of tradesmen, he had long since learned that life consisted of a long row of decisions and choices. One could—usually, at any rate—foresee the outcome of these choices: good or bad, favourable or not favourable. For example, dogged research along with his keen sense of business had made him withdraw from his involvement with the Dutch East India Company before its downfall in 1799. Before the company had even begun to fall apart, based on his solid judgment, he’d found it best to invest in a good insurance scheme, which had enabled him to earn quite a bit of money from the whole sad affair. For this money, he’d bought a hoeken—a three-masted frigate—and had rented cheap facilities in Amsterdam and Dublin, from where he’d started his own company, dealing with spices, tea, textiles and slaves. Then, as movements started to pop up everywhere, agitating for laws against slavery, he had once again listened to his sound judgment on the financial risk involved. So in 1802, when Cees stopped dealing with slaves, he branded his business as a wholesome and humane one—a good move that attracted even more clients.

      It was now the year of the Lord 1803, and thus the visit by Neil O’Shea and his proffered human commodity was highly unwelcome. Cees knew Mr O’Shea well enough, both by reputation and by direct confrontation. It was said the man would do anything for money, and there were rumours he occasionally worked as a resurrection man, robbing graves of corpses to sell to medical students in need of dissection bodies. Cees had no reason to believe this wasn’t correct; one look at the man spoke of something deeply unhealthy, as though the dust from the graves he’d plundered had penetrated his skin and eaten into his soul.

      Still, since Cees was a gentleman, he invited O’Shea into his fine office, offered him a shot of jenever, which was readily finished within a minute of reception, and, as if he hadn’t guessed the circumstances already, bade O’Shea to state his business. When O’Shea revealed that he had come to sell the child he’d brought with him, Cees only shook his head lightly and in slight disgust.

      “But he’s a fine boy, sir,” O’Shea said, and placed his hand on the wide-brimmed hat that covered the said boy’s head. “Sturdy and healthy.”

      “Bit young, isn’t he?” Cees replied, without trying to mask his annoyance. “Has he turned four yet?”

      “He will grow, sir.”

      “Obviously,” Cees said dryly. He leaned back in his chair, sucking his teeth. The child did indeed appear healthy and robust; short and slim but not in any way malnourished, with dark brown curly hair and the glimpse of a round, rosy cheek under the wide-brimmed hat. “Where did you get him?”

      O’Shea flinched. One hand flew up to his chin, where he stroked the few puny hairs he’d managed to grow. “By the roadside, sir.”

      “Where exactly?”

      “Up… north.” He pressed his lips together and looked away. “I can’t keep him, sir. That’s why I came to ye. Ye’re a good man, with a kind heart—”

      “No, I’m not,” Cees snapped, planting a fist on the desk. “Frankly, Mr O’Shea, this boy is too young for anyone trading with slaves—which I don’t, as a matter of fact. I stopped a year ago, which you should be aware of, so I cannot really see what you were hoping for by coming here.” He raised his hand, flicked it dismissively. “You’ll have to find someone else.”

      “But… I can’t, sir.” O’Shea stared at him, his eyes wide and scared. “If ye don’t buy him…”

      Cees narrowed his eyes. “What? You will kill him?”

      O’Shea cringed. “Please, sir,” he whined. “I can’t keep him. If you won’t take him, I’ll have to… leave him behind.” He licked his lips. “Listen, I will give the boy to ye for a fair price. I’m sure ye can sell him for the double, or triple, even. A good child it is. Strong.”

      “What do you want for him?”

      O’Shea mentioned his price. It was ridiculously low and, as such, displayed the magnitude of his desperation with frightening clarity.

      Why the man hadn’t already killed the child and sold it to the medical school was beyond Cees—surely he’d attain a higher dividend there—but he supposed even deprived scum like O’Shea had a conscience. Or, more likely, O’Shea was afraid the same questions would arise at the faculty. Bodysnatching was an even more controversial affair than trading in slaves, and freshly deceased child corpses, especially of good quality and pedigree, were bound to raise suspicions.

      What shall I do with a child? That was the big question. Cees still had some connections within the slave trade, but the thought of heading into that business again was repulsive—he’d never liked it much to begin with. Besides, there were, he liked to believe, limits to what he was willing to do for money.

      He stared at the small figure with the slumped shoulders and miserably bowed head. There was always a bit of a spark to a child’s soul; whether it was happiness, rebellion or sadness. Children were always full of emotions, of life. This child, however, seemed broken. Soulless.

      “What happened to him?” he asked O’Shea, who swallowed so hard his Adam’s apple bobbed under the thin skin of his throat.

      “I don’t know, sir.”

      “Where are his parents?”

      “D-dead.”

      The tremble of his voice didn’t escape Cees, who leaned forward, squinting at the man.

      O’Shea’s hand went up to his face, covering his mouth. “Both dead,” he murmured. “So will ye take the child, sir? She’s a fine wee—”

      “She?”

      “He,” O’Shea corrected himself hurriedly, his face turning bright red. “I meant he, of course. It’s a boy.” He put his hand on the child’s head and laughed, a cackling sound. “Plain as day.”

      If there was one thing Cees had learned over the years, it was that a tongue that slipped always spoke the truth. He eyed the child, the girl—he was sure of that by now and it intrigued him even more. Who was she? Why was O’Shea so eager to be rid of her? It seemed unlikely that he’d stolen her to make money from her, considering he had offered her to Cees for a ridiculously low price. But if it wasn’t to make money, then what was his reason?

      “I think…” O’Shea jostled him from his thoughts, his voice puny and wavering. “I think it’d be better if… if ye sent it far away, sir. Better for… the child. Ye have connections… over there, don’t ye? In the colonies?”

      “You know I do.” Cees pressed his fingertips together and studied him, a slight smile on his lips. “But why would I do that, Mr O’Shea? Would you care to tell me?”

      The man was now so pale that Cees thought he’d faint on the spot, and a sleek sheen of sweat covered his face. The acrid tang of fear oozed into the room, making Cees’s nose itch.

      “It’s for the child’s own good,” O’Shea repeated. “Please don’t ask any more, or I will have to take the child with me and…” He let the rest of his sentence hang in the air like a wet, heavy blanket.

      Cees leaned back and slowly exhaled through his nose. Forced decisions were the worst ones, but here he saw no other choice. It was yes or no, right here, in this moment. If yes, the girl’s life would be spared. If no…

      “I’ll buy the child,” he said, his voice full of dismay.

      O’Shea’s face was a study in relief. He opened his mouth, presumably to blurt out a thank you, but Cees raised his hand and stopped him. “Just promise me that this is the last I’ll see of you, Mr O’Shea. I do not ever want to see your face again, snapje?”
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      When O’Shea was gone, Cees turned to his newly purchased article. She stood in the position O’Shea had put her in, immobile like a doll.

      “Nou, laten we eens kijken wat we hier hebben…” He squatted in front of the child and carefully removed the hideous hat, revealing a finely shaped little face and eyes that—

      “Oh,” he said, and moved back. He’d never seen anything like it; her eyes were like polished plates of silver, encircled by a dark, almost black border. Combined with her expressionless stare, the impression was so eerie that he nearly crossed himself, even though he didn’t consider himself to be very religious.

      Was this why O’Shea wanted to sell her? Because he believed her to be cursed? Could be. Cees wasn’t superstitious himself, but he knew that most of the Irish were.

      “I hope it’s that simple,” he murmured, though instinctively he knew it wasn’t.

      He sighed a little and moved a hand in front of her face to break the unnerving stare, but without success. Her eyes remained fixed on an unknown spot in the far distance, her face stoically void of emotions, like a figurehead on a ship.

      Was she blind? He quickly jerked his head forward and she backed off instantly, her stare momentarily moving to his face, widened by fear. No, not blind.

      “Do you speak English, meisje?”

      No reply.

      “Of heb je misschien Nederlands spreekt?”

      But she didn’t speak Dutch, which he’d guessed, even at a quick glance. She had that particular Irish quality to her; the fair skin, deep-set eyes and dark hair. He’d seen it on quite a few of these islanders, and on this girl they made an especially appealing blend. There was no doubt in his mind that she’d grow up to be a strikingly beautiful woman. It dawned on him—not a particularly nice realisation—that if she had been older and this had been a year earlier, he would probably have tried to sell her. Irishwomen were a sought-after commodity in the slave trade, for their breeding abilities. People bred them with black slaves to get beautiful mulattos, which often rendered an even higher price than pure-breds.

      He shook off the unpleasant thoughts and took her limp hand to inspect it. Soft skin, fingers pink and clean, her nails unchipped and healthy-looking. A girl of fine family who hadn’t faced one single day of hard labour or starvation in her life. He let go of the child’s hand and straightened up, while slowly pressing out air through his lips.

      O’Shea must have stripped her of her original clothes, dressing her in these rags instead, then cut her hair to make her look like a boy. He’d erased her past, her identity. But why? Again, Cees didn’t think it was for money. Boy slaves were more valuable than girls, because of their physical strength and versatility, but the offered price had been so low that this didn’t seem to be the reason. No, O’Shea had simply wanted to get rid of her. Was it because her parents were looking for her? Maybe. Cees didn’t believe O’Shea had been truthful in saying her parents were dead, but it still didn’t seem like the most prominent reason. There was something else at play here, something… worse.

      “Wie ben jij?” he said slowly. Who are you?

      She didn’t respond. He wasn’t even sure she’d heard him. Not blind, but perhaps she was deaf, then? Deaf children were thought to be possessed by the Devil, which could be a reason to discard her.

      He brought his hands together, fast and hard. The explosive clap made her jump, before she resumed her uncanny staring, her face stiff. Still, it had been enough and he nodded. Not deaf, not blind. Not cursed, not possessed—he didn’t believe in those things. Just a normal child, who’d been through something, and who may or may not be in danger. In a way, he’d taken on the role of her saviour, or had at least made a sort of promise to keep her safe and alive.

      Hands behind his back, he headed to the window. His office was located on Guild Street, overlooking the water. He could see one of his boats, the Oranjeboom, moored at the dockside, awaiting its next departure to Java. The crew moved about in the sharp sunshine, preparing the ship, stocking up with whatever was needed for the long trip overseas. If the child he’d just purchased had been a little older, he’d simply have put her to work on the vessel. However, at this young age she wouldn’t be very useful as labour, which meant he had to come up with another solution. He squinted, as much from the thinking as from the stinging sunshine, allowing a plan to take shape.

      Unlike most of his other vessels, the Oranjeboom’s crew consisted of both men and women, though the latter were in the minority. Femke Jansdochter van Beek had worked on the ship for the last couple of years. Widowed a few years back and not bound to any obligations on land, she enjoyed her job taking care of the livestock onboard—the goat-lady, the men called her—and she was good at it, too. She was dutiful, resourceful and, as it happened, occasionally Cees’s mistress. They’d parted only this morning, with a promise to each other to meet again when she was back in Dublin. It might happen, it might not, but because they weren’t sentimental people and they valued their own freedom more highly than any union, they were both fine with that.

      Cees scratched his chin pensively as he stared at the Oranjeboom. As far as he knew, Femke had no children of her own, but she was a woman, after all, and weren’t all women good with children? If he compensated her for it, she probably wouldn’t mind taking care of one. He’d explain the situation and talk both to her and the captain—also a Dutchman—about the necessity of keeping the child’s identity a secret. With the child far out at sea, posing as a boy, it would be impossible for any pursuers to find her. She’d be safe and Cees’s conscience would be clear. Prima. At least until he came up with something better—which, for the moment, he couldn’t.

      With an exhalation that completely emptied his lungs, he turned to glance at the motionless girl. His next large breath contained all the determination that had come with his decision.

      “Right, lieverd,” he said. “How do you like boats?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      June 25th, 1807

      Lyndon’s mare sluggishly trampled the sandy trail that was the road to Megan’s brothers’ farm. Its ears forward, head lowered in serene contemplation, it embodied the calm that had dominated the journey since they’d arrived in Ireland. Even so, Lyndon was exhausted from the strain of constantly keeping watch. He knew nothing was safe in this country and that rebels and highwaymen roamed the hillsides, scouting for potential prey. If he’d travelled on his own, things wouldn’t have been so bad, but he had sworn to protect Megan and the child she carried, making this a very long and very exhausting week. His horse, carrying them both—or rather all three of them—was likewise ready for the journey’s end.

      Megan wasn’t the best travel companion either, quiet and hollow-eyed. After all she’d been through, he couldn’t really blame her—though he couldn’t say he cared for her stunned silence either. All he wanted was to bring her safely to her brothers, so he could move on, physically but also in life.

      “I think we must make a turn here.”

      “Hm?” He blinked, jostled from his thoughts, surprised to hear her voice after all this time. “What?”

      “We must make a turn here,” she repeated, somewhat louder. She turned her head to increase the chance of him hearing, giving him a glimpse of her trembling lips. “We’re…” Her voice broke. “We’re close.”

      “Are you scared?” he blurted. Since she was sitting in front of him on the horse, he could feel her slight body shudder at the question. “Don’t be. Everything will be fine.”

      She didn’t answer and he frowned, a pang of concern piercing his gut. She had never spoken of her brothers, save for giving Lyndon the basic information about their names and where they lived, and the absence of information and lack of enthusiasm was worrying. Part of her apprehension naturally had to do with her situation, but he also had a nagging feeling that her pregnancy, out of wedlock as it was, wasn’t the whole explanation.

      Nonsense. You’re imagining things, he told himself, but that was mostly because it would be too late to turn around now. After all, there had to be a reason why she’d travelled, or been sent, to England at such a young age. On the other hand, she was still family and she came to them raped and abused, her fiancé brutally murdered by the man who had raped her. Only barbarians would turn their back on her.

      They proceeded along the almost invisible strip of sand that intersected the upward slope. He caught a whiff of smoke, acrid in the fresh air, and soon he saw the tiny pillar rise to the sky, a steady column since there was hardly a breeze worth mentioning.

      “They’re home,” he pointed out.

      They reached the top of the hill and Megan craned her neck, her body tensing against his.

      He spotted a small stone house, no yard save for a patch of grass that they kept short in front of the door. A stream snaked past it on the eastern side, only to disappear among the emerald green hills behind. Though the place bore no resemblance to Lyndon’s homestead, he couldn’t help but remember his house, beautiful as it had been, surrounded by the lush meadows. He envisioned Sarah Anne playing with the goats in the yard, while Eileen was tending to her herb patch, and the sight was so real, so tangible, that for a second his heart stopped. Then, with the next blink of his eyes, he was back to reality, staring at Megan’s family home.

      Gone… His home was gone, his family was gone. They were all dead and he was still alive, like some kind of punishment, the cruellest of jokes. Alone, always alone.

      His chest suddenly tightened and a darkness crept into his mind, blurring the edges of his vision. Not now, he thought, gripping the reins between his hands. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead and soaked the back of his shirt. He clamped his jaws shut until his teeth hurt. Please, not now.

      “How did you know they were home?” Megan said, her voice, clear and bright, startling him so badly he snapped his eyes open. “I can’t see anyone.”

      The darkness subsided, releasing its iron grip. He inhaled shakily and swallowed hard to regain his composure. The attacks… these horrible bouts of inexplicable pain—inexplicable because they usually disappeared as fast as they’d arrived, leaving him sweaty and weak but, strangely enough, alive. He’d thought they were gone, but apparently this was not the case. What he’d felt just now wasn’t quite as bad as in the past, when he’d thought he’d die for sure, but it had been there, like a stark warning of what was to come.

      Why had it appeared now, though? It was as though the memory of what had happened to his family had somehow triggered it. He tried for a moment to remember if it had always been like that; if it had always surfaced at times when he was emotionally weak. Maybe. Probably.

      Most likely.

      “Ah,” Megan said, again snapping him from his thoughts. “The smoke from the chimney. You’re right. Someone has to be there. But…”

      That was when it dawned on him, that the apprehension he saw in her might stem from the fact that she didn’t know if they still lived there. Her fear wasn’t unfounded, in that case. In the aftermath of the rebellions, quite a few Irish homes had been seized and taken over by Englishmen, and there was nothing to say this farm hadn’t met the same fate.

      “Let’s have a look, shall we?” he suggested, trying to sound cheerful, but she probably saw right through the feeble attempt.

      Silently, he urged his mare onwards.

      

      The small house had seen better days. Battered by the winds, it stood there, its grey thatched roof sagging in the middle. Long grass and weeds had invaded the yard and would probably fill every inch within a summer or two. On bushes between the house and the barn hung sad, dark grey rags that seemed to have been there forever, subdued by the power of the fickle Irish weather.

      Lyndon dismounted and helped Megan down. Not a friend of horses, she seemed relieved to set her feet on solid ground. She smoothed out the shawl over her hair and brushed her dress free from horsehair, then straightened her back.

      “Where is everyone?” she said and, for the first time in the journey, looked at him, searching his face for an answer.

      “They’re here.” Carefully, he slid his gaze over the still scenery. “Watching us.”

      “But why?” She put her hand in the pocket of her skirt.

      At first he didn’t understand what she was doing, but when it appeared again, curled into a ball, he knew. She was holding her crucifix; the one Charles had ripped from her neck after he’d raped her. His love pawn, he’d called her. Lyndon’s throat tightened with anger merely thinking about it.

      “Surely they must see it’s me?”

      “Maybe so. But it’s me they’re wondering about.”

      He had had the good sense not to dress in his uniform, as it would have been outright suicide for both, but although his clothes were simple they were clearly of good quality, which made him stand out from any other Irishman in the country.

      When the door burst open, he took a step back, wishing for a moment he’d had his pistol loaded and ready—but, on the other hand, shooting someone at this point would probably be a bad idea. The person coming out into the yard didn’t seem to have the same reservations. The loaded rifle pointed steadily at his chest.

      Lyndon held up his hands. “Please don’t shoot,” he called out. His words fell flat in the silence. “My intentions are good.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t lower his weapon.

      “Megan…” Lyndon pressed her name from one corner of his mouth. “Tell him.”

      But she was staring at the man too, paralysed by the sight.

      Wonderful, Lyndon thought. I’ve come all this way, only to be shot by a bloody criminal.

      There really was no other way to describe Megan’s brother. His bright blue eyes, Megan’s colour exactly, were shaded by bitterness, and the distinct air of violence surrounded him like a bad stench. A criminal. No more, no less.

      “I recognise your eyes,” he said, in such a thick accent that even Lyndon, who’d lived with Irishmen for a few years, had problems grasping what he was saying. “People saw you at Vinegar Hill, wielding your sword against men, women and children alike. A wicked beast ye are.” He cocked his head at Megan, while raising his rifle and taking a better aim at Lyndon. “Has he harmed you, wee sister?”

      “No. Please, Aindréas. Put the weapon away. It’s not who you think it is.”

      “What do you mean?” He stared in bafflement at Lyndon. “Those eyes… I’ve heard about him, understand? He’s a beast.”

      “This is his brother.”

      He contemplated this. Behind him in the doorway, a smaller, less ragged version of himself appeared. “Megan?”

      “Devin?” Her lips trembled. “Devin, is that really you?”

      “Aye… but what are you doing here? You should be in England.”

      She shook her head, teary-eyed. “I’m back. To… to stay with you.”

      “Aye?” Devin rubbed his eyes, as if wanting to clear them and make sure that what he was seeing was correct. He drew breath, rounded his brother and came out on his other side, dangerously close to where the rifle was pointing. Then he flung out his arms. “Come here, little sister!”

      She ran to him, straight into his embrace, and hid her face against his neck, crying fiercely now.

      The man named Aindréas, who was the one holding the rifle, viewed them with surprise, then turned his gaze on Lyndon. “Think you have a bit of explaining to do, sir,” he said, slowly.

      “I think not,” Lyndon snapped back. Things were starting to annoy him. First the not-so-pleasant task of bringing Megan to Ireland, although it had been his own idea. Then this. Kindness had a strange way of never paying off. “I’ve delivered her safely to you and now I’m leaving. Goodbye.”

      He turned around, put his hand on the saddle and made ready to swing himself up into it, but the words behind his back made him stop.

      “Fine. We’ll just leave it to Megan to explain what she’s been doing with an English bastard, then.”

      Lyndon turned back again, slowly. He wasn’t afraid of the rifle—no Irishman was stupid enough to open fire where every English soldier nearby would hear it—and he didn’t fear death, either; it was his concern for Megan that surfaced. He tried to catch her glance where she stood behind her brother, but she averted her eyes, her mouth a thin, frightened line. No, he couldn’t just leave her with these scoundrels to fend for herself.

      “All right,” he said between his teeth. “I guess I’ll stay for a bit, then.”
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      An annoyed Irishman was never a pleasant sight. Three of them, staring at him from the opposite side of a small table, was even less enjoyable. They were all shaped from the same mould, ragged and wild-eyed, glaring at Lyndon under manes of dirty blond hair, all looking as though they’d killed at least a dozen Englishmen. Where Megan was, he didn’t know, but judging from the sounds of female voices mingling with the laughter of younger children from the adjacent chamber, she was doing well.

      From the doorway, a snotty-faced lad of about ten years of age stared at him, while another one peered curiously over his shoulder. Devin O’Connell barked at them to go away, which they did for about a minute before they were back again, staring at Lyndon with huge eyes. The air was thick with the acrid smell of smoke and unwashed clothes. Somehow it felt intimate, and he breathed through his mouth to avoid it.

      “So…” Aindréas O’Connell began. Leaning against the rough tabletop, his sleeves had slid up and revealed scarred wrists with tell-tale signs of shackles. Why he’d been imprisoned was anyone’s guess—justice was fickle when it came to distributing punishments in this country—but Lyndon was willing to bet it wasn’t for something as innocent as stealing bread or potatoes. The man caught his glance and flashed him a malicious grin; a wolf grinning at its enemy. “Megan is with child. She just told us.”

      “Did she also tell you I’m not the father?”

      “She mentioned it,” the man replied coolly. “But she also said the father is dead and that the man who killed him was the man with eyes like yourself. Your brother?”

      “Yes.” Lyndon tossed his head impatiently. “But to blame me for my brother’s actions seems a bit unfair, don’t you think?”

      Aindréas squared his chin. “Same blood. That makes you responsible.”

      “I brought her here, didn’t I?”

      “You did. And we’re asking ourselves why an Englishman would do that. This is not your country. You have no reason to come here, so why did you do it? For Megan? To take advantage of her?”

      “Don’t be stupid, man.”

      Aindréas thrust the barrel against the soft part of Lyndon’s throat. “Repeat that if you dare, Englishman,” he snarled. “Or better yet, state your business. Why did you come?”

      He could say that he was on his way to his regiment, which would be true. On the other hand, it probably would rile these men all the more. Not smart, with a rifle barrel pressed to his neck. “This is my home,” he chose to say. “My wife was from Ireland. My child was born here.”

      Aindréas squinted at him. “And where are they now?”

      “Dead.” He said it without faltering. “They were both killed in an attack on our homestead at Aghaboe some years ago. I wanted to come back here one last time. To say farewell.”

      It wasn’t a complete lie. There was nothing to keep him here and he’d already considered asking for a transfer. Maybe to go to fight the French, which meant a sure death. He wouldn’t mind it. Didn’t strive for it anymore, but wouldn’t mind it.

      The three brothers exchanged glances—swift, secretive ones—silent questions and answers flying between them, quick as birds.

      Aindréas straightened his back. “They burned it to the ground, did they?” When Lyndon stiffened, he gave a slight shrug. “Aye, we’ve heard about it. Grisly deed.”

      “Yes,” Lyndon said. It felt as though a hand squeezed his throat. “It was.”

      He could hear women’s laughter from the room next door, a snivelling noise as the boy standing at the door wiped his nose on his sleeve, and the crackling fire.

      Devin O’Connell—the brother who seemed the gentlest one—was the first to move. He put his hand on the barrel of his brother’s rifle and pushed it away from Lyndon. “Might’ve met someone who was involved in that,” he said, his eyes not leaving Lyndon’s. “Ye remember, Aindréas?”

      The man nodded with an amused snort. “Aye, well enough. Hanged, he was. Not for what he did to your farm, mind. For something else. Kept saying he was innocent the whole time.” He grinned, displaying a row of stubby but surprisingly well-kept teeth. “We shared a cell for a while.”

      Lyndon nodded. His body tingled, as though full of small bubbles, but other than that, he was too stunned to feel anything at all. All these years, he’d searched for the men who killed his family and staff, and now, finally, he’d come one step closer—just like that, when he hadn’t counted on it or been prepared or even wished for it. At least, one was dead. Brought to justice, as it should be—even if it wasn’t for the right crime. He repeated this in his head and tried to feel at least an ounce of joy. He couldn’t.

      “Who… who was this?” His voice shook a little. “Do you know?”

      “Aye. Kelly was his name. Aidan Kelly. I remember because me wife’s first name’s Kelly, see.” Aindréas scratched his chin wistfully. “Strange man, very strange man. Kept saying he was hanged for something he hadn’t done—poaching, I think it was—then went on to brag about what he had done, which was worse than what they accused him for. Mad, he was.” He paused, sucked in his lip while searching his memory. “There were five of them. The ones who did this to your family, I mean.”

      “Aye, that’s what I remember as well,” said the other brother, and nodded eagerly. “A band, they were. Didn’t he mention a name?” He frowned from the effort. “Nell? Or Neil? Which was it, Declan?”

      “Neil.” The third brother spoke up for the first time, decisively. “That’s right. Kelly kept babbling about how this Neil bloke betrayed them and now they were all in the shite because of it. He said Neil was killing them all by what he’d done.” Declan gave a dismissive shrug. “Could’ve been hogwash, all of it, for all I ken. Kelly talked a lot, and most of it made no sense. I think he lost his mind for a bit at the end. A few days before they hanged him, he was blathering like a lunatic, aye?”

      Lyndon nodded. He wanted to scratch his ear but didn’t dare to move, in case they took it as a threat and shot him.

      “Kilkenny.” Declan threw himself back against the wall, triumphantly holding up his finger. “Both Kelly and Neil lived there. Just outside town.”

      Lyndon nodded. He could feel his heartbeats in his fingertips—a slight thumping, resonating with the pounding from inside his temples.

      Kilkenny was close to Aghaboe. The opposite direction from his regiment—but he could still make it to the regiment within a couple of days.

      The idea of standing face to face with Eileen and Sarah Anne’s killers, one of them or all, sent a rush of something cold along his spine. How would he tackle such a thing? Would he be able to restrain himself? Did he want to restrain himself?

      Slowly he exhaled, opened his fists and flexed his fingers to allow the blood to flow back into his hands. “Thank you,” he said to the brothers. “Much appreciated.”

      “Hm,” said Aindréas. He narrowed his eyes and Lyndon felt the air change as the man shifted from Lyndon’s circumstances to Megan’s. “And now you’re leaving our little sister here with us, are you? Thinking everything will be fine, that you’ve done your part?” The words weren’t necessarily hostile but his eyes had a dangerous gleam, a warning to Lyndon: think about what you say.

      Lyndon met his gaze without wavering. “No, I don’t think so,” he said, “but at the moment, I do think she’s safer here than anywhere else.”

      “Do ye now?” Aindréas’s way of inclining his neck reminded Lyndon of an angry bull. “We don’t have enough food even for our own families. Our wee ones…” He made a gesture to the boys standing at the door, who were watching the exchange with large eyes. “They’re starving to death. That’s why we sent Megan away. To earn money. Get a better life.”

      Well, that worked out just grand, didn’t it? Lyndon’s jaws pulsed. Who sends a young girl to a foreign country to fend for herself? Selfish bastards.

      “And now she’s back, as poor as she ever was,” Aindréas continued. “Carrying a babe as well, so soon there’ll be one more mouth to feed. How do ye suppose we’ll survive?”

      It’s not my problem, Lyndon wanted to snarl. Then again, it wouldn’t be true, and the brothers had a point. The situation for many Irish families was desperate, and without help, Megan and her child faced a grim future. Lyndon had brought her there to save her, not kill her.

      He exhaled and shook his head. “Look,” he said, “I’ll give you what I can spare. I’ll need some money for getting around; the rest you can have. Buy a goat, a cow, whatever you need to stay alive. No weapons, please. After a year, I’ll be back to make sure Megan is doing well. She’d better be here then,” he added, with a warning note of his own in his voice. “No sending her away again.”

      Aindréas averted his eyes, but Devin nodded. “We won’t.”

      “Good.” Lyndon’s voice had a menacing note to it that made Aindréas look up again, suspicion written over his face.

      “That’s another thing, sir,” he said, slowly. “Why do ye care about our wee sister? Have ye two been doing something…?”

      “No,” Lyndon snapped. “Of course not. I’ve never touched her.”

      “So, why…?” Devin cocked a brow.

      “Friendliness?” Lyndon stuck out his hands. “Compassion? Ever heard those words before?”

      “Not from an Englishman.”

      A pang of something oddly resembling guilt, or maybe sympathy, shot through him then, and he blinked, unsure of what to say.

      “Right,” said Aindréas gruffly, and put the rifle on the floor. “Ye’re an odd fella, for sure, but ye brought Megan here and we have missed her, whatever ye may think. Ye’re free to go.”
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      Lyndon arrived in Kilkenny late that same evening and took himself to the nearest inn. After he’d paid for a room, he decided to have a meal in the small but well-kept alehouse on the ground floor. Having enjoyed the hearty stew and a large pint of ale, he called to one of the barmaids.

      She came over immediately, most likely spotting an opportunity to earn some extra money by warming his bed. She slid onto his lap, her smile wide and eager, her soft bosom pressing against his side.

      “I just wanted to ask you something, really,” he said.

      “Ask away.” Her nimble fingers toyed with the hair on his neck. “Anything ye want, soldier.”

      “Kelly? Have you heard the name before?”

      “For sure. It’s a common name around here, aye?”

      “Aidan Kelly?”

      “Oh… that Kelly.” She sat up and spat on the straw-strewn floor. “He’s been dead for years.”

      “I know. I’m looking for some friends of his.”

      “Friends?” She snorted. “That man had no friends. Stinking pig, he was. Unless ye mean that filthy pack he always hung around with, of course… but aren’t they all dead as well?”

      Her statement deflated Lyndon, who sank back in the armchair, hardly noticing the maid as she snuck closer to nibble playfully on his earlobe. He should have guessed, perhaps, but he hadn’t, and this set him back quite hard.

      “What did ye want with them?” the maid mumbled, obviously wanting to rouse him from his catatonic state.

      “Oh… just to ask them something.” He drew breath. “Neil,” he said. “Have you heard of him? I don’t know if that’s his last or first name.”

      She thought about it for a second. “First,” she said, with certainty. “That’d be Neil O’Shea, for sure.”

      “And he’s dead, you say?”

      She frowned, then shook her head. Clearly, his questions were starting to annoy her—they distracted her from her quest to seduce him—and her green eyes narrowed with impatience. “Wouldn’t ken,” she said and leaned closer to kiss his jawline.

      Surprised, he found that the light touch stirred something in him, woke him. He moved away, but she wouldn’t have any of it and followed, encouraged by his stunned expression.

      “He doesn’t live around here, aye? I’ve only ever seen him once or twice, the wee rat.”

      “So where does he live?” Guiltily, he ran his hands over her sides, following the delicious curve of her buttocks, while feeling his member growing stiff.

      How is this possible? he wondered. His ability to make love to a woman had died with Eileen, or so he’d thought. Admittedly, during the journey with Megan, he’d once woken up from a dream, all sweaty and sticky, with an erection so hard it almost hurt. He’d been mortified, of course—to even think about carnal desires with Megan around was so offensive it sickened him, and to wake up next to her, his body aching to pull her near, was even worse. He’d had trouble meeting her eyes the next day, though the incident had in no way been her fault. Even now, several days later, it made him blush with shame and dismay.

      To know that his body was working in this way was both pleasing and annoying. He’d sworn to be a faithful husband to Eileen—always—and felt like a traitor to that promise. With a groan, he steered away the maid’s hands, since they’d ventured to his very stiff and disloyal cock. “Can you tell me?” he said hoarsely. “It’s important.”

      Uninterested, she gave him a rough description of the location. As Megan’s brothers had said, he lived a good distance away from the town of Kilkenny, but no further than a few hours’ ride.

      Lyndon thanked the maid before placing his hands firmly around her waist and lifting her from his lap.

      She brushed off her skirts, a confused look on her face. “Was it something I said?”

      “No. You’re lovely,” he assured her, which was true. “But I have someone.”

      “She’s not here now.”

      “In a way, she is. I promised to be faithful and I don’t want to break that promise.”

      “No?” She placed her hands on her hips. “So, what was it I felt moving in those breeches of yours, then? An angry swan?”

      Her loud voice attracted some laughter and rude call-outs from the other guests, and Lyndon felt his face turn red. He stuck his hand in his pocket, pulled out some coins and handed them to her. “Here. For sharing the information.”

      She stared at his hand for a moment. “Wouldn’t think so,” she said, snapping her head back. “It was actually you I was interested in, not the money.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, softly, “but thank you anyway.”

      She snorted, snatched the coins and left.

      He finished his pint and his food before going upstairs to his room. The bed was large and soft, and he thought about how it would be to lie there with the barmaid straddling him, her naked body shimmering in the darkness, his hands squeezing her large breasts. Again, his member turned rigid, readying itself for the adventure. He groaned, threw himself on his side and pressed his eyes shut.

      He must have been tired. Soon, despite it all, he drifted off to sleep.
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      He woke early the next morning and, unable to go back to sleep, decided to get up and get moving. The cook gave him a mild scolding for being down before the morning meal was served, but nevertheless offered him a small packet of foodstuffs to take with him on his journey. Not wanting to offend her further, he accepted it and set off.

      The air was clear, the mild and surprisingly warm breeze caressing his nose with scents of damp soil and fresh grass. He tried to focus on that, on sights and smells and the feeling of the horse moving beneath him, leaving no room for those other thoughts, the ones he couldn’t really handle, of the man who’d planned his family’s vile deaths. Still, they were there under the surface, causing his stomach to hurt and his head to ache, and despite his best efforts they bubbled up occasionally, sending fits of panic through him. Truth was, he was terrified. Not of the man, O’Shea, but of what he might hear about him, though a part of him knew that the truth of what had happened couldn’t be worse than the images he’d conjured up and that had played feverishly in his mind ever since that day. He was worried he might lose his wits, that he might break apart, that this day would leave him in a state he’d never be able to recover from—for who, or what, was going to save him this time?

      The sun on my face. He drew breath and tilted his head upwards, closing his eyes. Feel the warmth. That’s it. Don’t think, old boy, don’t think.

      After two hours or so—it felt longer, but the mare was well-rested and energetic and had kept a good pace—he spotted the thatched roof of a small stone cottage, its stone façade weathered and in dire need of repair. He heard the laughter of children, along with the tranquil bleating of a sheep. Lyndon pulled the reins, making his horse stop, and clenched his teeth. The barmaid hadn’t mentioned that O’Shea had a family, and no matter how set on revenge Lyndon was, he knew he wouldn’t be able to slay a father in front of his children. Sickness surged up from his stomach, making his throat convulse. His fingers twitched on the reins. Turn around, his mind urged him, but there was this other, primitive need overruling the reasonable voice. He had to follow through.

      Slowly, it dawned on him that someone was watching him. In the shadows of the lush copse beside him stood a girl hugging a very dirty rag, shaped to become a doll, in her arms. Most likely she’d been playing there, safely hidden by the dense trees. She had a dirty streak across her cheek and dried mud on her knees, but Lyndon could see glimmers of fair hair as fine as the seeds of a dandelion, moving with the slightest breeze. Her eyes, blue like the sky, stared into his with both fear and curiosity, and she hugged her doll closely to her chest, seeking to protect it. She was, he realised, the same age as Sarah Anne had been when—

      Hush. He swallowed and closed his eyes momentarily. When he opened them again, the little girl was still there. It appeared she was frozen in fear.

      “You don’t have to be afraid,” he said, stumbling on the words. “I’m looking for your da. Is he here?”

      The child stared at him for a little while longer. Then, in a movement so explosive it surprised both Lyndon and his horse, she dashed from the spot and ran towards the house. Lyndon followed, his heart thumping wildly, his thoughts racing. Perhaps he should leave? Perhaps he should be a better man and let this family live in peace. After all, killing the father of the house meant, without a doubt, that the family would be deprived of their sole source of income, which in turn meant they’d eventually starve to death.

      Two women, one old, her hair grey, the other younger and fair-haired, were hanging up rags on one of the bushes. At the sound of the running child, they both stopped what they were doing and straightened their backs. The little girl ran to the older woman and hid behind her skirt, only carefully sneaking a peak at Lyndon from behind the layers of fabric.

      “Hello,” he said, stepping closer. “I’m looking for Neil O’Shea.”

      The older woman was so thin her bones protruded under the leathery skin, but her eyes were sharp and exactly the same blue shade as the two younger females, the girl and the child. Family, then—three generations, perhaps.

      “He’s not here,” she threw back at him. “Now be gone.” She lifted her apron, shooing him off as though he were a mongrel dog.

      The younger woman said nothing, but swept her gaze curiously over his person, her teeth sunken into her lower lip in contemplation.

      “I need to speak to him,” Lyndon insisted. “I know he lives here.”

      The older woman placed her hands on her hips. “Do ye now?”

      “My father is dead,” the elder daughter supplied, with a hasty, almost guilty glance at her mother. “He’s been dead for years.”

      “Caoileann!” Her mother grabbed her arm. “Ye are not speaking to him. I forbid ye.”

      She’s terrified, Lyndon thought, eyeing the mother’s quivering chin, her gaze fixed on his face. It wasn’t unusual for Irishmen to be apprehensive around Englishmen, but this wasn’t the normal reaction; this was something else, something deeper, more personal. And suddenly he understood why.

      “You know who I am,” he breathed.

      Her eyes widened. Then she dropped the basket she’d carried in her arms, yelped an order to the small child to get inside and grabbed her other daughter by the arm. Seconds later, the door slammed shut behind them. He heard the thud from inside as they bolted it.

      So, he thought, strangely calm. That’s it, I guess.

      With Neil O’Shea dead, there was nothing more to do. No revenge to claim, no answers to find. At least not here, but he doubted he’d find any of the other members of the party, and he didn’t even know if he wanted to find them. Perhaps this had been his only chance? Perhaps this was the good Lord’s way of saying it was time to let go and move on? Not that he’d ever been very religious, but he did want to believe in a God that forgave and brought peace to tormented minds—now, more than ever, he needed it. He would never have felt any real pleasure in cutting O’Shea’s throat. A momentary one, maybe, but in the long run it wouldn’t have brought any solace. For his brother Charles, it would have, with or without due cause. But Lyndon wasn’t Charles.

      Slowly, he turned around and walked to his horse, which raised its head when he approached it, greeting him with a low nicker. He leaned his forehead briefly against its nose and hugged it gently, grateful for its presence, its friendship.

      “Umm… sir?”

      The sound behind his back startled him. When he turned around, he noticed it was the young woman. He waited silently until she’d caught her breath.

      “I have something for ye.”

      While he waited, she searched through the pocket of her apron until she found what she was looking for: a dark, thick lock of hair, tied together with a light blue ribbon. She handed it to him. “I’ve been… I’ve been saving it. In case anyone would come looking for her.”

      He looked up quickly, then turned his attention to the lock in his hands again. Silky smooth it was, cool to the touch. When he put it to his nose, it smelled faintly of moss and hay. Sarah Anne’s baby scent was long since gone.

      “W-what? H-how?”

      “Dad cut her hair.”

      Lyndon stared at her. “Cut…?”

      At first her words made no sense; they had no meaning, no logical context. Then, slowly, Lyndon started to understand, and his throat tightened as the images flashed through his mind, feverish and impossible to stop. He saw Sarah Anne with her throat exposed, the man holding her hair, tilting her head backwards while he, grinning, cut her locks, one after another. Whether it had happened while she was dead or alive, his baby daughter had been desecrated by this man.

      A guttural, almost animal sound escaped his throat and he took a step towards the Irish girl, his fists clenched.

      She withdrew, her arms raised to her face to shield herself. “It was to save her life,” she stuttered. “He cut her hair to save her. Lord Almighty, please do not harm me.”

      Lyndon had already stopped, his hands fallen to his sides. “What?” He shook his head. “How do you know? When did you…?”

      The girl’s hands clutched the fabric of her dress so that her knuckles whitened, her eyes large and frightened. “I had to help Da when he brought her here.”

      “Here?” It felt as though his brain was too slow to process any of her words. “She was here?”

      The girl nodded.

      Hungrily, he swept his gaze over the area, as though his daughter might still be around. His heart pounded so hard he could feel it behind his eyes, a rhythmic, rapid thumping. The extent of what was being said, the implication that his daughter had lived through the raid, that she hadn’t been incinerated in the fire as he’d believed, hadn’t escaped him, but he didn’t want to follow through with the thought. To let himself think she could be alive, only to find out it wasn’t true, would surely kill him. He focused on the more practical details instead.

      “How do you know it was her?”

      The girl made a quick gesture to his face, the colour of her cheeks deepening.

      “She had my eyes?” Lyndon inquired, and she nodded, still blushing.

      “Da showed her to Ma first. She got proper mad at him and said we had to get rid of her. So… so Da took her away to the barn, cut her hair and dressed her in my brother’s clothes to make her look like a boy. I helped.”

      “Did he tell you how he got her?”

      The girl shook her head. “Nothing, sir. But something wasn’t right,” she added, sounding almost embarrassed. “He was shaking and sweating and he told me to hurry. Like he was being chased, ken? He seemed… afraid. And then he took her away.”

      “Took her away?”

      “They rode off, sir.”

      “Where to?”

      “Dublin.”

      “Dublin?” He scratched his chin, perplexed. “Why?”

      The young woman curtseyed, her eyes large and frightened. “To sell her, sir.”

      “Sell her?” He drew breath slowly and clenched his fists, which he hid behind his back so as not to scare the girl further. She was bound to see his eyes, however, and how the rage made them darker. “Like cattle? Is that what you mean?” he said through gritted teeth.

      “I-I think he had to, sir.”

      He forced himself to calm down—it wasn’t her fault really, and she was kind enough to tell him what had happened, so he owed it to her to be civil. “All right,” he said, as evenly as he could. “And then what? Did he… manage?”

      “Not too sure, sir, but when he came back he was alone.” The girl wasn’t looking at Lyndon, as though she thought doing so would rekindle his anger. “I heard Ma asking what he’d got for her, but he told her to shut her mouth and never speak about it again, unless she wanted all of us to die.” She shook her head, her eyes turning sad. “He was never the same after that. And one day we found him by the stream nearby. He’d been beaten to death. I think… I think they got him, sir.”

      “They?”

      “Whoever he was afraid of.”

      Lyndon frowned. “You mean his comrades?”

      She shook her head. “They wouldn’t do that. I couldn’t tell who it might be, though. I only ken it had something to do with the colleen.”

      He drew a hand over his chin, felt the stubble against his hand—he’d been too agitated this morning to remember to shave. His skin felt like the prickles which now snared his insides as well.

      “I don’t know what any of this means,” he admitted. “But I’m thinking that maybe… she’s alive, at least?” He peered at her, saw the colour of her cheeks deepening further and realised he was putting all his hope on her shoulders—and a feeble hope it was, too, because there was no saying that Sarah Anne hadn’t met the same fate as O’Shea. “You wouldn’t know, of course,” he murmured.

      She cleared her throat. “Ye are her father, are ye?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought so.” Her eyes darted from his face down to her hands, which were large and red, coarsened by hard labour almost from the day she was born. “I hope you find her. I mean, if… if… she’s…”

      If.

      That was just it. If she was alive. Probably not.

      He wasn’t so sure that what he had learned was a blessing. There had been a faint solace in knowing that Sarah Anne was dead, a kind of closure. Now? He wouldn’t rest until he knew for sure what had happened.

      The frustration, mingled with rage, pushed against his ribs so that he had trouble breathing. He stared at O’Shea’s daughter, studying the young face with the large, frightened eyes. He thought of how unfair it was that she walked unscathed, when his own child had had to suffer because of her father. He should make this girl pay. Maim her, injure her. Ruin her life, as her father had ruined Sarah Anne’s.

      Then again… none of this was her fault. In fact, she had helped him, and she hadn’t needed to.

      He turned to his horse, opened the knapsack and took out the small bundle of food he’d been given by the cook at the inn. When he handed it to the young girl, she hesitated, her eyes large, but he pressed it into her hands and took a step back.

      “Thank you,” he said, softly. “Go dtuga Dia dul in éineacht leat.” May God go with you.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      His next stop was Dublin, where he spent what was left of the day going from shop to shop, from inn to inn, asking about Sarah Anne. As this search turned out to be futile, he went to the dockside, where he asked the fishmongers and sailors. He asked everyone, including the beggars and ladies of pleasure, but no one remembered seeing a girl, or a boy for that matter, who looked like Sarah Anne.

      Lyndon spent a week in Dublin, desperately searching but with no results. Since his period of leave had long since expired, he made the decision to give up and return to his regiment, where he was reprimanded and put up for punishment. It didn’t matter much to him—his mind wasn’t there anyway and he accepted the extra chores and dietary restrictions without argument. During the weeks that followed, he withdrew from his comrades, keeping mostly to himself and spending every free minute in his quarters on his bed, thinking about Sarah Anne and how to find her.

      One day, he was called to his superior for a talk. He went there with a sense of rebellion, ready to defend his strange behaviour, but as it turned out, it wasn’t about that at all. His superior explained that he had orders to immediately travel to the War Office in London for a meeting with the Secretary of State for War, Viscount Castlereagh.

      Lyndon’s first reaction was to protest—leaving Ireland at this point held no interest for him. On the other hand, he knew Castlereagh. They had cooperated during the Irish rebellions in 1798 and had met on other occasions after that. The man was straightforward but fair, and if he summoned Lyndon it wasn’t for nothing. Furthermore, it was an order. His refusal to obey could result in their locking him up, which wouldn’t do him any good at all.

      The following day, still reluctant as well as highly annoyed, he set off for England.
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      It was not yet noon. Luncheon would not be served for another hour but, as always, the servants were already busy preparing for it, as they knew the master of the house expected his meals to be flawless, both in quality of food and presentation. As it was, Greywell’s corridors were quiet, all activity being focused on its heart, the kitchen.

      This suited Emily perfectly. She took her time leaving the drawing room, where she’d spent most of her morning. Carefully, she peered into the hallway, left and right, then back again, pleased to see it empty. With a thumping heart, she let the door slide shut and tiptoed towards the staircase, lifting her skirt as she scurried down it. No one was in sight. It was a stroke of luck, she mused, that Charles had received a message that morning—one that had kept him in his study ever since. It had to have been an important message, but nothing too serious, as this would have caused his temper to flare and the house would certainly have heard about it by now. Whatever it was, it had kept him busy and confined to his own space, lessening his need for control.

      She was almost by the door now, her hand reaching for the handle.

      “My lady?”

      The voice behind her made her freeze to the spot. Stiffly, she turned around, straightening her back almost automatically. Looking guilty wouldn’t help. “Yes, Lizzie?”

      The young maid left her position underneath the stairs—had she been waiting there? —and eyed Emily with narrowed eyes. There was something about her face that made Emily think of a rodent. Maybe the skewed teeth, forming a little impertinent ‘V’, or the pointed shape of her chin? Emily couldn’t tell, but it had always made her uncomfortable, ever since the girl had taken up her position in the household. What was it now? Three weeks ago? A day or so after Megan had left, in any case.

      “Are you leaving, my lady?”

      Emily set her teeth. “Only for a little while. I need a minute to talk to my son.” It wasn’t a lie, and she was able to meet the girl’s gaze without faltering.

      “You could send for him.”

      Emily sighed. Tiredness washed over her, drowning out the sense of rebellion she’d previously felt, and resignation took hold. “You’re right. I could do that, but it’s a lovely day and I’d rather enjoy a little fresh air.”

      That wasn’t a lie, either. Fresh air. Sun on her face; wind in her hair, caressing her skin. A short, deceptive sense of freedom, a chance to flee this prison for a tiny fraction of time. This maid knew it as well as anybody else in the household; Emily had been confined to the house ever since she’d returned from France, which was now some three weeks ago.

      “I do not have to explain this to you.” Emily raised her chin. “I am the mistress of the house and I may go where I wish.”

      The maid gave a small but noticeable snort and curtseyed. “Of course, my lady.”

      Emily set off towards the door but turned back again. The maid was still there, watching her intently. “You will not tell His Lordship that I’ve left the house, Lizzie. Do you hear me?”

      The maid curtseyed once more. Her eyes, small and dark—actually, just like those of a rodent—shimmered with scorn. “As you wish, my lady.”

      

      A little later, Emily took a deep breath of the clear summer air and stretched out her arms, her fingers splayed, greeting the warming sunshine. The breeze, bearing with it the rich smell of soil and grass, filled her with a tingling sensation, as if she were made of tiny, shimmering bubbles. It overrode the anxiety she felt—but only for a moment, until she saw Daniel. Even though he had only just turned nine, it seemed his gangly body grew taller and stronger each day. To think that one day he would stand taller than her filled her heart with both pride and a remarkable sense of sadness, reminding her how quickly the years flew by and how she was unable to stop them.

      He stood by the fence, one foot comfortably resting on its lowest bar, his hands clasped together as he watched the horses. Or, rather, he was watching one horse: the offspring of Amal, Emily’s horse, which Charles in a fit of drunken over-confidence had ridden to his death. Seeing the foal, also named Amal, after its father, took Emily painfully back to the days of joy and freedom at Giatelli’s farm, and she had to stop for a moment, her throat constricting with grief.

      At this moment, Daniel’s large deerhound Lachie noticed her. He unfolded his long legs and came to greet her, offering the solace of a cold wet nose to her palm before he was called back by Daniel’s low whistle. Following the dog, she stopped next to Daniel and, without saying anything, leaned over the fence just as he had. Daniel watched her tensely.

      “He’s beautiful,” she said, to break the silence. “Growing well, I see. He will soon be as strong and forceful as his father was.”

      Daniel shrugged. “Maybe.” He turned to her, allowing her a glimpse of his usually silver eyes, now darkened with anger, and an equally sullen mouth. “Why are you here?”

      “To talk to you.”

      “Does Father know you’re here?”

      “No.”

      “So you disobeyed him? He will be very cross.”

      “I don’t care,” she said. In that instant she fervently regretted her rebellious and decidedly foolish decision. “I wanted to talk to you, where we could be undisturbed.” She didn’t mention how confined the house felt, how there seemed to be no space, no room to breathe or be oneself. She didn’t need to; she was sure Daniel felt it as well. They were being watched, not only by Charles, but by the staff. “We don’t have much time,” she added, “so will you please tell me what’s bothering you? I know it’s something,” she pressed on, when he didn’t answer. “You haven’t been yourself lately.”

      It was a mild way of putting it. Lately, he’d been acting very strangely, replying to everything she said in a rude and almost aggressive manner, when he didn’t avoid her altogether. To be shunned in such a way, by the only person in the household she cared about, hurt more than she’d thought it would, and she’d now reached breaking point.

      “Tell me what’s wrong, Daniel. Please. It feels as though you’re drifting away from me, and I can’t…” She drew breath. “I can’t bear the thought of losing you.”

      “No?” He snorted, a sound of deep sarcasm, but when he spoke, his voice betrayed the pain he felt. “I didn’t think you cared?”

      “What?”

      Without replying, he turned to the horses, but she wouldn’t let him. She grabbed his arm and forced him to look at her. The surprise in his eyes mirrored her own—this wasn’t like her—but she didn’t falter, holding his arm until he knew he had to face her. “Explain what you mean,” she said through her teeth. “Right now.”

      Finally, he tore himself free, glancing at her darkly. “Why would I? You’ve made up your mind, haven’t you?”

      “Made up my mind about what?”

      She almost shouted the question, and he, too, raised his voice when he responded. “To go back to France. What else?”

      “Wait… what?” Emily’s hands, previously tensed, curled up into balls, relaxed and fell to her sides. In fact, her whole body felt stunned, as though dipped in ice-water. “Who…?” She knew the answer already. “What has your father been saying, Daniel?” Her voice was surprisingly calm, almost cold.

      “That you’re going to France,” Daniel said sullenly.

      “I understand that much, but—”

      “He says you’ll leave without me again and that you’ll never return,” he interposed, tensing his shoulders. “I don’t think that’s fair.”

      Thump, thump, thump… She could feel each heartbeat against her temples, along each arm, down to her fingertips. “No, it wouldn’t be fair,” she said, still calm, still in control, “but then again, it’s not true. Surely you must realise that?”

      Daniel glanced at her but didn’t say anything.

      She clenched her hands again—there was little else she could do to express the frustration she felt. “Why would he even say such a thing?” What a stupid question, she thought, as soon as she’d said it. Charles would say anything to keep Daniel tied to him and away from her. He’d do what he could to poison their trust, sever their connection… and from what she could tell, it was working. Again, she closed her hands, digging her nails into the soft flesh of her palms.

      “I’m not leaving,” she said. “I have never intended to. Your father is…” She stopped, knowing she had to be careful with her words. She wasn’t like Charles and besides, speaking ill about him in front of Daniel, even if it was true, would certainly do more harm than good. Daniel idolised the father he’d only recently come to know. This powerful man, rich and worldly, in turn doted on his newly discovered son, showing an affection that had surprised Emily and still did—she, who had only known his cruel side and violent ways. “I couldn’t ever leave you,” she decided to say, because that was truer than anything else.

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you did.”

      When she snapped her head in his direction, he lowered his gaze, concealing his emotions. “That’s the worst part. I saw you when you came back from France, Mamma. I saw how happy you were. How beautiful, in all your new clothes. Smiling, just like when Giatelli was alive. And I saw him, Mamma. The Frenchman, Bonaparte’s courier. I even spoke to him. He was just like Giatelli— he even looked like him.”

      “Don’t be silly,” she murmured. Despite herself and the serious subject, a rush of pleasure ran through her at the memory of Étienne’s face with its clean lines, strong jaw and sensuous lips.

      “I think so,” Daniel said stubbornly. “And he was nice, too. Father says you’re in love with him.”

      Good Lord… She snapped her head in Daniel’s direction. “He told you that?” There really were no limits to how low that man could sink!

      But Daniel shook his head. “Not really. But I might have heard him speaking to Mr Radcliffe…”

      “Oh…”

      That wasn’t any better. Her cheeks blossomed. She wondered what, exactly, Charles had told his solicitor about Emily and Étienne. Nothing pleasant, she wagered, because with his solicitor, Mr Radcliffe, Charles had no reason to hold back his resentment and foul words. It pained her that Daniel had overheard it.

      “I’m sorry, Daniel,” she said, her lips stiff, “but you must understand it’s not true. Éti… I mean Monsieur de Ste Germain… is a good friend, nothing more.”

      “He made you happy,” Daniel said, raising his chin. “I know that. Like Giatelli did. I saw that in your eyes when you got back from France. And I liked to see that. I don’t like to see you sad. But now, you are sad again, because of… me. Us.” He gestured feebly towards the house. Her prison. “It’s all my fault.” His voice wavered. “Because of me, you had to stop painting, which was the only thing you loved doing. And because of me, Megan had to go. Because father killed Gerard, which would never have happened if… if…” He couldn’t continue, and dug a fist almost aggressively into his eye, as though trying to force away the tears. “My fault,” he said, half-choked. “I did this. So why shouldn’t you leave, to a place where you can be happy and free?”

      “Oh, Daniel…” That was all she could say. She couldn’t, even with the best intention, say he was wrong, because he wasn’t.

      They’d both been happy, living on Giatelli’s farm, even after he passed, but there was no denying that Daniel wanted, and, as much as it hurt to admit it, needed, a father in his life. It was Charles’s trusted solicitor Mr Radcliffe who had initiated everything, recognising the unmistakable eyes of an illegitimate son of his client, and luring Daniel to follow his agenda. Together, they’d schemed to get Charles into Daniel’s and Emily’s lives, and Daniel, eager for a family, a fortune and a title, had assumed that she would be equally thrilled. This would have been true if Emily had nourished an ounce of warmth towards Charles, but since this man had raped and abused her when she had been a mere child—fourteen years—she couldn’t bring herself to feel any happiness at the thought of a reunion, and neither riches nor fancy titles could outweigh the humiliation and horror of being forced to marry him. In addition to this, she’d had to erase her past and assume a fictional identity in order to be accepted by Charles’s awful family. Lies, secrecy and oppression—that was her reality now, and though she tried her best for Daniel’s sake to appear untroubled, she knew she couldn’t hide her misery.

      Maybe that was what frightened Daniel the most; the conflicting emotions of wanting a happy life for them both, but knowing that neither of them could ever achieve this while together. Her eloping would be the easiest way out, for all of them. At that thought, a pang of anger slammed her in the chest. You’d want that, wouldn’t you, Charles? She clenched her teeth. So you can feed Daniel all your lies about his deceitful mother and keep him to yourself. Well, that wasn’t going to happen.

      “Let’s put a stop to this discussion,” she said firmly. “I’m not leaving, not ever. Understand?”

      Dreams, of course, were another thing, and those she kept to herself, feeling only the slightest pang of shame when her mind lit upon them. In her dreams, she returned to France to become the royal painter, as the Emperor Bonaparte had promised her, and Étienne was there, too.

      Reality, of course, was different. It wasn’t only her pledge never to leave Daniel. The situation between France and England steadily grew more and more poisonous. Soon, travelling between these countries would be a perilous venture indeed. What she’d had with Étienne was something she’d cherish forever, but it had ended there. They’d both agreed, upon parting, that it was best to keep their distance until the day they knew for sure it would be safe to meet again—and at the moment, no one could tell if that day would ever come.

      Daniel exhaled and leaned over the fence, clinging to it. “I wouldn’t forbid you to go, if you wanted to,” he mused. “I think you should be allowed to travel around and paint on commission, like Giatelli did.”

      “Yes.” Her smile was a little sad. “I would have enjoyed that. But I’d bring you with me, then.”

      “Or at least let me know that you were going,” he said, with a mischievous grin, luring her to return it.

      “Of course.” Then she became serious. “I’m glad we had this talk.”

      “Me too. But—”

      He had barely started the sentence when the sound of a door slamming from the house made them both freeze. Carefully, without speaking—for it was unnecessary—they turned to the house to face Charles, who strode across the yard towards them.

      Daniel sighed. “You shouldn’t have come here, Mamma.”

      “I know,” she murmured, her lips stiff. “Shall I go to him?”

      It struck her for a moment that asking a nine-year-old what to do might not be correct, but her mind was blank from the sudden fear.

      “No, stay.” Daniel reached out and took her hand.

      She held onto it, finding that she actually liked it and that it helped her feel a little stronger, a little less alone.

      “Hello, Father,” he called out. “Mother only came to see the foal.”

      Charles stopped some distance from them and regarded them with narrowed eyes. “You certainly took your chance while I wasn’t around, didn’t you?”

      “She’s not a prisoner,” Daniel intervened.

      “No, but she knows the rules.”

      “I do,” Emily said hurriedly, before Daniel could say anything—for fear his words would displease Charles and bring his wrath on their son. “I’m sorry. I thought I’d take a little fresh air, and you weren’t there, or I would have asked.”

      Charles regarded her for a few seconds more, as if to measure the degree of truth, before his mouth twisted in an annoyed grimace. “Never mind.” He exhaled. “I have another matter that weighs more urgently on my mind. Hence my absence, which allowed you to sneak out in this despicable manner.” He cleared his throat. “I have been called to the War Office in London. It’s an urgent request. I have to be there tomorrow, and there is no information on when I might be coming back.”

      “Oh… I see.” Her heart had started to pound with this sudden and delicious promise of freedom, however temporary. “Is it serious?”

      “Probably. Maybe the news of your little sojourn to France has reached the ears of my superiors?”

      “Mother is not a spy.” Daniel raised himself up on his toes to look bigger. “She was only there to paint for the Royal Family.”

      “As if that isn’t bad enough…” Charles’s voice cut through the air like the lash of a whip. “She should never have gone there, as I said from the start. Not that my opinion matters, of course,” he added, sourly. “I will go there and find out what they want. In the meantime, I have another issue that needs to be dealt with. My grandfather. He wishes to see me. Urgently.” Charles’s mouth grew thin and annoyed. “It might be yet another of his little games, but I cannot afford to take the gamble, so I need to obey his command. The problem is that I can’t, since I must travel to London. I could send Mr Radcliffe in my place, but my grandfather cannot stand him so I cannot see the purpose. This leaves me with no other option but to send you.”

      Emily jolted. “Me?”

      “Obviously, it’s not the ideal situation, but it’s the best I can come up with. Daniel will join you, will you not, young man?”

      Daniel nodded importantly. “I will.”

      “Excellent.” Charles turned a stern eye on Emily. “Now, get back to the house. I shall not discipline you this time, but for the future, bear in mind that you may not wander the premises unchaperoned. Daniel?” He placed a hand on his son’s head. “Let’s go for a walk, you and I, shall we?”

      The exchange of glances between father and son was warm and full of male confidence. In Daniel’s world, which was the world of a child, peace was restored. His father and mother agreed on something and Charles had been generous enough not to punish her for her disobedience—that was all that mattered.

      The truth was, Emily mused as she walked back to the house, she almost agreed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      The butler who greeted Emily and Daniel at Harcourt House the next day seemed confused at their arrival, blinking as though he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing. “His Lordship, my lady?” Discreetly, he peered over her shoulder to the carriage.

      “He had other obligations and could not make it.” She pulled off her gloves, grateful to be rid of them, since it was such a hot day that the silk clung to her skin. “He sent us instead. Is that a problem?”

      The butler hesitated, but then bowed. “Of course not, my lady. Would you please care to wait in the drawing room while I announce your presence?”

      

      It took a while. Emily and Daniel sat awkwardly in the reclining chairs, listening to the muffled sounds of a house that seemed to have been woken up by their arrival, for there was a scurrying of servants and frantic murmurs, as if the staff had suddenly realised the house needed a clean-up. Emily’s gaze lingered on the thick layer of dust covering the mantelpiece, then moved to the gritty floor. It was clear that the old man’s control did not stretch to his house and that at some point, the staff had relaxed on their duties.

      “It smells strange in here,” Daniel whispered, reading her mind.

      “I know,” she whispered back.

      Dust and decay. The musty, yet thankfully faint, odour of sickness. At one point they’d obviously tried to disguise the smell with fresh roses, but the flowers in the vase across the room had long since withered; its dirty, rotten water contributing to the bad miasma.

      Daniel wrinkled his nose. “It wasn’t like this last time we were here.”

      “Because they knew we were coming then.”

      He contemplated this for a minute. “When I’m the owner,” he said, raising his chin, “I’ll make sure the staff do a better job of keeping this place tidy.”

      Emily’s fingers gripped the fabric of her dress and she pressed her lips together hard. She didn’t like it when Daniel spoke like that, expressing his élite position—it sounded much too like Charles, and she knew it was Charles who had influenced his thoughts.

      Thankfully, the door opened and the butler reappeared, looking composed but unwilling to meet their eyes. “His Lordship is ready to see you, my lady. Please follow me.”

      

      Though she had been in Charles’s bedroom once before, she had forgotten about the smell. It struck her nose, clawing like a fierce animal at the back of her throat, causing her to gag slightly and leaving her with shocked wonder. Surely it hadn’t been as bad as this last time? It was as though there was an additional element to the acrid scent, something fouler than she’d ever known before. Death, she thought, shaken and concerned. This was what death smelled like—which meant that whatever Charles’s grandfather had summoned Charles for had some substance to it. This was urgent, and she shouldn’t be there. Charles should.

      “Mamma?” Daniel whispered. Though she wasn’t touching him, she could tell he was tense. “Should we not… go to him?”

      She cleared her throat. “Of course.”

      For an instant, she was struck by the notion that the man, barely a few lumps under the downy bedcovers, might already be dead. But it was only her unease speaking; if she focused, she could hear the faint wheeze of his breathing.

      Daniel approached the bed and placed a hand on the old man’s shoulder, making Emily feel a pang of pride. The boy, young as he was, had the instinctive ability to understand when physical touch was called for.

      “Great Grandfather,” he said, his voice low. “Are you awake?”

      There was a sigh, as though all the air left the frail body, and then he opened his eyes to slits. “Yes?” His voice was surprisingly strong. “Where is Charles?”

      Emily took a step forward and curtseyed. “He could not make it, my lord. He sent us in his place—his wife, Emily and your great grandson, Daniel.”

      “But I sent for Charles.” He raised his hand and pounded the mattress with his fist. “Damnation! Can the man do nothing right?”

      “I-I…” Emily swallowed. “I’m dreadfully sorry, my lord, but he was urgently summoned to the War Office in London. He didn’t think—”

      “He never thinks.” The man sank back against the pillow and pressed his jaws together. Since he was without teeth, the effect would have been comical, were it not for the situation. Emily’s head had already started to hurt from the tensing of her shoulders, and she wanted so badly to leave that her knees trembled.

      “I wanted him to be here,” he muttered. “I needed him to be here.” He looked up again and blinked twice, as if to clear his vision, but the silver eyes of his youth, the mark or perhaps the stain of the Stanford lineage, were masked with an elderly fog that had turned him blind a long time ago. “What shall I do now?”

      “Maybe we can pass along the message, Great Grandfather?” Daniel suggested. “If you have one, I mean.”

      Emily glanced at him, impressed and awed. Her son didn’t seem to be taken aback by anything, and she wished she had some of that composure.

      “No, I do not. I had a question. An important question.”

      “So let us hear it and we will ask him for you,” said Emily.

      “I cannot do that.”

      “Of course you can. We are trustworthy.”

      The old man stirred as though he was going to flare up in a temper again, but he managed to control himself and surprised Emily with an amused guffaw, his head turned towards Daniel. “You have the soul of a Stanford, I hear,” he said. “Too proud for your own good and completely unafraid.”

      “Thank you.” Daniel bowed.

      “It wasn’t a compliment,” the old man grumbled. “Not completely, anyway.”

      “Please, my lord,” Emily intervened softly. “Daniel is right; you can trust us. If you have a message, whatever it may be, we will deliver it to your grandson.”

      He turned his face away and closed his eyes. “It’s not that simple. In fact, it’s bloody difficult. I don’t know what to do.”

      Having exchanged a glance with Emily, Daniel carefully sat down on the edge of the bed and took the man’s hand in his. “Tell us what’s going on.”

      The old man shook his head. “No. It can’t be done. I need to ask Charles personally. Or Lyndon, but I suspect he wants nothing to do with me.”

      Clearly noticing the grimace of pain that crossed his face, Daniel leaned closer, fascinated. “Would you want anything to do with him?”

      “No.” The reply was quick—maybe too quick—and was followed by a faint exhalation. “Though I have heard she’s dead and gone…”

      “She? Oh…” He meant Lyndon’s wife. Emily’s ears turned hot with anger on Lyndon’s part. “I think it was a horrible tragedy, my lord,” she said, raising her chin.

      In a flash, she remembered the first time she’d met the old man, and how Megan had defied him when he spoke badly about her Irish kinsmen. Emily had been both appalled and impressed by Megan’s courage, not understanding how anyone dared to talk back to such a powerful man. Well, time had passed and now she did understand. “Whatever Lyndon has done to you to make you so angry, I’m sure you’ll agree he didn’t deserve to have his life torn apart like that.”

      The old man’s milky eyes turned in her direction. Though he was blind, it felt as though he saw straight through her, and she gasped and took a step back. “Do not speak of matters that are none of your concern, girl. That’s the problem with your generation—you’re impertinent, the lot of you. Think you know everything, and think you have a right to speak your mind. Women should be quiet and pleasing, just like their children.” He sighed. “That’s why I need Charles. He’s the only one who can help me. He knows what happened and can collect the proof I need to take the necessary measures.”

      “Proof?” Emily repeated, exchanging a baffled glance with Daniel.

      “Hush,” the old man said. “This house has ears. And eyes as well, for that matter. But yes, proof. Proof that I have nurtured a snake in my bosom.” The man coughed, his body rattling with each spasm. When it had subsided, he held out his hand.

      Daniel immediately understood and reached for the glass of water by the bedside, putting it in his great grandfather’s hand.

      He drank eagerly, then placed the glass back in Daniel’s hand and sank back in the bed, seemingly exhausted. “It’s the fire, you see. The fire that took my dear son’s life, and his wife’s too—my grandson’s beautiful mother. I think a crime was committed. My grandsons were compromised. Both of them. That’s why I stored all the things from the fire—you wouldn’t know, of course…”  He turned to Emily. “But there is a room here in the house where I have kept all the furniture from the room in which Charles’s parents perished.”

      Emily nodded. Though she wasn’t going to mention it, she already knew about that; Buckley had taken her there before her wedding with Charles, in an apparent attempt to scare her away before the marriage became a reality. It was a horrendous chamber and she’d always wondered why it existed. Now, she knew—but it didn’t make her feel any less ill at ease.

      “I’ve spent days—weeks, months, years—thinking about it,” Grandfather Stanford continued, “knowing something was wrong but without being able to put my finger on it. I think I now finally know what happened, but I’m not certain. I need to be certain.” He stopped, pressed his lips together and turned his head towards the door. “I cannot say more,” he murmured. “The walls have ears. You need to be careful, too. Watch out.”

      “For what?” Daniel’s fair brows furrowed. “What do we need to be careful of?”

      “Hush.” The old man waved his hand, dismissively. “Send for Charles.”

      Slowly, Emily shifted her eyes to Daniel, who looked back with a mildly embarrassed expression on his face. Indeed, it seemed as though the old man had lost his wits.

      “As soon as Charles is back from London, I will ask him to come here and visit you,” she said, her voice wavering. “How does that sound?”

      “Bad. You must send for him now. I want him here now so you shall send for him now.”

      “But my lord—”

      “Do as I tell you,” he barked. “I thought you had some sense, but you’re just as empty-headed as all the rest of them, aren’t you?”

      “My mother isn’t empty-headed,” Daniel said, and stood, his eyes ablaze. “Don’t say that about her. She’s the most intelligent person I know.”

      The old man guffawed. “Is that so? In that case, your mother should know what’s best for us all, and do as I tell her. It’s important. I only hope it’s not too late.” He tucked in his chin, like a dove seeking rest, signalling that the audience was over. “You know your way out.”
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      They left the room in silence—a silence plagued by their unwillingness to discuss what they had just witnessed; the shame of having to address the old man’s apparent demise. None of it had made sense. Absurd drivel was all it was, produced by a mind that had spent too long imprisoned in a dark, stuffy room, separated from reality, where he had all the time in the world to fabricate feverish fantasies. If she called back Charles for nothing, he would be furious.

      Daniel’s mind seemed to follow the same tracks. “Do you think we should call for Father?” he whispered, his eyes searching for the answer in her face.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “Maybe not.”

      “Do you know what room he was talking about? I’d like to see it. Did they die in there?” His eyes left her face, hungrily skimming the area. “Is it near?”

      “No, it’s not. And hush now. Don’t speak about it.”

      Someone stepped out from the adjoining side corridor and blocked their way. Emily cried out in shock and halted instinctively so as not to crash into them, but Daniel, who was still looking at her, walked straight into the large bulk of a man who now stood there. Buckley. Of course. If there was someone in this house she hadn’t wanted to meet, it was he, but she should have known he’d be waiting somewhere in the background.

      Buckley was Charles’s hated cousin on his mother’s side, and for a great many years Grandfather Stanford’s personal counsellor—a role he took seriously but only for his own gain, as, according to Charles, his only goal in life was to gain control of the vast Stanford heritage. Seeing his toad-like person made her throat constrict with repulsion. The protest that escaped her lips, as the fat man grasped Daniel by the arms to lift him back, came out sounding choked and meek.

      “Perhaps you should watch more carefully where you’re going, my dear boy?” Despite his words, Buckley didn’t seem too annoyed—rather the opposite. “Well, if it isn’t Charles’s beloved wife and their delightful progeny,” he cooed. “Here for a surprise visit. How lovely. And rude, I must add. It wouldn’t have taken much to let me know you were in the house. Did you not think I’d care to see you?”

      “It wasn’t a social visit,” Emily said, and regretted it the second she saw Buckley’s gaze shift from amusement to displeasure.

      “Oh?” Buckley said lightly. “Pray, what was it then? Whatever it was, you were here for a mere fifteen minutes, so the matter cannot have been very grave. Or did he force you to leave?”

      It sounded, at least for a moment, as though he knew what had happened. She glanced at Daniel, who looked back, his brow furrowed. Then she shook her head. Surely no one had been outside the room when they’d visited Grandfather Stanford, or they would have noticed.

      At last, she found her composure. With a deep breath, she straightened her back and set her jaw firmly. “I cannot tell you,” she said, “as it was a private matter.”

      He pursed his lips. “But I am his counsellor, Emily. What concerns him, concerns me.”

      “Not this time.”

      “And you think you are capable of making that decision?”

      “Mother will not tell you,” Daniel intervened, taking a step forward. His hands were clenched and his eyes dark with anger. Charles had most likely warned him about Buckley, just as he’d warned Emily. “And you should not talk to us as though you are our equal. You do not have a title.”

      Buckley’s face hardened. “Like that, is it?” he said, looking straight at Emily. “I would think a child would know better than to be so insolent, but I suppose I couldn’t expect anything less than savagery from such an unfortunate offspring.”

      “You are a savage, sir. When my father is back from the War Office, I will send him here to correct you,” Daniel snapped.

      “Daniel,” Emily said, tapping the boy on the arm. “That’s enough.”

      “Indeed.” Buckley’s eyes slid to Emily’s face. “Quite enough. I will let it slide this time, my dear Emily, but the next time we meet, I will expect your son to behave better. Things will be different then, you see. Very different.”

      His words landed in her body with a thump. It wasn’t just what he said, but how he said it; the malicious gleam in his eyes. With fear pricking her scalp she wondered if there was something in Grandfather Stanford’s words after all. But what? Only Charles would know, she supposed—and in that moment she decided she really was going to call him back.

      Blindly, she searched for Daniel’s arm and grabbed it a bit harder than intended, which made him yelp in surprise.

      “Let’s go,” she murmured, and did her best to avoid meeting Buckley’s eyes, afraid of what she’d see if she did. “I-I wish you a good day, sir.”

      “Likewise, Emily,” Buckley replied, a sudden softness to his voice. “Now, have a safe trip back to Greywell, and I’m sure we’ll see each other soon again.”
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      “I’m glad you could come at such short notice, Stanford. Thank you.” Viscount Castlereagh poured Lyndon a glass of sherry from his liquor cabinet and gazed appreciatively at him, while sitting down at his desk again.

      “Much obliged,” Lyndon said. He leaned back in the comfortable leather chair and sniffed at the drink. Not surprisingly, it was of good quality. Castlereagh was a man of expensive taste. “I have to say, I’m rather intrigued as to why I’m here.”

      “Ah, of course. I cannot blame you, my friend. I’m glad nothing has leaked out about the purpose. I took all the necessary precautions to make sure it stayed within these walls, but one can never be sure.”

      “Very true.” Lyndon took a sip of the drink, mostly to be polite as he was too tense to enjoy it. “A delicate operation, then?”

      “Indeed. That’s why I picked you.” Castlereagh smiled. He was a handsome man with long, aristocratic features and sad, soulful eyes. A good man he was, too; he had worked hard to secure Ireland’s independence through the union between England and Ireland. In 1797, he had been made Chief Secretary for Ireland—a mission he’d maintained with honour—and in 1807, after a few years of political turmoil, he’d attained the office of Secretary of State for War and the Colonies. Lyndon didn’t doubt he was doing well in this position, as Castlereagh was both diplomatic and sharp enough to make it a success.

      “We had a difficult time in Ireland, would you not say?” Castlereagh slowly turned the glass in his hand, allowing the light from the window to send a cascade of reflections onto the desk. “Difficult, but also splendid. We accomplished a great deal.”

      “We did,” said Lyndon. He felt as though Castlereagh was waiting for him to say something more, but he didn’t know what it could be and wasn’t in the mood for irrelevant talk that only served to boost the other’s sense of self. Instead, he lowered his head and studied the amber drink in his hand, thinking about Sarah Anne and longing to get out of there and return to Ireland.

      After a while, Castlereagh sighed loudly and placed his glass on the large mahogany desk. “France is trying to convince Denmark to take its side.” His voice wasn’t soft anymore; it was sharp and demanding. “If they manage to block us out of the Baltic Sea, it will have a huge impact on trade.”

      Lyndon looked up briefly. “I thought Denmark was neutral?”

      “They are. Or were, rather. Lord Howick went there some time ago and tried to persuade them to form an alliance with England. Let’s just say he failed. The Danes claim they wish to stand clear of unions of any kind, but we all know such a strategy is never successful for very long. One always runs the risk of submitting to either side, from pressure or through tactical, monetary contributions. There are rumours that France has set up secret engagements to turn Denmark and Portugal against us.” Castlereagh leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “It’s worrying. Very worrying.”

      “Agreed.” Lyndon placed his own glass on the desk and eyed his superior with suspicion. “But what does any of this have to do with me?”

      “I will tell you in a minute. Firstly, please know that your intelligence work has been invaluable to the army over the years. And, most obviously, it hasn’t gone unnoticed.”

      What Castlereagh called ‘intelligence work’ had merely been a case of decency. Lyndon hadn’t forcibly twisted information from bloodthirsty rebels, but had instead cajoled it with kindness from homes that were tired of the bloody battles, homes where hollow-eyed women with snivelling children hoisted on their hips yearned for a secure life without wars and starvation. Lyndon had spent a great deal of his personal riches to supply these homes with food and other necessities. It had been an act of kindness and he hadn’t asked for anything in return, but usually those he’d helped had been so grateful that they’d supplied him with sometimes vital information.

      “As you may know, I was very impressed by your work and your ability to blend into your surroundings. That’s why I recommended you for this mission.” Castlereagh placed his fingertips against each other, forming a steeple, and narrowed his eyes at Lyndon. “I need you to go to Denmark and find out what’s going on. With your tact and logic, you will be able to glean a lot of information from the Danes, I’m sure. We want to know what they are up to, and I have no doubt in my mind that you will be able to find out.” Castlereagh watched Lyndon intently, looking for a reaction.

      Other than a twitch of his fingers, Lyndon was sure he’d managed to suppress any emotions. “I’m flattered to be nominated to this task,” he began, “but I fail to see how my services would be of any value.”

      “Do you now?” Castlereagh chuckled. “Stop being so bloody modest, Stanford. We all saw what you did back then, gleaning all that information without an ounce of bloodshed. Very impressive, and it’s exactly this skill we are looking for. Do not fear; I’ll be sending you along with a few other selected men, each of them hand-picked for their individual qualifications and traits. I think you will all complement each other, which in turn will ensure this mission will be a successful one. I have arranged for a ship, a civilian one at this point so as not to raise any bad blood, and a trustworthy crew, to take you over safely. It’s all ready, Captain. All I need is your confirmation that you will be there.”

      “Thank you,” Lyndon said. His chest felt heavy, as though some large animal had sat down on it. Most probably because he knew where this was going. “It does seem as if you have put a lot of effort into the arrangement of this mission. I don’t understand what use it might be, however. The only reason I was so successful in Ireland is because I know the Irish. I know nothing about the Danes; I don’t even speak their language, and if this matter is urgent there won’t be enough time for any of us to learn it, either. Your offer is therefore flattering, but I see no alternative than to decline.” He rose and bowed. “I wish you the best of luck in your endeavour, sir.”

      Castlereagh rose too, quickly. “Sit down,” he snapped, and waited, his eyes frosty, until Lyndon had obeyed. “I do not think you understand, Captain. It is an order, not an offer. If you refuse to accept, there will be consequences—and don’t think I won’t be capable of administering them.” He let out his breath, which created the illusion of him shrinking. “I respect you and I think you’re a fine man. Lord knows, we have been through a lot together in the past. My duties, however, and the safety of our kingdom, must come first. I hope you understand that?”

      “I do, sir.” The animal sank heavier on his chest. He’d known it would come to this, but the disappointment was large and hard to carry, nonetheless. “It’s just that… I can’t leave Ireland. M-my daughter is there.”

      Castlereagh stiffened and stared at him. “Your daughter? But… I thought…?”

      “So did I, until recently, but apparently the men who attacked my homestead spared her life and took her to Dublin to sell her. I don’t know what happened after that, but you see I need to look for her. I need to…” He met Castlereagh’s sympathetic gaze. “I need to go back, sir.”

      Castlereagh remained silent for a little while. “I’m happy for you, Captain,” he said at last. “This is good news, indeed; very positive. I know how you have suffered—I saw it with my own eyes, hmm? I see your predicament and I understand your viewpoint, and of course I want to help you.” He scratched his chin and fell silent again. “Right…” he said. “Let me organise your permission to leave after you’re back from Denmark. For as long as you want. I can help you with resources, should you wish for it—search parties or legal help, whatever you may desire. You know I have powerful connections throughout the country and I will not refrain from using them to help a friend in need. Only, you must help me first. It wouldn’t be right of me to encourage you to refuse this mission, for it will be seen as treason, and the time you’d spend in prison would most likely exceed the time you’ll spend in Denmark on your mission. Hardly seems worth it, does it?”

      It wasn’t a threat, not even a warning. This was Castlereagh appealing to his good sense, and getting upset or protesting wouldn’t help. Lyndon nodded and swallowed hard. “I understand,” he said, flatly. “Denmark it is, then.”

      Castlereagh smiled. “Excellent. I’m so relieved! It will be only for a few weeks, you know. I’m sure you will manage to carry out your mission quickly and without any problems.”

      Lyndon wasn’t so sure, and settled for a short ‘hmm’. “When are we leaving?”

      Castlereagh, now animated, walked to the liquor cabinet to fetch a bottle of sherry and another glass. “The ship with crew is prepared and waiting in dock,” he said, his back turned. “You should be ready to set sail within a couple of days.”

      “Perfect,” Lyndon said, without meaning it in the slightest.

      “Isn’t it just?” Castlereagh looked at him over his shoulder, beaming. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to tend to my next visitor. Who, I might add, will accompany you on your journey.”

      There was something in his smile that made Lyndon frown. “Do I know this person?”

      Castlereagh placed a finger to his lips. “You will find out who it is, in time.”

      As Lyndon wasn’t in the mood for games, he bowed and left the office. As soon as he’d put his foot outside the door, his mind wandered elsewhere, thinking up schemes to avoid this ridiculous mission. He knew, all the same, that it didn’t matter what he did or said. Castlereagh would never believe him.

      In a way, Lyndon understood his superior’s desperation, and it was an understanding that had deepened, the more time he’d spent at the War Office. The atmosphere was different from the past. No more self-confident, conceited voices, no more talk of being the top dog of the world. People were grave, their tones low and ominous—and all they spoke about was France, with its demonic ruler. It posed a threat that England hadn’t encountered for centuries, and showed tactics on the battlefield that were so unprecedented and efficient that the country seemed almost undefeatable. This was a hard blow for an England that had been the ruler of land and sea for so long, and it was no wonder they were on their toes. Even Lyndon, who didn’t really feel at one with his country and hadn’t done so for years, felt a pang of worry thinking about Bonaparte and his progress.

      But to involve Denmark… Lyndon snorted. Such a small, insignificant country—of what use could they be to England? Though in his heart he knew it wasn’t about Denmark at all. It was about access to the sea. Trade. Money. His own country’s safety. That was the reason. Lyndon’s mission was important—thus he couldn’t escape it, no matter how badly he wanted to.

      As he rounded the corner that led to the stairs, he crashed into a young boy coming from the other direction. “Watch where you’re going,” he snapped, grabbing the boy by the shoulders to move him to the side.

      The boy shot a glance at his face and brightened. “Lord Stanford! It is you, is it not?”

      “Well, yes.” Lyndon viewed him incredulously. It wasn’t someone he knew, and the simple clothing told him the boy didn’t belong in this building. Judging from the piece of paper in the boy’s hand, however, Lyndon could guess why he was there. “Is that for me?”

      “Yes, sir. Urgent message, my lord. I came here as fast as I could.”

      Full of wonder, Lyndon took the envelope, threw a glance at the wax seal and frowned. It was the Stanford coat of arms, but turning the letter over, he didn’t recognise the writing. A vague sense of unease gripped his guts. “Who is this from, may I ask?”

      “Greywell.”

      “Greywell?” Lyndon turned the letter over, ran his thumbnail over the seal. Something wasn’t right. “Pray, how did you know where to find me?”

      “Her Ladyship told me, my lord. She described them to me and said they are so unusual I won’t find two men in the same building who has them, so you’d be easily recognised.”

      “Normally yes.” Lyndon exhaled, somewhat angrily. Lady Emily would have no knowledge of him being here; obviously she meant this for her husband. “This isn’t for me. I believe you’re looking for my brother.”

      “Oh… does he have eyes like you, then?”

      “Yes.”

      “In that case, I suppose you’re correct, my lord. He’s here, is he?”

      Lyndon prickled with the sudden realisation of Castlereagh’s intention. God be damned. He shook his head and turned his attention to the waiting boy. “I will see that he gets it.” He reached into his pocket, pulled out some pennies and put them in the boy’s hands. “That’s all I have.”

      “That’s all right, my lord. Thank you and Godspeed.”

      “Thank you.” He had a feeling he was going to need it.

      

      Halfway back to Castlereagh’s chamber, Lyndon spotted a familiar sight in the large corridor. Only one man could have that proud stance and golden hair.

      “Charles,” he called out, without masking his annoyance.

      At the sound of his voice, his brother swung around. Something resembling panic flitted across Charles’s face, but as usual he quickly managed to collect himself, his expression turning neutral with a hint of scorn. “Well, whom do I spot if not my little brother... What are you doing here?”

      “The same as you.”

      Charles shrugged. “I’ll be damned if I know.” He pointed with his thumb at the closed door to Castlereagh’s office. “I’m supposed to be there in a minute.”

      “I know.”

      Charles looked in fine form, as always. Lyndon could spot a slight bend to his nose where Lyndon had broken it some weeks before in the fight over Megan, but other than that he looked his normal, dazzling and immaculate self, if a little more surprised than usual.

      “You shouldn’t know. It’s supposed to be confidential.”

      “I know that too.”

      “Because?” Charles scratched his chin and thought about it for a second, before giving a dejected sigh. “Because you were called there too? Or have you already been there?”

      Lyndon nodded.

      “What did he want?”

      “Can’t tell. Confidential, you know.”

      Charles scowled at him. Just wait, Lyndon thought. A few selected men… Castlereagh must have thought he’d been clever to pick them both for his mission. It wasn’t difficult to understand why. Like Lyndon, Charles had fought alongside Castlereagh in Ireland and his methods had been just as efficient as Lyndon’s, albeit more brutal. In that sense, they completed each other. Different methods, same results. How could Castlereagh have known the two brothers hated each other?

      “Well, whatever it is, I’m not doing anything with you,” Charles stated. “He can forget it.”

      “You can try to refuse,” Lyndon said dryly. “But I’ll wager you won’t succeed.” Then he remembered the letter. “Here,” he said, putting it in Charles’s hand. “This is for you.”

      Charles surveyed it, frowning. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. The boy who brought it thought I was you.”

      “Did you open it?”

      “Of course not.”

      Charles sent him a swift, amused glance. “You’re a better person than I am.”

      “Yes, I am.” He waited while Charles tore the seal and unfolded the letter. Within a moment, he saw Charles’s skin turn from gold to white. Maybe it was at that point that he understood. In any case, Charles’s words didn’t shock him as much as they perhaps should have.

      “Grandfather is dead.”

      They stood in silence, heads bent, trying to grasp what this all meant. Lyndon wondered, briefly, if Charles felt the same way he did, this strange sensation that something had vanished with their grandfather, something he couldn’t quite name but that clawed at his inside with sharp nails. Neither would miss the old man, but now that he was gone it was as though an abyss had opened at their feet.

      This is what loneliness feels like, Lyndon thought, the hairs standing up on his arms. There’s no one behind us; we are now the elders, the carriers of our legacy.

      “What the hell did she do?” Charles’s hard-set voice woke Lyndon from his thoughts.

      “Who?”

      “My wife.” Charles shoved the letter in his pocket. His jaws were clenched, the muscles that ran along his cheeks bulging. “I sent her there for a visit and now she’s sending me this, saying he’s dead. Not even a day later. Don’t you find that odd?”

      “I find it odd that you ask me, but as far as Grandfather goes, he’s been ill for years and you know it. He was bound to die sooner or later.”

      “Yes, but why now? Why now?”

      “Because it was his time to go,” Lyndon said patiently. “Surely you cannot blame your wife for that?”

      Charles jerked his head up and glared at him. “Oh, you don’t know her. A wicked creature, the wickedest you’ll ever find.”

      “If you say so.” Lyndon cocked a brow. “Tell me, though, how she would benefit from killing him, since that’s what you’re implying. I would think you are the only one who benefits from his death. And maybe Buckley, but not nearly as much as you.”

      “That’s beside the point.” Charles flicked his hand. “I didn’t wish it to be like this. I wanted to be there. I was supposed to be there.”

      “So, why weren’t you?” Lyndon gave the closed door a hasty glance. “You don’t have to answer that, by the way.”

      Charles sighed and raked a hand through his hair, making it stand on end. “It’s bloody inconvenient, that’s what it is.”

      “Is death ever convenient?”

      “It can be.” Charles squared his shoulders and raised his head, visibly collecting himself. “Very well. I suppose I must return immediately. You’re not coming to the funeral, by the way. I forbid it.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it. It’s your big day. Enjoy it.”

      Charles opened his mouth to say something, but the door to Castlereagh’s office opened, interrupting him.

      Lyndon reached out and slammed him in the back with his open hand. “Farewell, brother. I will see you again soon, no doubt.”
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      In a gesture of generosity, Castlereagh granted a few days extra for Charles to bury his grandfather. Once it was done, the operation was set in motion. In the third week of July 1807, Lyndon and Charles, along with a crew of eight other men, embarked on the nimble sloop Circe for their journey to Denmark and their top-secret mission. As the weather was stable and very warm, and the winds not very cooperative, it took longer than usual, and the men soon started drinking to escape the long, dreary days. Lyndon, who’d at first tried to keep to himself, soon found himself forced to engage with the others—including Charles, who claimed he’d never been so bored in his life.

      “I’m not made for this. Sea… ship-life… blah,” he said, studying his near-empty pewter.

      “I suppose we must be glad you’re not in the navy, then,” Lyndon remarked, but he had to agree. Though he’d spent more time on boats than he wished to count, due to his life in Ireland, he’d never felt at home on water. “Can’t be too far away now.”

      “What makes you say that? It’s taken forever. Castlereagh said it was urgent.” Charles raised his gaze and glanced through the salt-speckled porthole.

      All they could see, and all they had seen for days, was water: calm, gently rolling waves,  the same colour as a pair of eyes Lyndon had seen recently but couldn’t remember to whom they’d belonged…

      A hum of agreement sounded around the table. Most of the men were playing dice, but Charles and Lyndon had long since grown tired of the game and settled for watching.

      “Still don’t understand what he wants us to do,” Lyndon murmured. “None of us speaks Danish, for one thing. How are we supposed to work out what’s going on, if we can’t even speak the language?”

      “By not being too pussy-footed,” Charles said, and emptied his pewter. “But since that’s all you are, you’ll fail for sure.”

      “And you won’t?” Lyndon leaned back, studying him with a mix of annoyance and amusement.

      Charles shrugged.

      “No matter how badly you torture them, they won’t start speaking English, you know.”

      “Torture…” Charles smiled. “I only use that when it’s absolutely necessary. Maybe it won’t be, in this case.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      Charles’s light grey eyes shimmered. “Seduction, my dear brother.” The men around the table who heard him guffawed, some of them shoving each other. Charles looked pleased. “A powerful weapon, perhaps more so than violence.”

      “Well, I wish you luck,” Lyndon said dryly, “considering it is men you’re supposed to interrogate.”

      Charles grunted, grabbed him by the neck and pushed his head down against the table, half-jokingly, half-warningly.

      Lyndon shoved him off with a small grin. He wasn’t provoked by his brother’s power demonstration; after the fight over the maid Megan it was clear they were equal in strength and they both knew it. Megan, he thought, the realisation slamming him in the chest—those were the eyes he remembered, as blue as the ocean. He wondered how she was doing nowadays. Was she happy with her brothers? Were they taking care of her?

      “How’s Eileen?”

      Lyndon woke up, startled by his brother’s question. “What?”

      “Eileen.” Charles’s mouth grew thin. “And… and your child. You have a child, right?” He drew breath. “I was meaning to ask you when we met at Harcourt House over Emily, but we never got around to that. You left before we could speak. So…” He shrugged, his eyes flickering. “How is your family?”

      Lyndon gawked at him. “You… don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      Lyndon bit his lip and threw a glance at his comrades. They were engaged in the game and not paying attention, but still… He stood up and pulled at Charles’s arm.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Not here,” Lyndon hissed. “Come with me.”

      They went outside on deck. The air struck them, hot and humid. Together with the long, rolling movements of the ship, the effect was almost sickening, and Lyndon automatically turned his gaze to the horizon to centre his focus and avoid the roiling of his gut.

      “What is it?” Charles demanded. “Is something wrong?”

      “You might say so.” How could he not know? But Lyndon knew his brother wasn’t playing; his confusion was real. He decided to be upfront. “Eileen’s dead, Charles,” he said, his voice low, his eyes on the steady line that was the horizon. “She’s been dead for the past five years.”

      He could feel Charles’s shock, almost as physical and powerful in strength as if it were his own. When Charles sank down to a squat and put his head in his hands, Lyndon felt his own knees buckle, too, but managed to stay on his feet. He knew why Charles reacted so hard, of course, though he didn’t particularly like to think about it, ever. Eileen had once, before Lyndon had won her, belonged to Charles.

      “Sorry,” he murmured. “I thought you knew.”

      “No. No, I didn’t.” Charles swallowed audibly. “H-how? Why?”

      “She was murdered.” Lyndon glanced down at the blond head and saw it bob at the brutal words. “Actually, she was raped, then murdered.”

      Charles clenched his hands. “By whom?” There was a cold note to his voice.

      “I don’t know. A band of thugs. They came to our homestead, plundered it and killed everyone there. I wasn’t there,” he added, bitterly. “I wish I had been, to put a stop to it.”

      “You couldn’t have,” Charles said, echoing what so many had told Lyndon over the years—a truth he knew well enough himself. “You’d never have stood a chance.”

      “At least I would have died trying.”

      Charles nodded as if he agreed, and Lyndon shrugged, with a nonchalance he didn’t feel. “I recently found out that they spared my daughter’s life. And that they…” He choked on the words, had to cough before being able to continue. “That they sold her.”

      “They did what?” Charles jumped to his feet and placed himself so that Lyndon had to look at him. Not surprisingly, his face was white, verging on green. What surprised Lyndon, and angered him at the same time, was the pain in his brother’s eyes. Charles didn’t have a right to feel pain. The pain was Lyndon’s, the grief too. Charles had no right, no right at all. Lyndon had to breathe a couple of time to subdue the urge to punch him in the face.

      “Why haven’t you said anything about this?” Charles said hoarsely. “About… Eileen?”

      “Why should I?” Lyndon shifted his eyes to the horizon over his shoulder. “Besides, I thought Grandfather told you. Or Buckley.”

      “No. No, they haven’t said anything.”

      Which, Lyndon reckoned, probably wasn’t very strange, all things considered.

      Charles cursed— a long, indecent stream of words. “Where is she now? Your daughter?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Is she alive?”

      “Maybe.” Lyndon’s throat constricted. “I don’t want to talk about it, if you don’t mind.”

      “But you have to look for her. You have to find her.”

      The anger resurfaced, hitting Lyndon in the guts. He grabbed Charles by the lapels and swung him around, sending his brother into the hull with a thud.

      Charles didn’t fight back. His eyes searched Lyndon’s, pleading.

      Lyndon let go as though he’d burned himself, and backed into the side of the boat, leaning his head against the coarse wood. “I’m trying,” he said, his breath shallow. “And I’ll die trying. That’s why I don’t want to be here. Instead of looking for her, I have to spend my time on this idiotic mission.” He pounded his fist against the wood. “God, I hate this so much.”

      “I know. Not too happy about it myself, old chap, but orders are orders. Let’s be quick about it, eh, so we can go back to England and search for her.”

      “We?” Lyndon let out a dry laugh. “There’s no we, Charles. I don’t want your help and I don’t need it. Leave me alone.”

      “Would that make you feel better?”

      “Yes, it would.”

      “I don’t think so.” Charles spoke with a simplicity that tolerated no protests. “Whether you like it or not, we share something. Grandfather was always the one who stood between us. Why should we allow it to continue, even after his death?”

      “It’s not that simple and you know it,” Lyndon murmured. He didn’t want to look at Charles, fearing that if he did, Charles would realise that Lyndon agreed. He didn’t want to… but he did.

      A shout from one of the crew members cut through their conversation. “The wind is picking up!”

      Indeed, as the man said it Lyndon could feel a tiny, cooling breeze sweep around his neck. He met Charles’s eyes and they both smiled, the relief tangible.

      “Now then,” his brother said lightly. “Seems we’re going to reach our destination soon, after all. I’m glad.” He reached out and patted Lyndon’s shoulder with surprising gentleness. “Let me know what you need help with, brother. Anything at all. My resources are yours.”

      “Thank you,” Lyndon murmured. “I’ll think about it.”
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      They arrived in Copenhagen two days later. Much as Lyndon had suspected, the Danes proved to be a proud and stubborn people, who, in what he gathered was a typically Nordic way, refused to let the English strangers close. Danes were difficult to talk to, not only because few spoke English, but also because they weren’t interested in sharing any details about either politics or anything else in their lives. Lyndon approached a few people in Copenhagen and took mental notes of their behaviour, but communicating was a futile quest and he was afraid that if he came across as too eager to understand, they’d soon get suspicious, so he didn’t make much of an effort, settling for noting the mission to be more or less impossible.

      In general, those with the most success were the men who managed to woo young Danish ladies into engaging in pillow talk. Not that these ladies knew any more English than the rest of the population, but the men patiently and with great slyness probed them for their opinions and finally deduced that what the Danes wished for more than everything was to remain neutral; they didn’t want any kind of intervention or interference from France or England. This was in no way a surprise, but still, notes of their observations were sent to Castlereagh in the hope of a quick withdrawal.

      However, no response came. A few of the men claimed Castlereagh feared that France might try to occupy Denmark with force, and that the far weaker Denmark, in such circumstances, would cower and pledge immediate loyalty to France. But nobody knew for sure.

      With a lack of further instructions, events in Denmark came to a standstill. The soldiers, familiar with such situations, handled this lull with admirable patience, at public houses in the company of decent ale and willing ladies.

      Hvide Lam was a newly opened alehouse in central Copenhagen and was all the rage: the place to go for Danes and foreigners alike. For once, lured by the promise of something new and exciting after weeks of boredom, Lyndon decided to join his crew for a night out. When they arrived, the hour was quite late and the confined place was already packed with merry, rowdy people. Lyndon ordered a tankard of ale and, much as he always did, placed himself in a corner, stretched out his legs and leaned his head against the wall, set on observing the spectacle. By now, most of his comrades knew him and his disinclination to partake in any merriments, and left him alone. The warmth inside the room, brought on as much by the crackling open fire as by the crowd, made his cheeks glow and his heart pump faster, and the surprisingly tasty ale made his body warm and limp.

      He watched his comrades spread out over the room, conversing among themselves or with the wanton maids. The Danish girls had long since learned that the English foreigners, in addition to being both handsome and exotic, had deep pockets, and that engaging with them often resulted in extra income. The girls, in turn, were beautiful, tall and fair-haired, and knew how to turn the language problem to their own advantage, making it an amusing part of the mating dance. Glittering eyes and subtle, or not-so subtle, touching, alluringly parted lips and writhing bodies…

      Watching it all from his corner, Lyndon felt a pang of something that came close to longing. His mind touched briefly on the situation at the alehouse in Kilkenny, where he’d reacted to the barmaid and for a moment even thought about bedding her—feeling that he could actually go through with it. After losing Eileen, he hadn’t imagined such a thing—at least, not until lately.

      It was, he mused, the absence of his attacks that had boosted his confidence somewhat. It was a good few months since he’d suffered one—not, in fact, since he’d learned that Sarah Anne was still alive—but he couldn’t trust that they’d vanished completely. How could he, when they appeared to strike without warning? It would be a nightmare to lie with a woman and suddenly, in the midst of lovemaking, suffer an attack. God knew, they weren’t nice to witness, and he couldn’t possibly submit a woman to such a horrible thing, just because he happened to be horny.

      Besides, he wasn’t going to stray from his marriage. He was still married to Eileen and had vowed to stay married. Not to mention that Sarah Anne deserved a father who was fully committed; not someone who lusted after women, distorting his pledge.

      The thought of Sarah Anne made the wave of tingling desire fade, and Lyndon relaxed again, closed his eyes and pursued his favourite daydream, where he’d found his little girl and his life was finally complete. He saw the two of them standing in a meadow, with him lifting her up in the air, watching her beaming face—so happy to be back with her father.

      

      By midnight, the alehouse was crowded and Lyndon was feeling increasingly uncomfortable, sitting on a bench with a sea of people surrounding him, pressing from all sides. It was time to leave, he realised, and he looked forward to it. As he pressed his hands to the table to stand up, someone hit him in the temple with a sharp elbow.

      He ducked, hand over his head, cursing under his breath. “Watch it, for God’s sake!” he snarled.

      “Lyndon, you old fart!” the culprit responded. “Sorry—I didn’t see you.”

      When he looked up and saw Charles’s amused grin, Lyndon knew his brother was lying and that the smack had been fully intentional. “If you say so,” he muttered.

      “My legs hurt. Is there any room for me there?” Without waiting for an answer, Charles slumped next to him, forcing Lyndon to move to the side.

      He felt like a squashed bug, which didn’t improve his mood. “I’m not planning on staying,” he said to Charles, but when he tried to stand up, Charles grabbed his wrist and forced him down again. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Just stay for a minute, brother. Talk.”

      “Talk?” Lyndon stared at him. Charles’s eyes were bloodshot, his gaze unfocused. Too much to drink, obviously, but he didn’t seem aggressive; rather the opposite, in fact.

      “All right,” he agreed. “I can stay for a little while.”

      “Great.” Charles pounded him in the back. “So, have you thought about it?”

      “About what?” Then Lyndon understood. The offer from Charles. “No, I haven’t,” he lied. “There’s nothing you can do to help.”

      “Don’t be so stubborn. Or proud, for that matter. Why do you have to be so proud?”

      “Because it runs in the family?” Lyndon suggested. He leaned over Charles and took the tankard of ale from his hand. “You don’t need any more,” he said, and took a gulp.

      “Probably not,” Charles said, with a slanted smile. “But to come back to the matter…” He held up a finger and wagged it under Lyndon’s nose. “You’re right. Runs in the family. You’re family. My brother. So I’m going to help, whether you like or not. Tell me what you want. Money? You want money?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      Charles narrowed his eyes at him. “Grandfather didn’t let you inherit anything, did he?”

      “Apart from the yearly allowance I got even before he died, no.” Lyndon shrugged. “It’s enough. Always has been. More than enough, actually. I didn’t need anything from him.” Another lie. Shameful as it was, now that he had a mission to find Sarah Anne he could have used a bit more money to finance the expenses.

      “You deserve it more than Buckley,” Charles said, surprising Lyndon. “You should have seen him at the funeral, the smug bastard. Though I have to say, it was fun to see his face when the solicitor read us the testament.”

      “Why?”

      Charles widened his eyes. “You don’t know? He got virtually nothing. A sum of money—rather substantial, but not nearly enough by his standards—and a few estates in northern England. That’s it. I’m sure he was counting on much more. He was expecting Grandfather to give him Harcourt House, for one thing.” Charles chuckled. “So basically he’s been slaving for Grandfather during all these years for nothing. Oh, the humiliation!”

      “Serves him right,” Lyndon said. “The fat pig.”

      This was an area where they had the same opinion. Buckley had always been their enemy, ever since they were boys. Older than them, and thus stronger, he’d had the advantage over them both and subjected them to humiliating and sometimes even dangerous tomfoolery, with apparent glee. This had changed when they’d grown older, of course, but not for the better. Part of why they hated Buckley so much was because he was, and always had been, a threat—or at least very annoying. It seemed, Lyndon mused, as if Grandfather Stanford had somehow realised this in the end. Or maybe he’d always known. Whatever it was, Grandfather Stanford, ever one to play tricks, always aiming to control, had dealt his last card—and this time it was Buckley who’d had to suffer from it. It served him right, indeed, but Lyndon couldn’t help but feel a slight churning in his stomach. He knew what it was like to be on the receiving end of his grandfather’s whims.

      Charles gave a snort, his body convulsing against Lyndon’s side. “My dear wife thinks Grandfather was up to something before he died.”

      “Really?” Lyndon frowned. “Like what?”

      “I don’t know.” Charles shrugged. “According to Emily, he wanted to ask me something important, something only I could answer.”

      “About what?”

      “He never said, but Emily hinted that it had something to do with… you know…” Charles’s eyes slid from Lyndon’s face. “The fire.”

      “Oh.” Heat flushed over Lyndon’s face. They never spoke about it, the night their parents had died and they themselves had been horrendously injured; Lyndon suffering a leg burn that caused him to limp even today; Charles with burns that probably stretched over his torso, though Lyndon had never seen them. “It’s… clear what happened,” he murmured.

      “No, it’s not.” Charles looked at him again with an unnervingly candid gaze. “Don’t blame yourself. It could just as well have been me.”

      “Hardly.” Lyndon drew breath. His lungs hurt, as though he were breathing fire. “Grandfather probably wanted to torment you one last time by asking again what happened. I remember how he used to drag you into that room…”

      “To force me to tell him what happened. Yes, I remember too.”

      They both shuddered and shared a moment of awkward silence, joined in shame and guilt.

      “Well, in any case,” Charles said at last, raising his head. “He never got the chance to ask me anything; he died that night. Emily reckons Buckley had something to do with it.”

      Despite the almost ridiculous heat in the small, crowded place, a chill crept along Lyndon’s spine. “You mean she thinks Buckley killed Grandfather?”

      “Nah.” Charles snorted. “Why would he suddenly do that, after all these years? Poppycock, I say. Emily’s just trying to cover her own dirty deeds.”

      “Dirty deeds? Did she kill Grandfather?” Lyndon’s smile revealed his disbelief.

      “I asked her, of course, as soon as I got back home, but she denied it, vehemently so. Nothing would surprise me when it comes to her, though. That woman has a soul black as the Devil’s.” Charles spoke gravely. “To get back to the subject, if it had nothing to do with the fire, I really wonder what Grandfather wanted to ask me.” He poked Lyndon in the side with a pointed elbow. “Maybe he wanted to reverse his ban? Take you back into the family?”

      “Why would he do that?” Lyndon asked with a snort. He couldn’t deny it, however; the idea sent a tingle of pleasure through his body. “He hated me.”

      “Not at all,” Charles said lightly, and reached for his pewter, taking it from Lyndon’s limp grasp. “You know his reasons for shunning you. He never wanted to, but you made him.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Grief washed over him, no doubt strengthened by his intake of ale, and his eyes pricked with tears. He seldom allowed himself to think back on his life, and even now it pained him to do so. Things could have been different. They would have been different, had he chosen differently for himself. If I hadn’t married Eileen…

      “Do you wish things were back to the way they used to be?” Charles asked. He spoke so quietly Lyndon could barely make out the words. “Before… you-know-what happened?” Not surprisingly, he was thinking of the same thing as Lyndon.

      “Sometimes.” Lyndon gave a grimace to hide his pain. “Do you?”

      “I wouldn’t have asked, otherwise, would I?” Charles smiled, but it was a slanted smile, mirroring Lyndon’s feelings. “It would be nice if you found your daughter. Daniel would enjoy that. Getting a… cousin to play with and all.”

      “Indeed,” Lyndon said, staring emptily at the sea ahead. “That would be most agreeable.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Sarah Anne.” He shouldn’t say anything more, shouldn’t give Charles what he wanted, but couldn’t resist. “She looks just like her mother.”

      A moment’s silence, of the breath-holding kind. Then: “Curly hair? And that pointy little chin?”

      “All that. But her eyes are like ours, of course.”

      “A proper Stanford.” Charles nodded pensively. “Sarah Anne Stanford.” He placed a hand on Lyndon’s shoulder.

      The touch surprised them both, but Charles didn’t withdraw; instead, he squeezed harder, forcing Lyndon to meet his eyes. Silver to silver. Brother to brother. “Let me help, Lyndon. Please. Anything you want, big or small.”

      As if Lyndon hadn’t thought about it. As if he hadn’t spent the past week kicking himself over the lost opportunity. Here it was again, and this time, he wouldn’t let it go to waste. “Anything?”

      “Anything.”

      “Right.” Lyndon swallowed. “Remember father’s hunting lodge? The two-storey brick one, next to Greywell?”

      “Next to is stretching it.” Charles grinned. “But yes, I know which one you mean.”

      “May I buy it from you?”

      Charles’s brows furrowed. “Buy it?”

      “Yes.” Lyndon’s mouth grew dry and he realise how much he really wanted this. “I… I don’t have anywhere to stay, you see. And if I find Sarah Anne…”

      “You will need a home,” Charles filled in.

      “Yes.”

      “I see.”

      Lyndon sensed his brother’s intake of breath, like a tiny ripple in his side. A moment passed.

      Then Charles gingerly scratched the bridge of his nose. “Tell you what: I will give you the house. I’m not going to sell it to you,” he said, hurriedly, as Lyndon opened his mouth to protest. “Not in the state it’s in. I haven’t been there for years, but I think it’s in dire need of repair.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “I’ll help you with the renovations. In any case, consider it yours. When I’m back in England, I’ll ask Mr Radcliffe to sign it over to you.”

      Lyndon should have been surprised at Charles’s generosity, but in a way, he wasn’t surprised at all. His brother did have a generous side to him—when he wanted to. Lyndon had no illusions about why he showed this side now, but he pushed the bitter voice aside and decided it didn’t matter. “Thank you,” he said simply.

      “Don’t mention it. A child needs its family. And so do we, I think. We should stick together, like in the old days.”

      Lyndon reached for Charles’s pewter. “Let’s drink to that,” he said, and emptied it, just like in the old days.

      But instead of Charles hitting him, as he would have in the past, he only smiled.
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      The clock showed past midnight when Lyndon decided he’d had enough and wanted to return to his lodgings. He was tired, his head heavy from too many drinks, and he was in dire need of a piss.

      The fresh air outside offered a welcome change from the stinking hot alehouse, and he stood for a while on the stone steps, his chest wide and his nostrils flaring as he drank in the dewy night and the heavy smell of the roses climbing the façades of nearby houses. Near the horizon, he could still spot an iridescent green and pink hue from the setting sun, but he knew it wouldn’t be long until the light was back. Although it was now early August, the days were still impressively long and bright. At first it had annoyed him, but with time he’d learned to love the shimmering, magical nights. They were, however, the only thing he’d miss about this place.

      As he walked, he looked around for a discreet spot for a piss, but the houses in this part of town all lay tightly packed together along the narrow, cobbled streets, and the alleys were few and far between, so he soon gave up the idea and picked a fence along the way.

      He leaned a hand against the wood, between thorny roses, and closed his eyes while he emptied his bladder. The smell of the flowers was almost overpowering, and somehow reminded him of his mother, who had loved roses and often carried rose oil in a small silver bottle around her neck. With a grim smile, he shook his head, since he hadn’t thought of his mother in years, and certainly not while taking a piss. You’re drunk. That’s why.

      In all honesty, he didn’t feel too drunk. He felt… alive. Aware of his surroundings, his belly glowing with something almost reminding him of joy, though he hadn’t felt happy in years, so he wouldn’t actually know. You definitely are drunk.

      Pensively, he shook the last droplets from his member and tucked it back into his breeches. Again, his thoughts wandered to his brother. He thought how odd it was that a simple conversation with Charles could make such a difference. On this night, old wounds had been healed, he was sure of it. He couldn’t wait to bring Sarah Anne home; he already saw her playing with Daniel in Greywell’s garden, while he and Charles enjoyed a glass of sherry in the sunshine. As it should be.

      Perhaps it was these thoughts that caused his attention to wander and made him miss the footsteps behind him—the dampened sounds of boots against the stones. When he finally registered that they were there, he realised that whoever was following him was unexpectedly close. Throwing a glance over his shoulder, he vaguely made out three shapes in the dim light—men, not surprisingly. And it wasn’t surprising to find that others were out and about, even at this hour, but there was something about them that sent a shiver of apprehension through Lyndon. Maybe it was the way they walked; resolutely, slightly faster than Lyndon, as though they were trying to catch up with him.

      He quickened his pace to see what would happen. Sure enough, they did the same. Silently, doggedly… If they knew him and wanted to catch him up, why didn’t they call out?

      Because they mean you harm, that’s why. The realisation shot through him, spiking his senses and increasing his pulse. His heartbeat drummed in his ears, almost drowning out the sound of his pursuers. In this area, there was nowhere to go but straight ahead; no alleys to dive into, no side streets in which to take shelter. He started to run—and they ran, too. He had never been very fast because of his leg, scarred and withered by the childhood fire. Though normally it didn’t bother him, it certainly did this time.

      His pursuers soon caught up with him, coming so close he could hear their determined breathing and smell their unwashed bodies.

      He gave up and halted, spun around with his fists raised, taking aim at the closest man, punching him in the throat so that he fell back. The others were prepared, however. One of them ducked and delivered a blow to his abdomen so hard that it knocked the wind out of him. Within seconds they were all over him, a flurry of hands and legs and angry breaths. He hit his head when he fell and his vision blurred momentarily from the pain.

      When he tried to get up, someone held him down, while another grabbed his arms and pinned him to the ground. He grunted, squirmed to get away, but found himself locked down and unable to move.

      One of the men leaned over him and waved his hand, drawing Lyndon’s attention to what was in it. A knife.

      His blood went cold, his body stiffening. This is it, he thought, and closed his eyes. I’m going to die.

      The stab, however, never came.

      “What are you waiting for?” he heard one of the men hiss. “Kill him!”

      “But…” The man with the knife hesitated, sending Lyndon a frightened glance. “It’s not him. I swear it, this is the other one. His brother. And the way he was limping, too… I’m not sure about this…”

      “Right,” said the man who’d spoken first, his voice uncertain now. “But what if we let him go, what then?”

      They were interrupted by a shout from further down the street. Hope woke Lyndon from his paralysed state, and he opened his mouth and screamed out. He only managed a short sound before the man with the knife put a hand over his mouth, but it had been enough: Lyndon could hear someone call out from further down the street.

      “Oh, well done,” one of the men said. “Now they’ve seen us. Get it done. Now.”

      Lyndon dug his heels into the ground and kicked back. It almost helped; the grip lessened and he was able to give another shout.

      “Bloody hell… give me the knife,” barked the man who’d spoken first. “I’ll do it.”

      It was instant. Lyndon didn’t see the knife exchange owners and he felt, more than saw, when the man holding it plunged it downwards. He threw himself to the side and rolled over to escape the impact. The blade slid along his shoulder into the flesh of his neck and stopped abruptly, with a sickening crunch, as it met the bone.

      He expected pain but there was nothing but a cold, wet sensation. His body, which had spasmed as the knife entered, relaxed. Then there was nothing.
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      He woke up slowly. It felt like swimming to the surface of a warm ocean. Rocking, swirling, swaying, it brought him upwards, upwards, until he felt acutely nauseous and started to retch.

      “Jesus Kristus… Spanden!”

      He heard hurried footsteps and, a short while after, something hard was shoved against his throat and pressed under his chin. The impact increased his gagging. Vomit, reeking of old, stale ale and bitter bile, cascaded from his mouth, his stomach heaving from the effort.

      “Det er godt, tag det ud af dig.”

      The pressure against his throat vanished and the object—a bucket—disappeared. Someone washed his chin with a damp cloth, while talking to him. He couldn’t make out the words but the voice was female, with a sharp edge to it that told him she didn’t want to be there and that she didn’t appreciate him being there, either. Though he was curious as to who his reluctant helper was, he didn’t have the energy to prise his eyes open, and soon, he heard her footsteps as she left.

      “Where the hell am I?” he murmured.

      He hadn’t expected an answer, but one came, and it was a voice he knew: “In safety.”

      “Charles?” Lyndon’s lips were dry, sticking to each other. He tried to wet them with his tongue, but his mouth was just as dry.

      “Yes, I’m here. I came as soon as I heard what had happened.” His brother’s voice had a note of mockery that was gone when he spoke again. “They stabbed you in the shoulder. Quite badly, too, by the look of it.” Lyndon felt the slight pressure of the mattress as Charles leaned over him to inspect his wound.

      “It’s a miracle you’re still alive.”

      “They were aiming for my throat,” Lyndon agreed hoarsely. The memory slowly seeped into his mind. “They spoke… they spoke English.”

      “English?” Charles leaned forward again, his voice tense. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. And I think…” He finally managed to open his eyes. His brother sat close by the bed on a rickety old chair, a day-old stubble shadowing his jaw. “It was a mistake. They were after you, not me.”

      At this, Charles exhaled and threw himself back in the chair. “I knew it.” He ran a hand through his hair, a stream of foul words leaving his mouth. “I knew it.”

      Lyndon stared at him, compelling him to explain himself.

      “A week before I got here, I was out inspecting a fence in the grounds when I was shot at. It missed me by an inch—the bullet struck the tree next to my ear. The day after, I found a piece of string tied across the path where I usually ride. I could have broken my bloody neck and that was probably the idea, too. Someone is out to get me. They must have followed me, somehow.”

      Lyndon frowned. The pain caused his mind to move slowly, as through thick syrup. “Why would they want to kill you?”

      “Because someone paid them to,” Charles replied instantly. “I know who, too. I have a lot of enemies, but she’s the only one who has a motive to get rid of me and who is cowardly enough to send someone else to do it.”

      “Who?” Then Lyndon understood. “Lady Emily? Surely not?”

      “Surely so. Oh, you don’t know her, Lyndon. She’s a vile creature and she wants me dead. Remember what I told you at the War Office? She was visiting Grandfather, and the next day he was dead? Add to it the incidents aimed at taking my life, and now this. Makes sense, doesn’t it?”

      Lyndon didn’t think so, and for obvious reasons. His sister-in-law was one of the mildest women he had ever met. To think that she would suddenly turn so vicious that she hired someone to kill her husband didn’t make sense at all. “Why would she want to kill you?”

      “To get the inheritance, of course. And get rid of me so she can be with her lover.”

      Lyndon frowned. “Lover?”

      “Oh yes. She’s found herself a Frenchman, of all things. Bonaparte’s courier.”

      “Surely not,” Lyndon said. His head buzzed, both with fatigue and because he couldn’t comprehend what his brother was saying.

      “This is between you and me, of course. I can’t even imagine the scandal if this came out into the light.” Charles sighed. He looked tired too, and full of hatred. “It feels good to finally share it with someone. Promise you won’t tell anyone?”

      “Promise.”

      It was like when they were boys and had done some mischief they didn’t want their grandfather to discover. If the situation hadn’t been so grave and Lyndon hadn’t been in so much pain, he would have teased Charles about it.

      Charles sighed. “It’s a mess,” he said, and drew a hand through his hair. “I don’t know what to do. I’m tired of these games. Tired of always having to watch my back. One would think she’d be grateful for what I’ve done for her, but no—she dreams of other things, God knows what.”

      “I’m sorry… to hear… that.”

      The effort was beginning to exhaust Lyndon, and with the increased pain came difficulty breathing. He clenched his jaws to stifle the pulsing, nauseating pain in his shoulder. This is not good, he thought, with a pang of worry, this is not good at all.

      Someone came into the room, the woman again. She was tall and blond, with broad shoulders and a sturdy frame. Her surprisingly dark and thick brows were creased into a frown and her mouth was a thin line. With strong hands, she adjusted his sheets and placed the chamber pot closer to the bed, while glaring at Charles.

      “One of your mistresses?” Lyndon croaked.

      “Good Lord, no,” Charles said with a slanted smile. “I wouldn’t dip my willy in her for all the brandy in the world. Her name is Mathilde, apparently. Married, no children. Doesn’t speak a word of English. Rumours have it she and her husband are French-friendly. I can believe that.”

      “Why did they… bring me to her house?” He felt sick again. The room swayed, his stomach cramped—but knowing he couldn’t turn his head to throw up without drowning in a sea of pain, he managed to stifle the urge.

      Charles shrugged. “Because you were right next to it when they found you. She’s agreed to take care of you while you’re recuperating—got a fair amount of money for it, or so I’ve heard. Better to keep you here than to move you, apparently.”

      Lyndon didn’t agree. “You mean I’m stuck… with a lady who might well slit my throat… in my sleep?”

      Charles grinned. “You’re not afraid of a woman, are you, brother? Though…” He grinned and sent Mathilde a skewed glance. “… I’ll admit that she is a tad intimidating.”

      “That’s an… understatement.”

      Charles chuckled. Lyndon closed his eyes again, allowing his mind to go adrift, and adrift it went, floating around like petals in a stream. The pain throbbed through his body—mostly in his shoulder and arm, but the rest of him ached too.

      “I will leave you to rest,” Charles said finally. Lyndon could hear the rustle as he rose, the clinking of his weapon as he adjusted it against his side. “Get well and we’ll speak later.”

      The last sentence was drowned in the buzzing inside Lyndon’s head, as the world once again faded to black.
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      When he woke he felt a little better, but a fever had broken out and he was sweating profusely. The sheets clung uncomfortably to his body and he was thirsty, but he couldn’t reach for the glass that Mathilde had put by his bedside.

      The room had taken on a dark, bluish hue and the street outside his window slumbered, leaving the peaceful serenade of a blackbird as his only company. The air, salty and fresh, wafted to his nose in alluring waves, almost enough to drive away the foul smell of his body, of blood and vomit and sweat. Mathilde seemed to be an orderly woman, but there were limits to how clean she could keep him, and he figured bathing would be out of the question for a while yet.

      He was just about to close his eyes again when he heard a faint sound from across the room. There, veiled by the shadows beside the large chest of drawers in the corner, he spotted a figure. It stood there without moving, dressed in a cloak with the hood over its head; a still figure, whose focus was clearly turned towards Lyndon.

      “Who are you?” Lyndon said.

      The figure stepped forward and the faint light from the fading day outside the window fell over its features. A handsome face appeared, sharp in its lines, dark eyes gleaming.

      “Are you Death?” Lyndon asked. “May I, in that case, be so bold as to ask you to return at a later date? I have business to attend to before I leave this world.”

      The figure bowed slightly. “Alors, I am not Death and it is not up to me to decide if you are going to die.”

      “You’re… French?” That would normally mean the same thing as death, would it not? Though this particular Frenchman didn’t seem very murderous.

      Who had been speaking about Frenchmen lately? Castlereagh? Or… Lyndon racked his brain, foggy with pain, and finally remembered: Charles. Charles claimed his wife, Lady Emily, was involved with a French person. So this was he? Not much of a surprise, in that case—the man was more handsome than most and Lyndon’s sister-in-law seemed to be of the dreamy, artistic kind who would easily fall for such men.

      “You do not know me,” the Frenchman said. “And I do not know you. But I have heard of you.”

      “Maybe I have heard of you too. You know my sister-in-law, do you not?”

      “Oui, Monsieur. I know Emily.”

      “Lady Emily to you,” Lyndon snapped, annoyed at the man’s tone. He tried to sit up, but the sharp pain sent him back against the mattress with a gasp.

      “You seem to be in a lot of pain, Monsieur,” his visitor remarked, somewhat concerned and seemingly indifferent to Lyndon’s flaring temper.

      “Thank you for noticing,” Lyndon said between his teeth. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Without answering, the stranger slowly sank down on the chair next to Lyndon’s bed and leaned his elbows against his knees. Under the dark cloak, Lyndon caught the faint shimmer of silk and velvet and the glitter of a golden chain, to which a watch was probably attached. Along with his aristocratic nose and the majestic lift of his chin, it was easy to deduce that this wasn’t any ordinary man.

      Oh, dear sister-in-law, Lyndon thought, a wave of sympathy showering over him at the thought of her. What have you been up to? The last time he’d seen her, he’d suspected she’d fallen in love, because of her new confidence and inner glow—but for goodness sake… this man was the enemy. Bonaparte’s courier, wasn’t that what Charles had said? The worst kind of union she could possibly have chosen. On the other hand—did one really get to choose, in matters of the heart?

      “How do you know my sister-in-law? Where did you meet?”

      The stranger smiled and shook his head. “She will have to tell you that. If she wants to. She is very dear to me,” the man added, “but please do not place any shadow on her virtue. I have never touched her in an indecent manner.”

      “I hope not,” Lyndon said, hoping his voice carried his warning note. “My brother would kill you if you did. Maybe I would, too.”

      “Because you care about her, Monsieur. Your brother, because he thinks he owns her.”

      “He’s her husband.”

      “Unfortunately, yes. But marriage does not equal ownership.”

      The sudden hardness in the stranger’s eyes didn’t escape Lyndon. Ill at ease, he looked away. He knew his sister-in-law didn’t have an easy life at the hands of his brother, and it wasn’t just because of recent events that he’d come to this conclusion. Already at Harcourt House, before the wedding, Lyndon had sensed something was wrong with the future union. When he met her, Lady Emily had struck him as a very miserable creature, fearful and on her guard like a mistreated dog. After Charles’s rape of Megan it had become even more apparent that something was very wrong between them. Charles’s recent words had further increased this suspicion.

      “Are you seeking to kill my brother?” Lyndon asked. He might have asked it before, he couldn’t remember, but he needed a straight answer and knew he at least hadn’t received that. “Is that why you came here?”

      The stranger’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know why I came here,” he replied calmly. “And does it matter? You are not he.”

      “It does matter. Someone wants him dead. Someone has hired people to kill him. They mistook him for me.” He gestured towards his wound with his good hand. Even that small movement caused a wave of pain to shoot through his body, and he groaned slightly. “I heard them speak about it, before they stabbed me. I’m just wondering if you are behind it all.”

      The Frenchman eyed him for a moment, gravely, almost curiously, but without revealing anything of what he was thinking. “Do you not think that if I wanted to kill your brother, I would have done so personally?” he said at last. “Especially since I’m in the area myself?”

      “How the hell should I know?” Lyndon’s anger seemed to increase the pain in his shoulder, which made him even angrier. “Maybe you’re a coward? Who else could be responsible for this?”

      “I don’t know, Monsieur.” He frowned. “Were they French, who attacked you?”

      “No. They were English.” The anger sank away, giving way to fatigue. “That’s what’s so strange. They must have followed Charles here. I-I don’t understand why.”

      “I have no answer, Monsieur.”

      “No. Neither do I.” Once again, he thought about what Charles had said—that Lady Emily was behind it all—and unease churned his stomach. A man of honour would hardly be so cowardly as to take out his enemy using hired men, and this man, though French, didn’t appear to be anything but a man of honour. Women, on the other hand, were shrewder and, in addition, lacked the physical strength to kill a man. But to think that Lady Emily would come up with something so sinister. He couldn’t believe it. Didn’t want to.

      “All right,” he said gruffly. “This has been interesting but I’m rather tired, so I’d be grateful if I could be left alone to rest now. Or was there anything else you wanted?”

      “Maybe.” The Frenchman’s eyes brightened. “You are a good man, are you not? A man of honour? Emily says you are very different from your brother. So…” The man reached into his cloak and pulled out a small, simple envelope, its seal a mere dollop of yellowish beeswax, which he held in front of Lyndon’s eyes. “I have this letter. I wrote it a long time ago, and I did not expect to ever get the chance to send it to her, but I always carry it with me. When I saw you, I felt hope, comprenez-vous? I was thinking that maybe you could help me.”

      “Help you? How?” Lyndon frowned. “You mean by giving it to her?”

      “Oui. I know I am in no position to ask, but I must, because my heart tells me it’s the right thing to do.”

      “I will not carry anything that will compromise the safety of my country.”

      “It has nothing to do with that, Monsieur. I do not wish to disclose the contents of this letter, but I can say it is of a personal nature and not political.”

      “A love letter, then? I’m not sure I want to take that, either. We’re talking about my sister-in-law, Monsieur. I’m loyal to my brother.”

      Once again, the stranger’s features hardened. “Do you know what he has done to her, Monsieur?”

      And once again, Lyndon had to look away. “It’s none of my business,” he lied.

      “Je vois.” The stranger rose. “I am not one who begs for favours, Monsieur,” he said, his voice firm, “and I am certainly not going to force you to choose between your brother and your sister-in-law. I respect your decision and I will leave it at that. Adieu.”

      “Hold on.” Lyndon’s voice sounded hoarse. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t help you.”

      The stranger waited. There was an acute sense of tension in his still figure; an energy contained. “Give me the letter and I’ll take it to her. You can trust my word; I will not let it fall into the wrong hands.”

      “Merci beaucoup.” When the man turned fully towards Lyndon and the bluish light fell over his features, Lyndon could see he was smiling, his dark eyes glittering with relief and warmth. “This means more to me than you can imagine.”

      “Maybe I can imagine,” Lyndon said. “But don’t count too much on me. I may not survive.”

      “Ah… naturellement…” The Frenchman returned to the bed, leaned over him and carefully pulled down the sheet. “Oui, I see what you mean, Monsieur. It does not look very good. In fact, it looks very bad.”

      “It feels very bad,” Lyndon said, and groaned as the Frenchman put back the sheet over his tender skin. “I’m starting to think it would have been better to have my throat slit. This pain is… not nice.”

      “I understand that.” The Frenchman tapped his fingers against his chin. “Maybe I can help. I have good connections, n’est-ce pas? One of them is a surgeon. May I bring him here?”

      “If you wish,” Lyndon muttered. The world had started to move in slow, rocking circles, the darkness closing in around its edges. “Can’t guarantee the house isn’t under surveillance, though.”

      “I will be careful. It might take a few days, maybe a week, but I will be back as soon as possible. Try not to die before then.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      He barely heard the Frenchman leave, and only just managed to push the envelope under the mattress before he fell back into unconsciousness.
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      During the following days, ships from the British navy positioned themselves just off the coastline of Copenhagen, silently awaiting the arrival of more ships and further commands. The first warning to the Danish had thus been issued, and the possibility of a battle was imminent.

      Lyndon got this information from the field surgeon, who’d arrived with the fleet and had been sent ashore to attend to Lyndon’s wound. By that time, it had become inflamed and the flesh was red and oozing with pus. Lyndon was burning with fever and only occasionally conscious.

      Mathilde held him down and stuffed a rag in his mouth while the surgeon took on the task of cleansing it—a gruesome procedure that had him screaming in pain. When it was over, she poured hideous amounts of a bitter, foul-tasting drink down his throat, in the clear belief this would have a positive effect on his health. He threw up most of it and fell asleep. When he woke up, the fever had increased and he was delirious and shaking with ague.

      Mathilde put wet cloths on his forehead and dripped water into his mouth, but of this he was only faintly aware, caught in his fever dreams, writhing in pain. Faces wafted past, sometimes real, sometimes not: Eileen, Charles, Sarah Anne, Lady Emily, comrades, and also those who were long since dead. He saw them as rotting corpses and at one point thought he had begun to rot himself. A priest came to give him his last unction, but Lyndon was unconscious for most of the ceremony, hearing only fragments of words, which held no meaning, no significance. In his agony, he only wished to be left alone, and his death-wish was greater than ever.

      A week and a half after the attack, during a rare moment when Lyndon was conscious and able to follow what was going on, the Frenchman returned, together with a dark-eyed, aristocratic man whom he presented as Monsieur Larrey. What can I do here? The man is already half-dead, said Monsieur Larrey in French, his sharp tone implying both that Lyndon was insulting him for being in such bad shape and that they should have sent for him sooner. He did, however, agree to help.

      They rolled a rag around a stick and placed it between Lyndon’s teeth. Together, Mathilde—the wretched woman—and the Frenchman held him down, while Monsieur Larrey opened up his inflamed shoulder. The man cleansed it thoroughly and cut the inflamed edges clean with a very sharp little knife, while Mathilde poured copious amounts of liquor down Lyndon’s throat. Eventually, blessedly, he passed out and remembered nothing more. The world fell still around him, leaving him to drift around in a silent, hazy grey; a soothing world of nothingness, like a woollen blanket; a field of cotton on which he gently floated.

      When, finally, he opened his eyes, something was different. The pain had changed; it felt sharper, cleaner somehow, and the fever was almost gone. And… his stomach growled.

      I’m hungry, he thought, blinking at the ceiling. The room was light; he heard birds. He hadn’t heard birds for a long time. How am I not dead?

      The door opened, creaking in the silence, and Mathilde appeared. When she saw that Lyndon was awake, her eyes first widened, before she gave a slight curtsey, her face returning to its normal, watchful and sullen expression.

      “Water?” Lyndon croaked. “I’m so thirsty.”

      She seemed to understand and approached the small side table, where she poured a glass of water from the carafe. She slipped one hand under his neck to stabilise him while he drank. Surprisingly, the movement didn’t send the usual nauseating waves of pain through his body.

      “Thank you,” he breathed.

      Mathilde withdrew a step. She studied him gravely, while slowly wiping her hands on her apron.

      “You saved my life,” he said with wonder. “Again. Thank you.” She didn’t answer and he gave up on any attempt to make contact. “Could I have some food? I’m hungry.” He made a gesture with his good hand, putting imaginary food into his mouth.

      She nodded, gathered up her skirts and left.

      Lyndon relaxed against the pillows, staring up at the wooden beams in the ceiling and thanking God for his life. Though, speaking from an Englishman’s perspective, it was probably more correct to thank the Devil.
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      Lieutenant General Fitzroy came for a visit. He expressed his utter delight at Lyndon’s miraculous recovery and shared other miraculous news. “The Danes capitulated. On the seventh of September, as a matter of fact,” he explained. “Which is two days ago. Copenhagen is now in British hands.”

      Lyndon took the news with both relief and worry. He’d been unaware of the battle—of anything—during the time he’d been there, but could, with a bit of effort, vaguely recall the sound of gunfire and cannon shots outside the window. It felt good that the British were in control of the area, as opposed to the French, or his days would probably be numbered, but he couldn’t help but feel sorry for Mathilde and her husband and wonder about their feelings in all this.

      “We have agreed to retreat all troops within six weeks,” Lieutenant General Fitzroy continued. “It’s unnecessary to put additional strain on the Danes. They know who’s in charge by now.”

      Lyndon returned from his thoughts. “Six weeks?” he said with a frown. “I can’t stay here for six weeks.”

      “No need to worry.” Fitzroy placed a hand on his leg and patted it reassuringly. “There is a ship going back to England within the next few days. If you’re strong enough, we will send you back with it.”

      “I am strong enough.”

      “Hmm.” Fitzroy nodded, absent-mindedly caressing his beard. “Strangely enough, it seems that may be so. We all thought you’d succumb, but you stood strong, like a good soldier. Very impressive. It’s only a pity that you will have to give up your army life, but given the alternative…”

      “Wait…” Lyndon shook his head. “What?”

      “Oh, surely you must have realised as much, Stanford? The field surgeon explained to me that your shoulder will never heal properly. So much is damaged in there that it will be useless—well, more or less, anyway. You will be in no condition to resume your occupation.”

      “Hogwash,” Lyndon protested hoarsely. “I will be fine.”

      Fitzroy sighed regretfully. “Raise your arm.”

      “What kind of a request is that? Why wouldn’t I…?” His voice faded. Despite his efforts, his arm wouldn’t move an inch: it was… dead. He pinched the skin on his hand and only felt a small tingle. It was as though something in there had stopped working properly.

      A fit of rage towards the French surgeon—the useless quack who’d butchered him and now left him useless—threatened to overtake him… but after a deep breath or two, he had to admit the man had probably saved his life and done his best to save Lyndon’s arm as well. As the anger vanished, grief surged through him, the feeling of powerlessness. He placed his good hand, the hand he could still use, over his eyes and breathed into his palm.

      “I’m sorry about this, Stanford, but we have to face the facts. You’re not fit for the army anymore.”

      “But my plans…” Lyndon whispered, removing his hand. “I have to get back to Ireland.”

      “There’s nothing to say you can’t do that. But it won’t be with the army. You realise that, do you not?”

      “I guess so.” Lyndon swallowed.

      “There’s a lot to take in, I’m sure, but I think you will come to terms with what has happened. It’s a dreadful experience to lose the mobility of a limb, but it could be worse. You could have lost your arm altogether. Or your life.”

      “Yes,” Lyndon said. “You’re right, of course. I’m… grateful.” He turned his head and gazed at his superior. “Have they caught whoever did this?”

      Fitzroy shook his head. “No. It’s not a top priority at the moment, as you may well understand.”

      “What about Charles?”

      “Your brother?” Fitzroy’s bushy brows creased. “Did he not return to England? Not too long ago, if I’m not mistaken. He left with one of the ships loaded with prisoners of war.”

      “For what reason?” Lyndon’s pulse drummed in his ears. “He was well, was he not? Not injured, or…” He couldn’t say the word.

      Fitzroy shook his head. “As far as I know, your brother was in good health when he left Copenhagen, and I did not hear that anything out of the ordinary happened during the journey to England so I will assume he arrived safely.” He sighed and patted Lyndon’s leg. “I will let you rest now, hm? Take your time, let it all sink in. I’m sure that, in time, you will realise your good fortune.”
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      September 8th, 1807

      Word was out: Charles had returned from Denmark.

      The house was a-buzz already, before his horse showed up on the roadside—servants tripping over their own feet, nervously scrutinising the house to ensure that it would be perfect. They all knew their master’s temper and how angry he’d get if things weren’t exactly as he expected. Emily felt the same trepidation, or perhaps a notch worse, and stood frozen by the window overlooking the road, watching the equipage ride up to the house, while her heart fluttered in her chest. I hoped he would die there, she thought, frightened of her own malice. I wished him dead.

      She put her hands in front of her face and breathed in and out a few times. Then she raised her head and resumed her stare through the window. She saw Daniel running across the yard to greet his father, who waved enthusiastically to him. A good father—that was Charles’s only decent trait, and it wasn’t enough to stifle the panic she felt at having to face him again, after so many weeks of bliss.

      With a grimace of dismay, she wiped her sweaty hands against her dress and headed downstairs, nodding sternly at the staff, who were positioned along the walls, their backs straight, their eyes filled with worry.

      “That’s fine, Lizzie,” she murmured, correcting the maid’s starched collar as she went by. “Stand a little straighter, Polly. That’s it.”

      Everything was correct, everything in order. Yet as Emily approached Charles she could see there was something wrong; his expression was so hostile that she halted, fear spiking through her body. What now? What was he unhappy about? She had behaved well during his absence, been good and obedient, a perfect mother. There was nothing for him to be angry about. At least, she didn’t think so.

      Swallowing, she arranged her features into neutral friendliness—for Daniel’s sake, as he was watching her—and took the last few steps to greet her husband. “Welcome back,” she said, bowing her head a little. He didn’t like it when she curtseyed, but this small gesture of submission should please him.

      “Thank you.”

      His eyes… They were so cold, so relentless, that she almost couldn’t bear it. And there was something else there too that she didn’t understand. Triumph? She looked away. “How… how was your trip, dear husband?”

      “I’d hardly call it a trip,” he responded. “It wasn’t for leisure. It was a mission—but, as such, it went very well indeed. We got what we wanted in the end. The Danes know their masters by now. Neither they nor those French dogs have any say in the matter.”

      “Did you take part in the battles, Father?” Daniel’s eyes were large, shimmering with excitement.

      The soldier’s life had always fascinated him and he loved Charles’s stories about how he’d defeated his foes.

      Charles, for his part, loved telling them. Lovingly, he reached out and caressed the boy’s hair. “I was involved in the fights,” he said, with a small smile on his lips. His eyes flitted to Emily and changed from affection to calculation. “Which brings me to my gift…”

      “Gift?” Daniel stretched his neck. “You have a gift?”

      “Yes, I do, and I’m very proud to be able to present it, as it was taken directly from my enemy’s body. Emily?”

      She jolted, tucked her hands in the folds of her dress and nodded. “Yes?”

      “Please stay for this one. It’s for you as well.”

      “For… me?” Her stomach lurched—contrary to these two, she was not inclined to be impressed by the death of some unfortunate soul who’d happened to cross paths with Charles. “I don’t need to see it,” she murmured. “Let me go to the kitchen instead, and tell Mrs Goodall to—”

      He held up a hand, hushing her. “I told you to stay, and you will.”  He waved her closer. “It’s a piece of art,” he told her, as he dug into his pocket for the object. “You will appreciate the beauty of it.”

      “What is it, Father?” Daniel craned his neck in order to see better. When Charles pulled out his hand, revealing a piece of cloth trundled into a roll over a smaller, harder object, Daniel gave a small, hesitant laugh. “What’s that?”

      Charles handed it to him. “Open it and see.

      Daniel unfolded the cloth, displaying a piece of fabric stained with rusty flecks. Blood.

      Emily swallowed. “Please,” she said. “I don’t need to see this.”

      Charles’s eyes, triumphant and cold, met hers. “Oh, but you do. Look.”

      Daniel had plucked the object from its folds and held it up for them to see.

      “A knife?” Emily said, her voice feeble.

      “A dagger,” Charles corrected her. “Ivory handle with inlays of silver and blue enamel. Perfectly balanced. True craftmanship.”

      “But… it’s a weapon. Should Daniel really…?”

      “He’s old enough to handle it,” Charles said impatiently. “Stop niggling over nonsense. You don’t understand, do you? This isn’t just any dagger.”

      “Whose was it, father?” Daniel turned it over in his hands. He looked up quickly, his eyes widening. “Bonaparte’s?”

      Charles chuckled. “No, son. But someone almost as important.” His eyes slid over Emily’s face again, oddly calculating. “Why don’t you let your mother have a look at it, Daniel?”

      She shook her head. “No, thank you.”

      “Oh yes.” Charles’s eyes didn’t leave hers, and the expression on his face told her she had better not refuse. “Hand it to your mother,” he said to Daniel, who did as he was told. “Now look at it,” he ordered her.

      Confused, she ran her fingers along the richly decorated handle, admiring the elaborate artwork—as Charles had pointed out, at least that was something she could appreciate. But when she pressed her thumb against the blade and felt the sting of a razor-sharp edge, she knew it wasn’t just for decoration.

      “Indeed, it’s beautiful,” she said, without trying to conceal her dislike, “but very sharp. I think Daniel is too young to be owning such a dangerous weapon.” She handed it to Charles, who shook his head and pressed it back into her hand. “You missed something. Look again.”

      “I cannot see what it could be. Please—”

      “Don’t be such a goose—look properly.” His eyes narrowed. “I thought you were an artist. Aren’t artists trained to notice details?”

      “Mother…” Daniel intervened, a soft urge.

      She knew what he wanted; for her to please his father, to make everything all right and his homecoming a joyous one. No fights. No struggle. All Daniel wanted was a happy family, at least now, at this moment.

      Sighing, she turned the knife over again and studied the handle more closely. For the first time, she noticed the silver threads running along the handle, connected to intricate initials.

      “I see… letters. Initials.”

      “Excellent.” Charles leaned closer. It looked as though he was eager to share her discovery, but she had a feeling he was trying to get a glimpse of her face, and her mouth suddenly turned dry.

      “And what do they say? Read them to me.”

      She threw a glance at his face, and shuddered at the triumph in his eyes. He was waiting for something, for her to grasp something. But what?

      “‘E’,” he said, helping her. “‘E’ and ‘S’ and then a ‘G’. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

      “Not really.” But then it struck her. Oh God… Her heart fluttered under her ribcage and a wave of sweat broke out on her body. Don’t faint, she thought, but it was hard; her vision had blurred and she felt lightheaded, woozy.

      E.S.G.

      She knew those initials. She’d even seen that knife before, on her way to France, during the frantic flurry during the escape from highwaymen. Étienne had held it in his hand, prepared to defend them. It was his. And the stains on the cloth, his blood. Somehow, Charles had found Étienne and killed him. The truth pulsed through her body in time with her heartbeat, along with grief so excruciating it pushed the air from her lungs.

      She didn’t know she’d dropped the knife until she heard the clinking sound when it hit the floor.

      “Mother!” Daniel stooped and picked it up, giving her an accusing look. “You must be more careful.”

      “I don’t think she’s feeling very well, Daniel. Isn’t that right, hm?” Charles grabbed her elbow to steady her. “Take the dagger to your room,” he told the boy. “Keep it safe. Maybe find a little box to put it in?”

      “I will, Father. Thank you!” Daniel sent Emily a final, curious glance, then looked down, took a firmer grip on his precious gift and left.
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      “My study. Now.”

      Charles led Emily there, still with her arm in a tight grip, seemingly knowing that if he didn’t hold her, she wouldn’t move. Inside the room, he pushed her into a chair, went to his liquor cabinet, fetched a crystal carafe and two tumblers. He filled them both with brandy and gave her one, then ordered her to drink and sat down, watching her as she obeyed.

      “Now…” He rose, took the glass from her hand and placed it on the table, crouching before her, intently watching her. “Tell me how you are feeling.”

      Slowly, she looked up at his face. “I hate you.”

      “I knew that already. I asked you to tell me how you are feeling. How does it feel to know you’ve lost? How does it feel to know I outmanoeuvred you?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Really? Still want to play the game, do we?” He stepped back to the other chair and sat. Placed his ankle over his knee, folded his hands on his stomach. “You almost succeeded, Emily. The attempts before I left were clumsy, but the attack in Copenhagen was quite efficient. A good crew you chose, I have to say, following me around like that without my noticing. They could have got me too—only they took the wrong person. Lyndon, instead of me.”

      Confusion penetrated the haze of pain. She stared at him, her mouth falling open.

      “Still pretending you don’t know what I mean? Honest to God, you’re one exasperating woman.” He took a sip of the brandy, almost aggressively. “I haven’t killed him. Your lover, I mean. He’s still alive.”

      Her heart stopped. Fell down into her stomach, where it landed, fluttering like a dying fish. “W-what?”

      “You heard me. He’s alive. At least for now.”

      For now? She searched his face for an explanation, for clues to what he meant. Her head spun, throwing her between bottomless pain and the most incredible happiness. “Where… where is he?”

      “Somewhere.” Charles shrugged. “I will not let you see him, if that’s what you think. He’s my pawn.”

      “Pawn?” She stared at him. “What?”

      “You think you’re the only one who can play games? Oh no, I can play too. I’m rather good at it, actually. I’m keeping your lover as a pawn, until we have agreed on some things, you and I.”

      She’d stopped listening—it didn’t make sense anyway, and she could only hear one thing worth clinging to: he’s alive. “You’re keeping him? In England? Or… or here? In the house?” She turned her head as if expecting to see him tied to the wall. “Where is he? Where is he?”

      Charles snorted. “I’m not telling you.”

      She sprung up, her fists clenched, and glared at him. “Stop it,” she said between her teeth. “Stop it right this minute. You can’t do this, you can’t…” She drew breath. “Tell me where he is. Right now.”

      Charles smirked. “My, my… I’ve never seen you so emotional before. You’ve always been so dull, haven’t you? A queen of ice. And now suddenly you’re aflame. Is he so very good in bed? Is that it? You can’t imagine life without his cock?”

      “Charles!”

      He stood up too, so hastily she withdrew from the shock.

      “Don’t you ‘Charles’ me, you utter whore,” he hissed, and slammed his fist into the desk so that the inkwell jumped. “How dare you stand there and act as though you have the right to demand me to lead you to him? How could you even think that I’d listen to you, after all that you’ve done?”

      His fury made hers vanish. She sank down on the chair again, her body trembling. “Please,” she whispered. “Where is he?”

      “He is where I want him to be,” Charles replied firmly. “Don’t bother to search for him. Firstly, you will never find him. Secondly, I will keep you under my surveillance to make sure you don’t even try. If I find out you have left this property, I will punish you, and him—most importantly him—severely. He will be my prisoner until you tell me whom it is you’ve hired.”

      “Hired? What are you talking about?”

      Charles tossed his head impatiently. “To kill me. Don’t play the idiot, Emily; you know full well what I’m talking about. The men. Who are they? Where can I find them?”

      “I… I honestly don’t know what you mean. There are no men, I swear.”

      “That’s not good enough, Emily. Tell me who they are. Now.”

      She was too stunned even to weep. Charles was serious—someone was obviously trying to kill him, and in his hatred and distrust of her she had become the only suspect.

      “Please,” she whimpered. “You have to believe me. I’m not doing this to you, someone else is, and you must—”

      “Spare me!” He snorted. “Don’t you think I know what you’re doing? It’s a little too convenient, Emily, for me not to think you’re behind all this. First my grandfather, whose death you blamed Buckley for, then this. And why would your lover suddenly show up in Denmark, if not to make sure the job was done? Well, he failed. Who’s the clever one now, hm?”

      He watched her for a moment, before walking over to the carafe and pouring himself another glass of brandy. Then he returned to her, looking down at her shaking body, thoughtfully and without emotion. “Until you lead me to my attackers so I can put a stop to this, I will keep your lover prisoner. Understood?”

      She put a hand to her mouth, stifling the sob, knowing her tears wouldn’t help. With an effort worthy of Sisyphus, she managed to contain herself. “And if I tell you?” she asked, holding his gaze in hers, looking for the answer there. “You will let him go?”

      “We’ll see.”

      “You have to let him go.”

      “We’ll see,” he repeated.

      She had to refrain from charging at him and raking her nails down his face. If she could send men to kill him, she would most surely do it now… and with that thought a sliver of a ploy gave her hope. “What’s the point of my sparing your life,” she said, as calmly as she could, “if you don’t intend to spare his?”

      She hoped he couldn’t see how she was trembling, or spot the desperation in her eyes; the lie. She didn’t know who he was talking about, but if she was to save Étienne she had to pretend that she did. If she acted as though she had the power, she would perhaps be able to keep Charles subdued for as long as it took to find out what was going on. Leverage, she thought. It was Buckley’s advice, seemingly an age ago. To control Charles, one had to have leverage.

      Charles snorted and turned on his heel. “Very well,” he threw over his shoulder. “I promise I will let him go.”

      “Thank you.” She released her breath, felt it burn through her lungs. Her knees shook; her body knotted up like a coil of tightly wrung rope. I have to get out of here. “M-may I be excused?”

      “You may,” Charles said, “but do not leave the house. And trust me, I will know. I’ll keep track of every step you take.”

      What’s new? she wanted to say, but didn’t. Talking back wouldn’t help, neither would screaming or pleading. She had to be clever, use her wits and think of a plan to save Étienne before it was too late. Find out what—or rather who—was behind these attacks on Charles’s life.

      Fervently, she wished she knew where Lyndon Stanford was. Lyndon had pledged to help her, if she ever had problems with his brother. I do now, she thought, blinking away the rush of tears, oh dear Lord, I do now. But Lyndon wasn’t there; she was alone—and she feared that wouldn’t be enough to save Étienne.
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      September 10th, 1807

      “You haven’t been yourself lately.” Mrs Goodall threw a sideways glance at Emily, who sat on a stool at a convenient distance from the workbench. “Is something the matter?”

      The cook’s large hands moved swiftly and deftly between pots and pans, preparing for the meals later in the day. She dropped chopped mushrooms into a large pot with broth, waved her apron over the bread rolls to cool them down, and grabbed a handful of dried herbs from the rack above her head, everything seemingly done in one single motion. It was a comfortable, homely sight, reminding Emily of the old days at Giatelli’s farm. Mrs. Goodall had been the cook there and was the first person, after Giatelli, that Emily had got to know after her ordeal with Charles. The woman was also one of the few staff members Emily had been allowed to bring to Greywell after her forced marriage to Charles. The other two had been Megan and Megan’s fiancé, the stable groom Joseph Gerard, whom Charles had later killed in a brawl over Megan.

      To Emily, Mrs Goodall had always represented stability and a steady rock in every storm, and this time was no different. With her nerves frazzled and her mind abuzz with tormented thoughts, Emily appreciated the calm presence of her cook.

      Four days had passed since Charles had told her he was holding Étienne captive. With no way of knowing how he was keeping Étienne—did he have water to drink, was he hurt, was he cold? —they had been four long, desperate days, offering no such thing as a good night’s sleep or rest. Emily probably looked the part, which the cook had undoubtedly noticed.

      Now, she momentarily froze and squinted at Emily. “You’re not with child, are you?”

      Emily woke up from her thoughts and shook her head vigorously. “Of course not.”

      “Hmm…” Mrs Goodall’s hands sprung to life again. “I suppose not. You are not sick in the mornings, for one thing, like you were with Master Daniel. Maybe it’s for the best,” she added, and ran her fingers along the fat strip of a piece of ham, assessing its quality. “It’s not right to bring a child into the world with such a father to care for it.”

      Discreet as she normally was, this was the first time the cook had uttered such clear disapproval for Charles.

      Emily threw a quick glance at the door. “Hush, Mrs Goodall. You mustn’t say things like that.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Maybe,” Emily admitted. “But it’s not… good.”

      She knew by now that Charles had spies everywhere. Servants loyal to him had been ordered to follow Emily around, listening to all she said and never letting her out of sight. There were no other people in the kitchen besides her and Mrs Goodall now, but that didn’t mean someone wasn’t lurking behind the door; in fact, Emily was almost sure someone was. She didn’t want Mrs Goodall to end up in trouble because of her.

      Mrs Goodall sighed and slapped the ham on the workbench. “What’s wrong, madam? I know something is going on. Not that anyone wants to tell me, of course,” she muttered under her breath, “but I’m not stupid. You walking around the house, all pale and nervous like a ghost; His Lordship looking like a constipated.”

      Her words made Emily involuntarily snort with laughter. “Mrs Goodall,” she said, when she’d regained her cool, “that’s not a proper way of speaking about your master.”

      “It’s the truth,” Mrs Goodall said, raising her chin so it quivered, but unable to hide her smile. Then it faded. “What is the matter? Is it Master Daniel?”

      “No.” Emily’s voice suddenly choked up. She tried to hide her face by leaning forward to pick up a piece of mushroom that had escaped from its pile on the workbench. “He’s fine.”

      “Hmm. So it’s someone else, then?”

      Tears rushed to her eyes and she wiped them away angrily. “Please, Mrs Goodall…”

      “All right. I’ll stop.” Quietly, the woman went about her business, her hands once again busy preparing the food.

      Aromatic scents started to fill the air almost like magic and settled Emily’s nerves, making her feel a little more at peace again. A little—but not much. Her stomach was still a knot from the worrying, and her shoulders ached from constantly being pushed up towards her ears. Her head ached too—whether from the tension or all the crying, she didn’t know.

      Charles was asking her—pressing her—every day to tell him who was trying to kill him, and she couldn’t, because she had no idea. Only the day before, Charles had told her that he was starting to lose his patience; that soon he’d kill Étienne, regardless. She couldn’t do anything. Her plans to find out who was really behind the attacks on Charles’s life—if there were any such attacks to begin with—had been thwarted by the fact that she was trapped in the house, her every move observed.

      An attempt to write a message to Lyndon and smuggle it from the house with the help of one of the maids had resulted in disaster. The maid had alerted Charles, who in a fit of rage had beaten Emily with his riding crop and stormed off with the promise that Étienne would suffer twice as much for her disobedience. Her backside was sore from the treatment, making it difficult to sit, and her mind was still numb from the shock of the incident. Though he’d hit her before during their marriage, this was the first time since the rape all those years ago that he had really beaten her severely and with the intention to harm her.

      Another time, she’d snuck into Charles’s study to search for maps of the Stanford estate, but although she’d found some, it was clear that the land was too vast for her to have the slightest idea of where Étienne might be. It felt hopeless and she didn’t know how much longer she could cope without breaking apart.

      When the door to the kitchen entrance flew open, Emily immediately rose, startled. A pale-faced servant swayed there, clinging to the doorframe as though he could fall at any minute.

      “What’s the matter?” She didn’t know his name, she noted, which was a shame, because she would have liked to say it, to calm the man. There were, however, several servants in this household whom she didn’t know by name. “Has something happened?”

      “Yes!” He gulped some air, giving him time to collect himself, while Emily’s anxiety mounted. She threw a glance over his shoulder, but he was blocking the view.

      Was it Daniel? Or… had they found Étienne? “Please tell me.”

      He shook his head. “You have to come with me, my lady.”

      Automatically, she grabbed her skirts. “Where to?”

      “The stables.”

      “The stables? Does my husband know about this?” She exchanged a glance with a frowning Mrs Goodall. “Where is His Lordship?”

      The servant shook his head, the whites of his eyes gleaming. “Please, come with me.”

      “Stay here,” she ordered the cook, before she strode towards the door. “Show me.”

      

      Already, from a distance, she could see the commotion at the stables. The staff were buzzing around and she could hear their voices, upset and loud. Dust kicked up into the air, horses neighing from the pen… She tried to spot Daniel somewhere in the mad scene, but failed. Still, her mind was plagued by thoughts of him lying there in the dirt, his neck at a strange angle, his eyes unseeing. The fear made her slow down, but the servant wouldn’t have any of her slacking. “Come on,” he ordered her, and put a hand against the small of her back.

      He wasn’t allowed to touch her; if Charles had seen it, he’d have been furious. She should tell the young boy, but it seemed unnecessary and picky and she shook her head, confused, and speeded up.

      Don’t let it be Daniel, she prayed. Please, please, don’t let it be Daniel.

      When she reached the stable, Wilkins, the house steward, suddenly appeared, as though from nowhere—but she realised a second after that he’d been in the stable building and that someone had probably warned him she was coming. He blocked her path, one hand raised to keep her from going further.

      “Wilkins?” She frowned at him, her heart pounding. Over his shoulder, inside the building, the circle of upset men seemed to have concentrated, forming an impenetrable mass of bodies. Between their legs, she could see a figure sprawled on the floor, and her fear spiked. “What’s going on? Is it Daniel? Is he in there?”

      “No, my lady,” Wilkins replied, holding her back. “Who asked you to come? Do not go in there; it’s not for your eyes.”

      She tried to dodge him, but he intervened again. She stomped her foot and glared at him. “Wilkins! I need to know what’s going on.”

      “But—”

      “I am the lady of the house,” she snarled. “Do as I say. At least, tell me if it’s Daniel in there.”

      “He’s not, my lady.” He swallowed, his arms slumping. “It’s… it’s His Lordship.”

      “What?”

      This time, he didn’t try to stop her. She pushed her way through the wall of staff that surrounded the fallen figure. The first thing she saw was the blood—it covered such a large area she’d already she stepped in it. Then she saw Charles… lying on his back on the dirty floor, his eyes open, staring at the ceiling. His blood… everywhere. There was too much of it, much too much. Shock pulsed through her body, along with a panic so fierce it almost blinded her.

      “Charles!” She fell on her knees by his side, grabbed his shoulders and gave him a shake. “Charles, what are you doing? Why are you doing this?” She looked up and gave the stable groom a desperate look. “Help him. Help him. Why aren’t you doing anything?”

      He stared at her and she leaned over Charles again, pressing her hand against his cheek, her hand slipping in his blood. He was warm, still warm, and when she held his head a gurgling noise issued from his throat, as though he was trying to speak.

      “He’s bleeding,” she squeaked. “He’s bleeding so much. Please help him.”

      “It’s too late, my lady,” the groom replied. “He’s already gone.”

      “No,” she wailed. “He’s trying to say something. I can hear him.”

      “It sounds like it,” the groom gently said. “But it’s air, you see. You’re pressing it out of him when you shake him. He is dead. I’m sorry.”

      “No…” She grabbed the lapels of Charles’s jacket—it was so bloody, so very bloody, and she knew he would be furious because it would be ruined. “Wake up! Wake up. You can’t die, you… mustn’t.”

      “My lady—” The groom touched her shoulder but she shook him off, snarling at him to leave her alone.

      “Too late to do anything,” she heard someone in the crowd say. “Dead as a doornail, he is.”

      She sent him a furious look. “Be. Quiet.”

      Maybe there was something she could do? Stop the blood, press something against the wound? She found the buttons of his shirt, ripped it open to expose his throat—and fell back, staring in horror at the wound. The slit was so deep she could almost see the bones in his neck. Blood oozed from the hole, into his windpipe, bubbling and frothing, a sickening bright colour. Dead. He was absolutely, definitely, irreversibly dead.

      The groom leaned over her, covered Charles’s neck again and then placed his hands under Emily’s arms, hauling her to her feet. “Nothing we can do, my lady. I’m very sorry.”

      She nodded, allowing him to take her to the side, away from Charles’s corpse. She felt numb, her reflexes slow. Étienne, her mind repeated, a constant loop with no end. How was she going to find him now? She placed a hand to her mouth, pressed her knuckles to her lips.

      “I can’t believe this.” The groom shook his head miserably. “He was in here, inspecting a mare. Then all of a sudden this man rushed inside, grabbed his face like this, see…” He made a gesture to demonstrate how the man had looped his arm around Charles’s head. “Slit his throat clean open, he did. The murderer was gone before we even understood what had happened. Lucas heard a horse galloping off, so we think that’s how he got away. We tried to follow but he was long gone.”

      “Keep searching,” she heard herself say. Not that it mattered anymore; it was a thing she needed to say, for the sake of it.

      “Of course, my lady.”

      She turned to Wilkins, who was watching them, his eyes glazed from the shock. “Where’s Daniel?” she asked.

      “By the lake, fishing, my lady. Someone is collecting him now.”

      “I hope they have the sense to bring him to the house. He shouldn’t see this.” She eyed the crowd, which had closed around Charles once again. “Take the… the body to the house and wash it. Put on new clothes, nice clothes; make it look decent. Daniel may not see it before then.”

      “I understand, my lady.”

      This strength, this calmness… She didn’t know where it came from but was grateful for it. She needed to be strong for all of them at this point, including Wilkins, who swayed a little and looked as though he was about to pass out at any moment. His white hair was dishevelled and his sleeves covered in blood. How long had he known Charles? Since Charles was a boy?

      When she spoke again, her tone was a little softer. “Send a message to the funeral furnisher and ask him to take care of all the details. Have him arrange watchers until the funeral.”

      “Yes, my lady.” Wilkins bowed and turned on his heel.

      She called him back. “When you are done, you may take the rest of the day off. Tomorrow as well, if need be. Take whatever time you need.”

      His expression didn’t change; he kept looking at her with the same blank stare. “Thank you, my lady,” he said, then bowed again and left.
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      Charles’s death sent tremors through the household, like the ripples of a wave. Emily didn’t miss him, but he had dominated her whole existence and now that he was gone the void he’d left confused her. Should she be happy? Relieved? But how could she be, when Daniel’s world had crumbled, leaving him without a father figure yet again? Should she grieve for Charles? She felt the stinging sorrow of knowing a life had been lost to senseless murder, but she couldn’t, and wouldn’t, miss him.

      Daniel knew this, felt it, and avoided her efforts to comfort him. He retreated from the world, spending most of his time with his animal friends. Perhaps, Emily thought, this was the best way for them both to cope. Doggedly, with mechanical efficiency, she set out to arrange the details of the funeral and the surrounding matters, while trying to steer the household back to some kind of normality. The first thing she did when she came to her senses was to fire Lizzie and some of the other maids who obviously had been Charles’s spies, which made things feel a little bit better. At no point, however, were Emily’s heart and mind really present—her energy and attention were focused on Étienne, who was out there somewhere. She needed to find him, quickly. The urgency clawed at her from the inside, made her edgy and preventing her from getting any sleep. In her mind, she saw him lying somewhere, slowly dying, alone and abandoned.

      During the days following Charles’s death, amidst the turmoil, she tried to venture out on searches, but the estate was huge and with little knowledge of the area it was impossible to know where to look. Finally, she gave up and waited anxiously for Mr Radcliffe, to whom she’d sent an urgent message requesting his presence. The solicitor should have an inventory of all the buildings on the Stanford estate, and if she could only get hold of that she might be able to deduce where Étienne was held captive. She clung on to that hope and tried to stay positive, even though she knew that time was running out.

      Two days later, she received a message from Mr Radcliffe’s law firm. A devastating message. She read it twice, not really understanding what she was seeing, failing to comprehend the magnitude of it. But it was there, the message, and it wouldn’t change.

      

      Most esteemed Lady Stanford,

      We sincerely regret to inform you that on the 15th of September, Mr Giles Hubertus Radcliffe lost his life in a tragic accident by carriage near his home and for that reason will no longer be at your service.

      

      We have appointed a new contact for you, who shall attend to your future affairs. His name is Mr Reginald Bennett and he will do his utmost to assist you in all matters. However, given the current situation, we would like to ask for your patience and inform you that it may take some time before he can respond to any immediate enquiries.

      We regret any inconvenience this may cause you.

      

      Your humble servant,

      Thomas Long, Esq.

      Long and Radcliffe Ltd.

      

      With a feeling she was drowning, she slowly folded the letter, placed it on the table and turned to the servants, who were standing to attention against the walls.

      “Please,” she said. Her voice sounded different, empty. “Leave this room immediately.”

      When all were gone, she sank onto her knees and, for the first time since Charles’s death, cried until she thought her heart would break.
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      September 17th, 1807

      The house appeared like a large wall in front of him, strangely dark and silhouetted in the lingering light of the setting sun, its bluish shadows almost reaching the hooves of Lyndon’s horse. It was so dark that he couldn’t even make out the normally vibrant colours of the woodbine that he knew clung to the façade like a blood-red coat. He rode closer, but the vegetation, as dense as it had always been, appeared dull and ashen compared to how he remembered it. Dead.

      A shudder, inexplicable and intense, ran along his spine. The movement, slight as it was, sent the usual buzz of pain through his injured shoulder. The journey, stretched over several days and involving a great deal of riding, had taken its toll on his body. It wasn’t surprising, seeing as the wound hadn’t yet healed, but it still annoyed him. He didn’t need this weakness and knew, even though he didn’t really want to think too much about it, that he was in no condition to set off to Ireland, and that this wouldn’t change within the next few weeks or even months. The ship’s surgeon had warned him to not exert too much strain on his shoulder, lest he became a cripple for the remainder of his life.

      Lyndon had managed not to reply that he was already a cripple, so what would be the difference? Deep down inside, he’d known what the surgeon meant. At least now he still had some mobility in his arm and maybe, with some rest and additional healing, that would improve somewhat. If he was foolish, however, he might harm the shoulder even more and jeopardise any progress, maybe causing permanent damage as a result.

      Anyway, he was here at Greywell at last, hoping that Charles hadn’t forgotten the closeness they’d shared in Copenhagen, or the promise he’d made. One could never be sure with Charles. His mood was as fickle as the Irish weather, and promises were only remembered if they were beneficial to himself. At the very least, Lyndon looked forward to a few days of rest and the possibility of good meals and fruitful talks with his brother.

      As he stood there, the door to the house opened and a silhouette appeared against the stream of light in the doorway. He heard a male voice call out and recognised it as being that of the steward. Lyndon dismounted and led the horse closer.

      “Why, Wilkins,” he said, keen on letting the warmth show in his voice. “How nice to see you again!”

      “Likewise, Master Lyndon,” Wilkins replied. But as the light washed over the steward’s face, Lyndon could see he wasn’t returning the smile. “Pray, have you come to visit Her Ladyship?”

      “No, I came to see my brother. Is he here?”

      There was an odd moment of stunned silence before Wilkins carefully shook his head. “You have not heard the news?”

      “What news?”

      Wilkins drew a hand over his chin. The gesture was so unlike him, so… un-steward-like… that Lyndon stiffened. The men, he thought, automatically touching his shoulder. They must have followed Charles back to England.

      “Has something happened with my brother? Is he injured?”

      The butler’s eyes flickered. “Not… injured, my lord.”

      “What then?”

      In retrospect, it was a stupid question, especially seeing the grief spreading over the old steward’s pale face, but the possibility of Charles no longer being alive wasn’t part of his mindset at all; it was as though he had blocked it out.

      “His Lordship—your brother—was murdered a week ago,” Wilkins said, bowing his head sadly. “His funeral was two days ago. I’m sorry you missed it. Her Ladyship tried to send you a message, but we had no notion of your whereabouts.”

      Lyndon barely heard his last words. He had to squat for a moment to allow the blood to flow into his head, and during that moment he was only faintly aware of his surroundings. The steward’s hand on his shoulder—his injured one, as it was—snapped him back to his senses and he stood, wiped the cold sweat from his brow and shook his head. “I… I don’t know what to say…”

      “Understandable, my lord,” Wilkins said. “I barely have words for it myself.”

      “What happened?”

      “He was attacked and stabbed. Or…” Wilkins swallowed audibly. “Or rather, someone cut his throat. It was so quickly done he didn’t even have the chance to defend himself.”

      “He wouldn’t have,” Lyndon murmured, his lips numb. “They learned their lesson in Denmark.”

      “Pardon me, my lord?”

      “Nothing.” He drew a hand over his eyes. Grief swept over him, then rage—rage because, despite knowing the danger, Charles obviously hadn’t taken the necessary precautions to save himself. Stupid, careless Charles, who probably hadn’t for a second thought anyone would outsmart him and end his life. But who was Lyndon to say anything about that? He hadn’t considered this outcome himself, not even for a second. Charles, murdered? Gone? That was just absurd; not happening. He’s my big brother, for God’s sake. Whatever that had to do with anything… Pull yourself together, Lyndon. He drew breath, slowly, painfully. “May I… may I still come in?”

      “Of course. I’m sorry, I should have invited you to enter sooner, my lord.”

      “Don’t worry. You’re doing an excellent job, Wilkins, as always.”

      They entered the hallway. Ever the good steward, Wilkins took his coat and gloves and bade Lyndon follow him to the drawing room.

      “How is Her Ladyship doing?” Lyndon asked as they walked through the house.

      “Badly, sir.”

      “Really?” He hadn’t expected Wilkins to say that Lady Emily was dancing joyfully through the hallways, but this still surprised him.

      “Indeed. Since His Lordship… perished… she has stopped eating and sleeping. The maids say she cries every night and for most of the day. And she sets out on long rides through the countryside, completely unchaperoned. When she returns, she is in an even worse condition. We are quite worried.” Wilkins offered Lyndon a seat. “She has yet to return today. Would you care for some tea?”

      Lyndon touched his shoulder and grimaced. “Do you have something stronger? A glass of whiskey, perhaps?”

      “Of course. I will see to it immediately.”

      The butler brought Lyndon his drink and left him to try to make sense of everything, until Lady Emily arrived.

      

      Wilkins’s account of Lady Emily’s condition seemed to be correct. Lyndon’s sister-in-law looked thinner than he remembered, her skin waxen, strained over her cheekbones, her eyes dull, hollow and sunk into her skull. With her long limbs and wearing those dark mourning clothes, she reminded him of a sombre water strider.

      “Lyndon,” she said, obviously so surprised—or happy? —to see him that she forgot his title. Or maybe she didn’t care anymore? She approached him swiftly, looking as though she wanted to touch him in some way, take his hands maybe, or even hug him, but at the last moment she halted, tucked her arms beside her slim body and settled for giving him a doe-eyed glance.

      There was, admittedly, something very sweet about this mix of impulsiveness and shyness that spoke to his chivalrous side, but this time he had to remember not to let himself be misled.

      “I’m so glad you came,” she breathed. “I wasn’t sure you’d receive my message, but here you are. Thank you!”

      “I didn’t receive your message.”

      She blinked, both at the reply and his harsh tone. “Oh? What, then, brought you here?”

      “My brother. I had, however, hoped he would be alive upon my arrival.”

      She sent him an odd glance, then bade him take his seat, before sinking onto a chair herself. She held out a hand for a glass of whiskey, which was promptly supplied by Wilkins.

      “It’s been a difficult time,” she said quietly, when the steward had left them alone.

      He raised his head bitterly. “Has it?”

      “Of course.” Her lips grew thin. “I didn’t wish this upon him, if that’s what you think.”

      “I don’t know what to think, to be honest.” Lyndon put his glass on the table and rested his elbows on his knees in order to study her face as closely as possible. “I can see something is burdening you, though. I’m just wondering if it is your conscience?”

      Her brows furrowed, and he leaned back, exhaling heavily as he did. “Can we please stop pretending?” he blurted, dismayed. “I think you owe it to me to tell me the truth.”

      “What truth? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She raised her chin.

      Her nonchalance made his blood boil. “I reconciled with Charles in Denmark,” he said, bluntly. “We made friends and we talked about… things. One of those things was how he suspected that someone was trying to kill him. There had been attempts made before he went to Denmark and there, in Copenhagen, it happened again. They thought I was he, however, and tried to kill me instead of him.”

      Her eyes darted to his arm.

      “Indeed,” he snapped. “Did Charles tell you about it? How they almost slit my throat? How they instead crippled me so I’ve had to leave the army?” He pointed to his arm, hanging limp against his side.

      Her eyes widened. If she hadn’t been sitting down already, Lyndon believed she would have done so, for she’d gone so pale it looked as if she was about to faint.

      “Yes,” he said, coolly. “That’s how he died, too, right? By a knife.” He stood up, too restless to stay put. “So… they got him, in the end. Now the question is: who is behind all this? Who on this earth had the motive to kill Charles, while also having the money to send people all the way to Denmark to execute the order?”

      Her neck was very stiff. “I know you will say I’m responsible.”

      “Are you?”

      “No!”

      “Emily,” he said firmly, taking a step towards her chair, placing his good hand on the armrest and leaning over her. It was a cruel move—he knew she didn’t like physical contact—but it was intentional; he needed to look at her and get her attention, and this way, she couldn’t escape. “Tell me the truth and maybe I will understand and even help you. But I can’t do anything if you’re lying to me. I wouldn’t even want to.”

      She was looking down at her hands so he couldn’t see her face. Frustrated, he backed away, expecting her to spring to her feet, but she didn’t. Silently, she sat there—and suddenly, he noticed that her shoulders were shaking.

      “Emily,” he repeated, softer now. “I want to help. Tell me the truth.”

      “The truth?” She looked up, tear-stricken and pale. “How could I tell it to you, when I don’t even know it myself. I knew someone was trying to kill him,” she added, almost aggressively. “He told me. He told me what he thought as well; that I was behind it. But I wasn’t. I’m not. I have nothing to do with it. But he demanded I tell him who they were, or he would…” Her voice cracked and she sobbed loudly.

      “Would what? What did he say?”

      “He’d kill someone.” She blanched, as though she hadn’t intended to blurt out the words, but at the same time she looked relieved, and when she continued, the story flowed out of her like a stream.

      Lyndon understood about half of it. What was clear was that Charles had captured someone dear to her and held that person prisoner somewhere in the area. Now that Charles was dead, Emily feared the prisoner was dead, or dying, in this secret location.

      “I can’t find him,” she sobbed, “I don’t know where he is.”

      Him. Who? Lyndon’s brain worked slowly as he examined the different options one by one. Not one of the servants. Not Daniel—Charles would never do that to his beloved son. Who else could it be? The answer shot through him with a pang: the Frenchman.

      He frowned, went back in his mind, tried every possibility again and ended up with the same result. The Frenchman. It had to be him. But how in the good Lord’s name had Charles managed to transport that man—a healthy specimen, as he had appeared—all the way from Denmark?

      “Are you sure this person is here? Not in… say, Denmark?”

      “I’m sure.” With a slightly wondering look on her face, she reached into the pocket of her skirt and plucked a handkerchief from it. She blew her nose, discreetly but thoroughly. “He said so. That it was somewhere on the property. This property.”

      “Have you been out searching?”

      “I have. But I don’t know where he might be. I was thinking Mr Radcliffe would help me, but…” She shook her head, tears welling up in her eyes again.

      “What?”

      “He’s dead, too,” she whispered. “An accident.”

      Lyndon arched a brow—an accident, so conveniently close to Charles’s death? —but he let it go for the time being.

      “And now,” Emily continued, “there’s no one who knows. The new solicitor is young and… I don’t have much confidence in him. Buckley…”

      Lyndon snorted. “I wouldn’t ask him.”

      “Neither would I.” She sighed. Still, Lyndon thought she looked a little better now. At least there was some colour in her cheeks and a shimmer of hope in her eyes. Just talking to him seemed to have helped, and that warmed him to know.

      “Maybe you could take a look at the maps of the Stanford estate?” she asked. “To see if… if…” As she realised the difficulty of such a request, the corners of her mouth sank.

      “My grandfather owned land everywhere, even in Scotland,” Lyndon said, not without sympathy.

      She nodded bleakly. “At least it must be within riding distance from here or… it would have been too difficult for Charles to keep control.”

      Now there was a point. Charles would keep something this important nearby, at hand, in case his needs changed quickly. Lyndon thought about the different dwellings he knew in the area and found that they were too numerous to count. Still, he had a feeling he should know. He needed to sleep on it, however. His head was aching with fatigue and he couldn’t think straight.

      “I’ll go out and search for him tomorrow,” he promised. “We’ll find him.”

      She didn’t look too convinced, but at least seemed grateful for his support. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it. In fact, I owe it to him. I’ll tell you later,” he added, when she opened her mouth to ask what he meant. “Meanwhile…” He reached with his good hand into the pocket of his coat, pulled out the Frenchman’s letter and placed it in her hand. “For you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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      “Right.” Lyndon tucked his crippled arm in place against his side, before placing his good hand on the neck of his mare, which had had a good night’s rest and seemed uplifted both by the prospect of leaving the stable and the presence of Emily’s gelding beside her. At least one of us is in a good mood, Lyndon thought, rather grimly, but it wasn’t completely true, as Emily too seemed to feel much better this morning, her eyes glowing and her stance confident. As for Lyndon, his night had been awful and he’d only had a few hours of sleep. The rest of the time he’d spent thinking about Charles and trying to accept that his brother was gone. He’d also had to wrestle the more acute question of the various possible locations where a man could be held prisoner without anyone noticing. Finding the correct building had seemed impossible—until it struck Lyndon that maybe he knew the answer and that it was more obvious than any of them had thought.

      What Lyndon had realised was that Charles had been a very lazy man, without much imagination. If he had a solution, most probably that solution had been thought out by someone else. In this case, it was Lyndon himself. Lyndon thought about their talk, where Charles had promised him the abandoned house that had once belonged to their father, the old hunting lodge that hadn’t been in use for decades. It made sense that Charles would pick that location to house his unfortunate guest; he had probably reckoned that by the time Lyndon came to claim it, the Frenchman would have gone.

      This morning at breakfast, Lyndon had asked his sister-in-law if she’d searched for him there, but she told him she hadn’t even considered that there might be a house in that direction, since there wasn’t a road and the terrain was so difficult. When Lyndon explained that there had been an old road there, long since overgrown by vegetation, she had brightened considerably and suggested they start the search immediately.

      He could see the hope as a glow around her, as she now approached her horse.

      “Keep close to me,” he said. “Don’t take any risks. As you know, the ground is treacherous in this area.”

      “Likewise,” she replied, with a surprising tartness to her tone. “You only have one arm.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “So will I.”

      He glanced at her, watched her decline the help of the servant and mount herself in the saddle, steadily positioning her leg over the pommel and arranging the dark green travel dress she was wearing. She seemed to be as used to riding as any man, and he felt his mouth twitch with a smile.

      “I think so, as well,” he said, earning a surprised look from her which told him she’d already forgotten what they’d been talking about. It wasn’t difficult to understand; she was tense and focused on the task at hand. “Are we ready to go?” he asked, his voice friendly.

      Briefly, as if for comfort, she touched the bag of necessities that she’d fastened to the horse. She’d explained what it contained: a dressing for taking care of wounds, bread and cheese and milk in a bottle. Then she took a deep breath and nodded. “Ready.”

      “Where are you two going?”

      Daniel’s voice collided with hers. She raised her head and stared at her son, who was leaning against the door frame of the stable. The stance reminded Lyndon of a young Charles, just as defiant, proud and stubborn.

      “Oh…” Emily looked to Lyndon for help. This was obviously an encounter she hadn’t prepared for.

      “We’re going to my father’s old hunting lodge,” he answered. “Your father promised me I could have it, and I wish to inspect it before I make up my mind.”

      “Can I come?”

      “Not this time,” Emily said. “Go to Mrs Goodall and ask her to give you some tea and scones.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Well, do something else then.” Her lips tightened. “You are not allowed to come with us.”

      “But—”

      “We’ll be back soon,” Lyndon intervened hurriedly. “We are none too sure of the condition of the road. It would be very foolish of us to bring you with us at this point, seeing as you might harm yourself.”

      “So might you,” Daniel replied sullenly, but then slumped and nodded. “Fine. Go, then.”

      “We will take you along later,” Emily promised, warmer now. “When we know it’s safe.”

      Daniel shrugged. “Whatever you say.” He turned around and disappeared into the darkness of the stable. Since his father died, he seemed to want to spend as much time there as possible, as though to keep Charles close in heart and mind.

      Emily stared at the empty doorway for a moment, her lip caught between her teeth. Then she sighed and touched the horse lightly on the neck with her riding crop. “Time to go,” she murmured.

      She wasn’t looking back as they rode off, but Lyndon did, and thought he could see a pale face crowned with fair hair looking at them from the stable.
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      The ride was long, due mainly to the fact that Lyndon took the wrong turn at one point and he and Emily spent almost an hour trying to find their way back through the dense vegetation. His shoulder started to ache again, causing a jab of pain to shoot through his body for every step the horse took. Knowing how eager she was, he didn’t want to ask Emily to slow down and tried to think away the pain, but he made a miserable figure, half-clinging over his horse’s neck.

      All things considered, it probably wasn’t so strange that he missed some signs along the way.

      “Look,” Emily said sharply at one point, shooting a glance at him over her shoulder. “Horse manure. Someone’s been here recently.”

      “Looks like it,” Lyndon said. He shook his head to clear his vision, muddled by pain. “And this is the right way, too.”

      Emily nodded, her eyes shining. “Let’s continue.” She clicked her tongue, urging her horse to a trot. It wasn’t possible to go any faster in the dense woodland, and Lyndon was happy about that. A little while later, though it felt like a lifetime, the woodland grew thinner, revealing an open space and a house. Lyndon, who had seen it before but not in this state, was shocked by the sight. He halted, but his sister-in-law kept on. For the last bit, she dismounted and walked—or ran, rather—which brought Lyndon to his senses.

      “Stop,” he bellowed. “Don’t enter any buildings. We don’t know what’s in there.”

      Fortunately, she seemed to realise the same thing and stopped, looking questioningly at him as he approached the house. The main building was in bad shape, its wooden stairs long since collapsed, with only broken planks providing access. It would be bad enough for one person; Lyndon couldn’t imagine that Charles would have been able to make it with a person to carry.

      “I don’t think he’s in there,” he said, and skimmed the area for other possibilities. “How about the stable?”

      It was a long, low building at an angle to the main house. The roof sagged and was probably leaking; all the windows were gone and the door hung sadly on one hinge, but it looked sufficiently intact—and the most important thing was that there were no stairs, which meant easy access.

      “I’ll take a look,” he said to Emily. “Stay here.” To his relief, she did as she was told.

      

      The switch from daylight to dusk was so sudden he had to stop and wait for his eyes to adjust. Meanwhile, he was aware of other sensations, of which the most prominent was the stench. He stopped and drew breath, his nostrils flaring. It could be that an animal was responsible for this unholy reek, but whatever it was, it was definitely the smell of something living. In fact, it gave him unpleasant flashbacks to his time in Copenhagen after the attack, confined to bed without the means to clean himself. He’d stunk like an ogre, not unlike the creature in this barn.

      The next thing he noticed was the sound. Something in here was breathing, with short, shallow, raspy breaths. He knew that sound too: someone in intense pain.

      He’s here, he thought, a pang of fear and hope in his chest. But where?

      He blinked, clearing his sight. The walls had started to appear, grey and rough; the light sifting through the wallboards helped. His boots trampled the stomped dirt floor, strewn with hay, and his hands guided him along boxes meant for animals, most of them intact. He went from one to another, searching each one, but they were all empty.

      Not until he’d reached the far corner of the building did he finally find the Frenchman. He was cowering there, his arms and legs tied behind his back, arching him backwards at an almost impossible, and most certainly painful, angle. He was half-naked, his torso gleaming with sweat, dirt and blood, and he was unconscious, barely breathing. As Lyndon stepped closer, he could make out the long, tearing gashes along the man’s body. They were mostly concentrated around his back, but extended to his chest and stomach, starkly red and swollen. Where the skin had broken, blood and pus had caked. He had clearly been flogged… and not just once.

      “Good God!” He drew a hand over his chin, wondering what to do next.

      “Lyndon?” Emily’s voice came from the entrance. She had stopped there, probably scared of the darkness and the foul smell. “Is he there?”

      “Well, er…” He bit his lip and turned his eyes back to the sad figure on the floor. It was silly of him even to consider concealing his find, though it would be to spare Emily. But she had a right to know. “Yes,” he called back towards the entrance. “I’ve found him. But maybe you should…”

      She’d stopped listening with the ‘yes’. With a cry, she ran through the building and threw herself down by the man, touching his body and running her fingers along the ropes, trying them for weak points.

      “We need to get rid of this,” she said frantically. “We need to cut them. Do you have a knife?”

      “Here.” Lyndon removed his army knife from his belt with his good hand. That was about all he could do. Frustrated, he threw a glance at Lady Emily’s pale face, and she understood.

      “Of course,” she said, and took it from him.

      Within minutes, the man was free from his tethers. Though his limbs must be stiff, and moving extremely painful, the man didn’t react when they carefully straightened him out and adjusted his arms along his side. It wasn’t a good sign, Lyndon thought, but maybe it was the most convenient, and definitely the most humane, for the man’s own sake.

      Emily leaned over him and pressed a hand against his cheek. “Étienne?” She looked at Lyndon. “He’s not responding. What shall we do?”

      He eyed the familiar face, remembering how majestic the Frenchman had appeared, standing there in the room in Copenhagen. Despite his condition, there was still something extraordinary about his features; a trace of dignity.

      “Étienne? Monsieur?” He spoke in French, knowing that one seldom understood anything other than one’s mother tongue in moments of peril. “I’m Lyndon. Lyndon Stanford? You saved my life, remember?”

      Emily shot him a surprised look, at which he shrugged. “I’m here to repay my debt. Emily is here too.”

      “I am.” She searched through her satchel for the bottle of milk. “Should have been water, of course,” she muttered. “Didn’t think about that.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Lyndon said. “He’ll probably suffer from stomach cramps, but there will be good things in there that will give him some strength. Provided he wakes up,” he added. “Don’t force it into him. He may choke.”

      She withdrew as though he’d stung her. “Of course… How stupid of me.” She sobbed into her hand, her body convulsing from the force of it.

      “You’re not stupid,” Lyndon said mildly. “Only frightened. Which is natural.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” she whimpered. “He’s dying.”

      “He’s dying a little less now than before we arrived,” Lyndon said. It was, admittedly, a strange thing to say, and the logic unclear, but his words seemed to calm Emily, who collected herself with a long, shuddering sniff.

      “Just make sure he knows you’re there. Talk to him. Let him feel your presence.”

      “Yes,” she whispered. “I can do that.” She leaned over the unconscious man, as close as she could to shield her words, but in the stillness of the stable they reached Lyndon just the same. “Étienne, it’s me. Wake up, so we can help you.”

      He didn’t react, didn’t move.

      “Please wake up. You need to wake up so you can drink something; you need it. You’re safe, you’re going to be fine.” She hesitated and then sent Lyndon a fleeting glance, before bending over the man again. “Je t’aime, Étienne, je t'aime tellement et tu as besoin de te réveiller.”

      For a minute or so, there was only the sound of Emily’s sobbing. But then Lyndon caught a faint moan. Carefully, he moved her to the side and looked down on the man, noticing that he’d painstakingly turned his head in Emily’s direction.

      “It’s working,” Lyndon said. “He can hear you. Continue speaking.”

      Emily shuffled closer and placed her hands on the man’s cheeks. “We’re here, Étienne. You’re going to survive.” While she’d been talking, he’d opened his eyes to narrow slits. His lips parted and he said something, or tried to.

      “Save your energy, man,” Lyndon said. “Emily? Give him some milk.”

      She blinked as though he’d just woken her, then nodded. “Of course. Here you go…” She placed a hand under the Frenchman’s neck, supporting his head while he drank. “That’s right, just like that. Not too much… That’s it.”

      Most of what she gave him ran out through the corner of his mouth, but he did seem to swallow some of it, before his head lolled to the side and his eyes closed.

      “He’s gone again,” Lyndon concluded. “But at least it’s a start.”

      “Yes.” Emily put the bottle in the satchel and sat back, staring at the unconscious man. “What do we do now?” she said, sounding numb. “I can’t bring him back to the house. Daniel…”

      Daniel shouldn’t be exposed to this right now—what his father had done to the Frenchman spoke of a rage that had nothing to do with Emily’s earlier reassurance to Daniel that Étienne was merely her friend. Daniel needn’t know the truth, not now, perhaps not ever. Not to mention all the servants, who loved to gossip. If they found out Étienne was French, it could end in disaster.

      “No, you can’t take him to Greywell,” Lyndon replied. “Definitely not.” He scratched his head and stared absentmindedly at the stable wall, pondering the options. “Maybe we can keep him here?”

      “Here?” Her brows furrowed. “It’s too cold. And…” She looked around the space and her whole face crinkled up in dismay. “No. Just no.”

      “I don’t mean here. I mean in the house. I’m sure there are rooms that are still good enough to use. We could place him in one of those. And then I’ll move in as well, and we’ll say that I’m renovating the house and that some rooms are too dangerous to be in; his room being one of them, of course. That way, no one will enter.”

      “Yes.” She bit her lip. “I see what you mean. It might work. Charles was going to give this house to you, so it would almost be true, wouldn’t it?”

      “Well…” Lyndon shrugged, unsure what to say. It felt wrong to make any claim to this property now.

      Emily, however, seemed to be of a different opinion. Her eyes had taken on a determined and definitely more positive glow. “Tell you what; I’ll pay for the renovations and tell Mr Bennett to write the house over to you as soon as possible. Will that suit you?”

      “Yes, of course.” He couldn’t help feeling a slight sense of relief. A part of him had reckoned that it would be difficult to secure the house, now that Charles was gone. He didn’t, after all, have proof of their agreement. A home, he thought, and despite the grim situation he felt warm inside. My home. Never mind that he had to share it with a complete stranger—and a Frenchman, at that—during the first few weeks. Which brought him to the other practical details…

      “I can’t help you a whole lot,” he said, pointing to his arm. “You will have to take care of him. I suggest you bring someone you trust, someone strong who can help you take him inside. Then you’ll have to clean him and feed him.” He searched for her gaze in the dim light. “For the most part, you will have to take care of that.”

      She swallowed, but raised her chin bravely. “Absolutely. But I don’t know who to ask. Not Wilkins. He’s been Charles’s steward for so long and I fear this would be too much for him.” She sighed. “It’s at these moments I miss Joseph Gerard more than anything,” she said feebly.

      Joseph Gerard… Ah yes, the groom—Megan’s fiancé. When Gerard had found out that Charles had raped her, he’d set out to kill the man, but had ended up being killed himself by Charles. In a twist of irony, Lyndon mused, Charles had died in exactly the same manner as Gerard, by having his throat cut.

      “He was a good man,” Emily continued. “I… I trusted him. Oh God, I wish he was here.”

      “You’ll think of someone soon enough,” Lyndon said quickly, before she started to cry again. “Let’s put a blanket over your Frenchman, meanwhile, so he doesn’t get cold.”
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      While Lyndon headed to the main house to find ways they could safely enter it, Emily set off on her mission to find someone at Greywell who could help them. On her way, she went through the list of servants in her mind, among them Wilkins and the foreman who had taken command when Charles had been found dead. She discarded them both, finding that they, for one reason or another, were wrong for the task. There only was one person who would possibly agree to help, but it wasn’t the perfect choice, and by the time Emily reached Greywell, she was shaking with urgency and anxiety.

      Mrs Goodall watched Emily with growing horror as Emily stuttered out her request. They’d closed the doors to the kitchen, but the cook still had to put her hand over her mouth and squeeze it shut, so as not to utter exclamations of disbelief.

      “The beast,” she breathed, when Emily had finished. “Your late husband, I mean. I always knew he was one, of course, after he killed poor Gerard and desecrated our dear Megan. And you, of course,” she added, too upset to see how Emily blanched at this. They had never spoken of what Charles had done to Emily, and it bothered Emily to be reminded of the fact that Mrs Goodall was aware of it. “I shouldn’t be surprised, though,” the cook continued, shaking her head in dismay. “The man was evil.”

      “Will you help?” Emily wrung her hands. “I… I need to know now, or I’ll have to find someone else. It’s urgent.”

      “Is this man dear to you?” Mrs Goodall asked, her eyes sharp.

      “Y-yes.” Maybe it was the wrong answer. Mrs Goodall was a warm-hearted woman, but she had her principles and Emily was recently bereaved. “He’s my friend.”

      “Friend?” Mrs Goodall snorted, though lightly. “If it’s the man who came to collect you for your journey to France, I can understand it if you’ve lost your heart. He’s a handsome fellow, and if you say he has a caring heart, that’s even better. Rather like Giatelli. Haven’t you noticed?”

      “Can’t say I have,” Emily lied. “Speaking of which, he did know Giatelli, though. I… I don’t think I’ve told you before, but his father and Giatelli were old friends.”

      Her cheeks burned and she hoped Mrs Goodall wouldn’t notice—or ask about the strange coincidence that had brought Étienne to Greywell to fetch Emily to paint for the French aristocracy; the coincidence that hadn’t been a coincidence at all.

      But Mrs Goodall didn’t ask. “Why, there you go,” she exclaimed, and slapped her hand onto the workbench so the flour exploded in the air. “Let me know what to bring and I’ll be ready in no time at all.”
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      With their joint efforts, Emily, Mrs Goodall and Lyndon managed to haul the nearly lifeless man into the house, where Emily had prepared one of the smaller chambers, making the bed and sweeping the floor free from mouse droppings and dirt. It was still much too cramped and the air stuffy, but the window had long since stuck in its frame from damp, and besides, they couldn’t risk any sounds escaping by opening it, since they had to keep Étienne’s presence in the house a secret.

      “It’s not perfect,” Mrs Goodall said, her nose wrinkled, “but it’ll have to do.”

      She had proven better and more efficient than any man, her physical strength impressing both Emily and Lyndon, and her calmness spread like warm honey over Emily’s nerves. Briefly, she assessed Étienne’s injuries, and shook her head while straightening her back. “All this is His Lordship’s doing? The gashes, I mean.”

      “Yes.” Emily bit her lip to stop herself from crying. No more tears, that’s what she had promised herself. She needed to be strong, for Étienne’s sake.

      “Beast. No offence, my lord,” she added to Lyndon, who was standing in the doorway, clutching his arm and looking awkward. “I know he was your brother.”

      “No offence taken.”

      “Good. You’re obviously the better one.”

      “Yes, well…” He cleared his throat. “Speaking of which, I’d like to visit his grave before it gets dark.”

      “Of course. You must do that.” Emily smiled at him. “Thank you for your help.”

      He bowed somewhat stiffly, sent the unconscious man a swift glance and withdrew.

      During their exchange, Mrs Goodall had finished her thinking. “Right,” she said, and scratched her scalp under the white cap. “We need to clean and dress the wounds. Will you undress him, please, while I prepare the rest?” She turned around towards the bucket of water, reached for the pile of washing cloths and grabbed them.

      When she turned back again, Emily still hadn’t moved.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m…” Emily swallowed, gesturing weakly towards Étienne. The proud and capable lady had succumbed to the frightened child of years ago that still hid inside her. “Maybe you could…?”

      Mrs Goodall snorted. “What on earth for, madam?”

      When Emily didn’t answer—mostly because she had no answer—Mrs Goodall put her hands on her hips and glowered at her. “We need to get his breeches off, that’s for sure. It’s a matter of saving his life.”

      “I know, but…” Emily clenched her teeth, felt the tears rise and knew that, shameful as it was, she was a minute away from either crying or running out of there.

      Mrs Goodall’s eyes widened. “Did he ever…?”

      “No!” Emily’s response jumped from her throat. “He has never touched me. He’s not like that.”

      Mrs Goodall sighed. “I know what you went through with His Lordship.”

      The urge to cry stopped. Dumbstruck, frozen, Emily stared at the older woman as if through the eyes of the abused child inside her.

      Mrs. Goodall continued, “First of all, I’m not stupid. I saw you when you arrived at the farm. Secondly, Master Giatelli told me what I couldn’t fill in for myself.” She said this somewhat impatiently, as if it didn’t matter. To her, maybe it didn’t. “You have to look beyond that, girl. It belongs to the past and this is now. This man can’t do anything at all, the state he’s in. It’ll be a very dead and very useless worm hanging there; nothing about it can harm you.”

      “Mrs Goodall, please…” Emily bowed her head, her cheeks burning.

      “Well, it’s the truth.”

      “I know. I just wish…” She drew breath. “I wish you would sometimes speak the truth a little less… bluntly. Never mind,” she said, before Mrs Goodall could start another tirade. “You’re right, we have to do this. I’m ready.”

      The woman’s eyes softened. “We’ll do it together. Besides, he’s on his stomach so you’ll have time to get used to him.”

      They peeled off Étienne’s stiff and reeking breeches, revealing his buttocks and thighs, which were covered with rashes and weeping blisters.

      “The poor man,” Mrs Goodall said. “We need to clean him and douse him with vinegar. It will sting, but he’ll thank us for it later.” She placed a piece of cloth dipped in water in Emily’s hands. “Here you are. Gentle movements.”

      When Emily hesitated, Mrs Goodall folded her arms over her chest and pressed her lips together.

      “Right,” Emily murmured. Carefully, she placed the cloth on his upper thigh. Her knuckles grazed his skin and she forgot her own embarrassment as the fiery heat of his injuries penetrated her touch. “He’s very hot.”

      “It’s the fever. He needs fluid, so when he wakes up we must give him something to drink.”

      “I hope he wakes up soon,” Emily said. She reached for his face, stroked a strand of dark hair from his cheek. “If you hear me, Étienne,” she said in French, “please wake up. You have to drink.”

      He didn’t move, and with a sigh she put the cloth on his thigh again, to dab the red, irritated area. Gently, according to Mrs Goodall’s instructions, she then bathed the skin with vinegar, just as Mrs. Goodall did on his other side, and left it to dry.

      “Perfect,” Mrs Goodall said, still tending to his leg blisters. “Now his back. That’s worse.”

      An unnecessary statement. Emily’s eyes filled up at the sight, which up until then she’d tried to avoid. The gashes went in a criss-cross pattern over his back, a testimony to Charles’s fury. She could only imagine the pain and helplessness Étienne must have felt at the hands of the frenzied Charles.

      “What are you waiting for, girl?” said Mrs Goodall. “Are you feeling sick?”

      Emily jumped. “No…” She shook her head. “Sorry, I was just… thinking.”

      “You can think all you want when this is done. Right now, however, we’ve got work to do.”

      Emily dipped the cloth in the bucket of water and placed it against his back. Even though it was a light touch, this time he jerked violently, arching his back with such force that Emily pulled back.

      “Well, he’s awake now,” the older woman said dryly. “Talk to him.”

      “Étienne,” Emily said, her heart pounding. “Can you hear me? C’est moi. Emily.”

      He moaned loudly, and moved his head towards her voice.

      “Calme-toi, mon ami. We need to clean your wounds.” She looked pleadingly at Mrs Goodall. “Can’t we give him something? Some whiskey?”

      “Do you have any?”

      “No…”

      “And His Lordship is gone so we can’t ask him. We’ll have to do without.”

      Étienne stiffened at her words, his fingers gripping the mattress so tightly that his knuckles whitened. It took Emily a moment to understand why, and when she did, her heart pulsed with compassion.

      “Oh Étienne,” she breathed. “Not him. Not my husband. Mrs Goodall was talking about his brother Lyndon. You know him, don’t you? He said you did, in any case.”

      His body relaxed a little, but his eyes were still closed. Too exhausted to open them, she wagered—but at least he was awake; she could sense it by the shallow breaths and a sort of astute awareness surrounding his person. She kneeled by the bed, placed her hand on his cheek.

      “You’re awfully injured, Étienne,” she explained, “and we’re trying to help you. We—Mrs Goodall and I—need to clean the wounds on your back now. I’m afraid it’s going to hurt for a bit.”

      Finally, with an effort, he opened his eyes and squinted at her. “Where am I?” he said hoarsely.

      “In the house next to where you were… kept.”

      He nodded and closed his eyes again. “Your… husband? Will he not be… angry?”

      She caressed his cheek. It needed a shave. “Charles is dead, Étienne. Tu es en sécurité.”

      “So… are… you, ma chérie. Safe?”

      “Yes, so am I.”

      How remarkable that she hadn’t thought about that before. She smiled, leaned over him and kissed him gently and shyly—a mere brush with her lips—on his burning forehead.

      “We will clean your wounds now,” she whispered.

      “Not before he drinks,” Mrs Goodall said resolutely. She seemed to be done with tender moments and shoved a bottle of chicken stock into Emily’s hands. “Quick, before he’s gone again.”

      Emily managed to administer a few spoons of the liquid before he finally shook his head and relaxed against the mattress. “He’s gone.” For some reason, it made her sadder than anything that had happened since they’d carried him to the room, and she couldn’t hold back the tears. “This is all my fault.”

      “Nonsense,” Mrs Goodall said. “This is the result of the idiocy and pride of men. Us women always seem to have to suffer for that. In any case, feeling sorry for yourself won’t help.”

      “I’m not feeling sorry for myself.”

      “Yes, you are, and you need to stop it. You made a decision to follow this man to France, and he to take you there. With that decision, if anything, you’re equally to blame, both of you.”

      “Yes.” Emily wiped her nose. “I suppose so.”

      “And why rake up the past? Not very likely that you can change it now, is it?” She touched the cloth in Emily’s hand. “Go on. We must clean his wounds before he wakes up again. That’s how we’ll help the man.”

      

      Étienne woke a few times more during the process, always from pain. At some point, he cried out loudly and seemed so agitated that Emily had to leave the room to cry, while Mrs Goodall took care of him. When she came back, Étienne had fallen into unconsciousness again, with Mrs Goodall working quickly and deftly to finish her work.

      “Are you all right?” the woman said lightly.

      “Yes. I’m fine. I’m… sorry for leaving.”

      “No need.” Mrs Goodall sent her a quick glance. “I’m not heartless. This must be difficult for you.”

      “Yes, it is.” Emily took the cloth from her and bent over the still figure. “But he needs me, and I need to be strong. I can’t let him down like this.”

      “You are strong, madam. Always have been.”

      “I don’t feel strong.”

      “But you are. We all know it. You were a small, scared girl when Master Giatelli brought you to his farm. I still remember it. You barely dared to speak for the first few months and couldn’t stand to be near any of us. But you changed when Master Daniel came; you grew up and you grew strong and confident. Then Master Giatelli died and you had to take over the household. It’s not an easy task for anyone and you were young—you’re still young—but you did a good job of it for the few months it lasted.”

      “Thank you.”

      Though she didn’t really agree, Emily was comforted by the woman’s words. Gently, without saying anything more, she covered the wounds with strips of linen, dipped them in honey and finished off with fresh, dry bandages. It looked good and Emily felt better, lighter, knowing she’d done well.

      Mrs Goodall seemed to agree. “Excellent,” she said, and put a heavy hand on Emily’s shoulder. “Only one side left now.”

      The worse one, but as she didn’t want to be chastised, Emily pretended not to be bothered by it and followed Mrs Goodall’s instructions for turning the man over onto his back.

      “Do not worry about our virtue at this time,” Mrs Goodall said, while she modestly—and much to Emily’s relief—covered Étienne’s crotch with a piece of the sheet. “The man is half-dead, and the good Lord will forgive us the sin of handling his male parts for the saintly deed of saving his life.”

      Emily didn’t answer, mostly because the good Lord’s opinion mattered less to her than her own silly fears and stupid inhibitions. She stared in fascination at his chest, remembering how she’d once caught Giatelli half-naked, after she’d run into him by the stream behind the farm where he’d been taking a dip. Since the only men she’d seen before him were those in paintings and sculptures, she recalled how shocked and intrigued she’d been by the hair covering his body, wondering if all men looked like that. Her question had never been answered: not once during her marriage—not even during their wedding not—had she seen Charles without his shirt on. Étienne, however, made her realise that there were more men who looked like Giatelli. Soft, dark hair covered Étienne’s chest, beautifully whirling towards his stomach and further down to the region that was now mercifully covered.

      Mrs Goodall noticed her stare. “He’s handsome,” she commented, with dry matter-of-factness. “Quite the romantic hero.”

      “I think so too,” Emily said, careful not to sound too awestruck. She thought he looked like one of the youths in a Michelangelo painting, a beautiful Greek god with a golden complexion and muscular yet slim limbs. How would it be to paint him? To capture his glorious being on a canvas, making him forever invincible… Her fingers itched with longing. When he wakes, she decided, I’ll ask him. Or if he wakes…

      This sobering thought brought her out of her daydreaming. They still had some tasks left to do, before they could be sure he’d survive. The work continued, now harmoniously, almost soothingly. Emily soaked his hair in vinegar to kill the lice and put clean dressings on his bruised wrists, while Mrs Goodall, in a fit of compassion, cleaned his nether regions. Emily tried to avoid looking, but curiosity got the better of her and she had to peer at him, finding that it wasn’t as frightening as she’d imagined. As Mrs Goodall had said, his manhood looked harmless, almost pitiful, nestling amid the dark hair. She tried to imagine what it looked like when he was aroused. Tried to think past the pain of her first encounter with Charles, and thought instead of her second night with him, their wedding night seven years later. At that time, he had made it clear that the act was necessary for their marriage to be complete, as if it would somehow make it less of a lie. In contrast to their first time, he’d been respectful, even gentle. Briefly, in that awkward encounter, she had felt something almost pleasant when he touched her, just before he entered her. And once he’d been inside her, he’d continued to be gentle, or at least sufficiently so, and the pain hadn’t been excruciating—in fact, after a while it had subsided completely. What if Étienne would do that with her? Hold her gently, and enter her with loving care? Strangely enough, the thought wasn’t as appalling as it should be.

      When done, they put a soft linen sheet over him and took a step back to view their work. He looked much better now, his features relaxed and pain-free, with some colour to his cheeks.

      “He’s going to make it,” Mrs Goodall said, sounding pleased. “I can see that. I once helped Master Giatelli, you know, when he’d cut himself with an axe.”

      “Really?” Emily couldn’t take her eyes off Étienne’s face. “Badly?”

      “Very. A deep cut, it was. He’d been careless as usual, missed the log and hit his leg instead.” She shook her head, her lips compressed at the thought of Giatelli’s foolishness. “Dr Wright taught me how to clean the wound and take care of him so he’d live. That’s how I knew what to do this time.”

      Dr Wright. Emily smiled a little, remembering with both pain and warmth the man who had helped her after she’d fled from Charles. Giatelli had found her cowering and beaten, and taken her to the doctor for care. After that, Giatelli had brought her to his farm, welcoming her and the fruit of her horrible encounter with Charles—the fruit that was Daniel—to his household and his life. That was where she’d lived for the next eight years, where she’d learned to paint. And trust.

      “Giatelli would have been proud of you now,” Mrs Goodall said, following Emily’s train of thought.

      Emily was both too exhausted and too sensitive to ward off her emotions. Tears sprung to her eyes and she sobbed into her hands.

      Mrs Goodall sighed, but not with too much annoyance, and shook her head. “Let’s clean up here, child, and then you must get some rest.”
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      It was a strange feeling to visit his brother’s grave. In fact, it was something Lyndon had never thought would happen. Standing there on the chilly autumn day, sun on his head and mist spilling around his ankles, the utter sense of absurdity made it difficult to comprehend what he was seeing. How could it be that this fresh grave, this sad, dark pile of dirt, contained his big brother? He’d spoken to Charles not long ago. They’d touched; he could still feel the pressure of Charles’s hand against his leg, just before Charles had left Mathilde’s room—the warmth of his skin. And now—nothing. Dead. Gone. One day there, the next day, not. It was almost as incomprehensible as it had been to grasp the notion that Eileen and Sarah Anne had been taken from him. Just as unfair.

      I live, but everyone around me dies. It was almost as if the universe had decided that he shouldn’t be allowed to be happy, and was keeping him alive as a punishment. Not for the first time, he wondered if there really was a purpose for his life. Maybe this was it? A life of pain?

      Exhaling heavily, like a snorting bull, he lowered his head and folded his hands together. Though he hadn’t said a prayer in years, the words came to him with surprising ease, an effortless stream murmured quietly in the still landscape, disturbed only by the distant craw of a bird. He prayed for Charles, for his parents, for his grandfather and for Eileen, asking the Lord to save their souls. Lastly, he added the living to his prayer, asking the Lord to protect Sarah Anne, his sister-in-law and Daniel… and, if the Lord would be so kind and merciful, Lyndon himself.

      When he was done, it felt as though a weight had lifted from his shoulder, and it was with lighter steps that he left the graveyard.

      

      When Lyndon returned to his father’s old hunting lodge, the sun had dipped behind the treetops, leaving the sky a dark blue with streaks of crimson and purple. His first encounter was with Mrs Goodall outside the house, where she was strapping bags to her horse. He nodded courteously to her, something she acknowledged with a nod of her own.

      “Has everything gone well?” he asked.

      “Indeed, my lord. We’ve cleaned his wounds properly and he’s now asleep. There will be scars, of course, but at least he will survive.”

      “That’s the most important thing.” Lyndon threw a glance over her shoulder. “Is Lady Emily still there?”

      “She is. The wretched child, I told her she needs her rest, but she insists she has to watch over him. What about Master Daniel, I asked her. He’s probably waiting at Greywell, wondering where his mother is. Should she not be with him?”

      “I think so, but we have to remember she’s distraught and tired and can’t think clearly.” Lyndon reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. It was firmer than he’d expected, a solid warm swell under his fingers. “Do not worry, Mrs Goodall; I’ll talk to her.”

      “Thank you, my lord. You’re a kind man. Not like your brother, if you don’t mind me saying. You may look like him, but that’s as far as the similarities go. A monster, he was. I’m sorry to say it, but I’m glad he’s gone. He didn’t treat Her Ladyship right, either—I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard her cry herself to sleep.”

      “Is that so?” Lyndon said, suddenly interested. One could never tell from Emily what she was feeling. “Has it been like that for a long time?”

      “Oh yes. Since the wedding, at least. Maybe before. Then again, since Master Giatelli died, she—oh…” The woman clapped her hand over her mouth. Even in the impending darkness, Lyndon could tell her cheeks had gone red.

      “Who is Master Giatelli?” he said lightly.

      “No one.”

      The reply came with such swiftness that Lyndon knew she was lying, but he could also tell from her determined face that this was as far as she’d go; she wouldn’t say anything more about it.

      “Right,” he said, with a gentle smile. “I’ll go and talk to Her Ladyship. Please wait here.”

      

      While walking through the house, Lyndon took note of the things he hadn’t had time to notice before. How run-down everything was, for a start. The cobwebs and dust were one thing, but it was all those other more worrisome things, like the places where the ceiling showed stains from the leaking roof above, or the floors had gone rotten. He would have to throw away most of the furniture that had been left behind, subjected as it had been to the humid air and lack of maintenance. It was a pity, not only for the loss of craftmanship but also the memories. He stopped at a harpsichord that had belonged to his mother, placed his hand on the once shiny and lavishly decorated top and saw her with his inner vision, sitting there, her fingers dancing over the keys, her face serene and focused. If he really concentrated, it was almost as though he could hear the notes, a ghostly echo in the still air.

      He hadn’t spent a lot of time here with his mother and father, and some of his memories might be romantically induced reconstructions, but he wanted to think that he’d been happy, and to believe that the bliss within these walls would blossom again, once Sarah Anne was back. This would be her home—their home—and he was going to make sure it was the best one.

      With a slight smile, he removed his hand and continued through the silent house until he reached the part where the Frenchman slept. He knocked twice on the door, but stepped inside without waiting for an answer and found Lady Emily on a rickety stool next to the bed. Her long back gracefully bent, she rested her head comfortably in the nook underneath the man’s chin, her arm protectively placed across his chest. The Frenchman seemed to sleep as well, his chest rising and falling like the swell of a calm ocean. Lyndon curled his hand into a fist and coughed into it, once discreetly, the next time louder and more explosively.

      The reaction was instant. His sister-in-law jumped up with a cry of shock and stared at him in horror, still half-asleep.

      “It’s me, Lyndon,” he said, holding up his hands. When she relaxed, he continued. “I came to collect you. We have to go back to Greywell.”

      “Oh…” Her gaze flitted to the sleeping man. “But…”

      “He seems to be doing fine, and he probably won’t wake for a while yet, so you’re not needed. If anyone needs you, it’s Daniel, who is sure to wonder where his mother has gone.”

      The colour in her cheeks deepened and she sank onto the chair. “I can’t do anything right, can I?” she said, staring blankly at her hands. “Letting down everyone who needs me…”

      “Now, now.” Lyndon smiled, to break her misery. “I think it’s a case of someone who tries her best to be there for everyone, forgetting herself in the process. You need to take care of yourself, if you’re going to be of any use to anyone. Go back to Greywell, get some food and rest. I’ll watch over him until you’re back.”

      “Are you sure?” She peered at him. Her eyes were still puffy with sleep, or perhaps the lack of it, and there were black circles underneath them. Indeed, she needed rest. “It’s not too much trouble? I mean…” She gestured vaguely towards the man on the bed, and Lyndon knew what she wanted to say.

      “I owe this man my life,” he said gently. “I told you, I was attacked during my mission in Denmark.”

      She nodded. “Well,” he continued, “it was bad. I was close to death, but then this man showed up. He told me he knew you and that he wanted to send you a message—but in order to deliver it, I had to be alive, of course. So… he brought help.”

      He’d learned later that the man, Monsieur Larrey, who’d performed the surgery on his shoulder, was one of the most esteemed and skilled surgeons of the French army—Bonaparte’s favourite, even. By now, Lyndon didn’t doubt that it was because of this man and his competence that he was still alive.

      “Ultimately, I have this man lying here to thank for saving my life,” Lyndon said. “And I am eternally grateful to him.”

      “I understand,” Emily whispered. Her pale face appeared ashen in the faint glow from the candle. “How… how remarkable.”

      “Isn’t it just? It almost seems as though it was meant to be.”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “It certainly seems that way. I’m grateful too. More than you could imagine.”

      “Oh, I think I can imagine, actually.” He smiled and held out his hand. “But come now, sister-in-law. Mrs Goodall is waiting for us in the yard.”
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      For the first few days, Étienne mostly slept, and during the short periods of time he was awake, he didn’t speak. Emily tried to be there as much as she could, helping him drink, changing his bedsheets, washing him and keeping his wounds clean and dry, all in accordance with Mrs Goodall’s instructions.

      On the fourth day, he’d regained enough strength to notice what was going on around him, and on the fifth day, he spoke for the first time since they’d found him, a feeble croak. “J'ai soif.”

      “Oh, of course!” She fetched a glass of water and held the cup gently to his lips. When he signalled he’d had enough, she carefully placed his head back on the pillow.

      “H-how are you feeling?” she asked.

      “Not too good,” he admitted hoarsely, “but at least I’m alive.”

      “Yes.” She bit her lip. For weeks, ever since she’d left France, she’d dreamt of the moment when she’d be with him again. She had imagined conversations where she’d told him everything that was in her heart and where he had done the same. Now that he was there, the reality proved different. The weeks since they parted had made her shy and unsure of herself and of him too. And then there were the thoughts that had plagued her since they’d found him…

      “I’m sorry, Étienne,” she blurted. Her voice sounded choked, and made him look at her, bewildered.

      “Sorry for what, ma chère?”

      “For this.” She gestured towards his body. “For what he did to you. I’m so sorry.” Hot tears pricked behind her eyes.

      “But it was not your fault.” He tried to sit up straight to catch her eye but gave up with a groan. “How could it be?”

      “I-I must have given myself away—what I feel about you. I don’t know why else he’d go after you like this. How did he find you? Where?”

      “Oh…” Étienne studied her face. “Your brother-in-law did not tell you? He is here, is he not? I think I have seen him. Or was I dreaming?”

      “No, not a dream.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks and shook her head. “He’s here. I can call for him, if you like?”

      “Not now.” Étienne smiled, and despite herself she smiled too, for it was such a relief to finally see his face light up like that.

      “Maybe he’s told you I helped him while he was injured?” When she nodded, Étienne continued. “I am afraid I was careless. All I could think about was to save his life, so he could bring you my message. I did not think that his brother would be keeping an eye on the house where they kept him, but alas, so it was. Your husband overpowered me and struck me down. When I woke up, I was bound and gagged and on board a ship to England.”

      When they arrived, Charles had transported Étienne to the stable, where days of torture ensued. “The flogging and beating were one thing,” he said, quietly, “but the other things were worse.”

      “Other things?”

      “Mock executions. No food or water or sleep.” He gave a little shrug. “But the worst thing was, he kept telling me that you were also his hostage and that he planned to kill you. I have never felt so helpless.”

      “I feel the same way, at this moment.” She reached for his hand and squeezed it, perhaps a little too hard. “I’m so sorry, Étienne.”

      He shook his head, his eyes intently on her face. “Was it true? Did he keep you hostage, chérie?”

      Emily shook her head in turn. “No more than usual. He beat me once with his riding crop, when he found out I’d tried to contact his brother for help. But that’s nothing compared to what he did to you.”

      “It is not a competition.” He cursed under his breath. “Cochon! If he was not dead already, I would kill him.”

      “I know. I’ve felt the same way, a great many times.” She regarded his lovely face, enjoying each individual line. “How did you survive?” she asked quietly. “When he stopped coming, how did you…?”

      “Willpower, mostly.” His gaze became distant as he relived those moments. “It was a relief, of course, when he didn’t turn up anymore, but also frightening—especially as the days went by without any sign of him. I realised then that he would never come, and that scared me. It was dark, and I had rats climbing over me, waiting for me to die so they could eat me. One bit me,” he added, pointing to his thigh. “La petite bête—I was very careful not to let them near me after that. I tried to stay alive by wriggling to a spot where the roof had leaked and drinking rainwater from a puddle. After a while, I fell unconscious. I don’t know if the rats gnawed on me some more. They probably did.”

      Emily winced in sympathy and he smiled a little. “Next thing I know, I open my eyes and you’re there. I thought I was dead, mais alors, I was in too much pain for that, so I knew I had to be alive.” He sighed, his beautiful lips twitching a little, the start of a smile. “I cannot tell you what a relief it was, ma chérie.”

      “For me too. I thought I’d lost you.” She told him about the seemingly hopeless quest to find him, which had turned successful only with the help of Lyndon and his sudden hunch.

      “You’re even now, I guess.” She smiled.

      “It seems like it. If I hadn’t helped him in the first place, I would never have ended up here.”

      “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

      “It is fate, n’est-ce pas? Meant to be.”

      She tilted her head. “Do you think so?”

      “I absolutely do, Emily. We are meant to be together.”

      There it was, what she’d longing for; the light in his eyes, the glow that told her he felt the same about her as he had when they’d parted. Still there. Afraid her voice wouldn’t carry, she raised his hand to her lips again, and kissed it gently.

      “I think so too,” she whispered. “But now you must rest some more, and I have to get back to Greywell.”

      “Ah, ma chère, I wish you could stay.”

      “So do I, but… I must go.”

      “I know. Daniel.” His eyes turned soft. “I understand.”

      It was starting to wear on her, the constant lying and sneaking around, and Daniel, by no means a fool, probably suspected something was wrong… but she wouldn’t have it any other way and was prepared to defend her secret.

      She tucked Étienne’s hand onto his stomach and rose. “It’s not so much Daniel today as something else, actually,” she said, smiling. “Something I promised Lyndon. I will tell you all about it when I come back.”
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      “You are… quite sure about this, my lady?”

      Mr Reginald Bennett chewed his upper lip and tapped the table with a long, thin finger. Emily eyed him with ill-concealed impatience. She still couldn’t believe that the law firm had picked this man to be Mr Radcliffe’s substitute. The very first moment she’d met him, she’d known he lacked his predecessor’s experience and intelligence. Mr Radcliffe had been a difficult man, at least from her perspective, but she knew Charles had trusted his knowledge, and his advice had always been well thought through and to the point. Mr Bennett seemed to have come straight from his studies. He was much too young, much too weak and much too scared of making the wrong decisions, which resulted in an inability to make any decisions at all. For the first few minutes after Emily had explained to him that she wanted the hunting lodge to be written over to Lyndon, he’d fingered his starched collar as if he were choking, while trying to come up with excuses not to go through with it.

      “Yes, Mr Bennett,” she answered him, “I am sure. I don’t need that piece of land, or the property. I wish to donate it to my brother-in-law.”

      Mr Bennett scratched his head, which was already going bald, though he could be little more than twenty-five years of age. “I… think I wish to read the clauses concerning His Lordship’s late grandfather first. If I understand it correctly, he disowned Lyndon Stanford over a scandal. In that case—”

      “The property has shifted ownership,” Emily said, as patiently as she could. “It was inherited by my husband, and when he died, it went to me. Thus, I am the one to decide what to do with the land. Correct?”

      “It may not be that simple,” Mr Bennett replied, without meeting her gaze. “These are complicated rules.”

      Emily sighed, but forced herself to keep her voice friendly. “Do look into it. If need be, I can sell the property to him. For a symbolic sum only, obviously. I think that will be allowed. Do you not agree?”

      He pressed his already thin lips together. “Perhaps. I don’t know.”

      What do you know? Emily wanted to shout. She pressed her nails into the palms of her hands and smiled amicably. “You will find out, I’m sure.”

      “I will try, at least.” He sounded a bit whiny. “I cannot promise anything, my lady.”

      “You’ve told me that several times already. There is nothing to say that I cannot start repairs on the house in the meantime, is there?”

      “Certainly not. It’s your property.” Finally, a straight answer.

      “Perfect.” She rose. “I’d say we’ve finished here then, Mr Bennett.”

      “Yes, my lady, thank you.” He stood up and dried his hands quickly, but not very discreetly, on his breeches. “I’m sorry I cannot do more to help you, but this is all new to me as well. I have barely had time to settle into my new office. Besides, Mr Radcliffe had a lot on his plate, and it will take time to look over it all, as I’m sure you understand.”

      “I certainly do. Whatever happened to Mr Radcliffe?” she wondered aloud, while walking him to the door. “An accident, they say?”

      “Yes, my lady. He was on his way to a client when the carriage went off track and tumbled down a hillside. Very tragic.”

      “Indeed.”

      It was sad. As she recalled, Mr Radcliffe had hated going on long journeys in a carriage, and he hadn’t deserved to end his life that way, doing something he hated. She wondered if he’d heard about Charles’s demise before the accident. Had he been relieved? Sad? How would Charles have reacted if it had been the other way around—if Charles had learned about Mr Radcliffe’s demise? Charles had never expressed any warm feelings regarding his solicitor, but she suspected he had at least respected the old man and would have been upset by such news.

      “My lady?” Mr Bennet’s nasal voice jostled her from her thoughts. When he found he had her attention again, he smiled faintly. “I said, I will let you know how to proceed once I have all the facts.”

      “Yes…” She drew breath and managed to smile back. “Yes, Mr Bennett, you must do that.”

      When he was gone, she folded the map on which she and Lyndon had marked the property of the hunting lodge, and placed it gingerly back into one of Charles’s drawers. She felt almost guilty doing so, even a little apprehensive, as if Charles could come in at any moment and scold her for looking into his things.

      She hadn’t quite grasped that he was gone, really gone, forever. In other matters, she’d already started to make small moves as the mistress of the household, like employing gardeners to get rid of the woodbine and asking Mr Bennett to remove Roland Buckley from Harcourt House—Buckley, who had no business there anymore, now that he hadn’t inherited the property. Her mind lighted on the amazing fact that Grandfather Stanford had practically left him with nothing—at least according to Buckley’s standards—and how furious this had made Buckley. After the testament had been read and it was clear Buckley hadn’t managed to secure any of the riches he’d counted on from the Stanford legacy, there had been a moment of ice-cold silence, before he stood up and stormed off. Charles had enjoyed this moment greatly, making a comment to the solicitor that there was no need to worry; Buckley would do just as well without an inheritance, seeing as he owned textile factories throughout the country and was a successful businessman. This was a relief to remember; if she threw him out of Harcourt House, he wouldn’t be homeless, by any means. The request, however, made Mr Bennett blanch, and was yet another thing he asked to investigate before acting.

      Undoubtedly, his lack of authority would annoy her continuously during the coming days, but she had to endure it for the time being, as she needed his services until she had a better grasp of Charles’s assets. Besides, for now, the last thing she wanted was more change.

      She raised her head to the sound of footsteps outside the door to the study. From the pace and lightness, she knew who it was even before she heard his voice.

      “Mamma?” He appeared in the doorway, a slight boy who seemed even slighter after weeks of mourning his father and not eating as he should.

      The sight made her heart sink. She couldn’t even remember seeing him smile since Charles had died. “Come in, Daniel,” she said, softly. “How nice to see you.”

      “Do you think?” He sounded indifferent, bored almost. “Has the solicitor left?”

      “Mr Bennett? Yes, just a minute ago.”

      “I don’t like him.” The sullen expression deepened. “He pretends I don’t exist. Mr Radcliffe always said hello, even when he was busy.”

      “I know.” Emily locked the drawer, then slipped the small brass key in her pocket.

      Daniel watched her movements intently.

      “He’s young and probably insecure, but I think he will be able to help us.”

      “That’s good. What were you doing in Father’s drawers?”

      “Oh…” It was a fair question, but it took her off guard, rekindling the feeling that she’d been prying. She adjusted the quill and inkwell on Charles’s desk and lined up the silver letter-opener against the desk edge. The familiarity of the movements soothed her mind. “I was just showing Mr Bennett a map.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to shift the old hunting lodge over to your uncle. You know that—I told you.”

      “You did.” Daniel made a slight grimace. “When will you take me there? You promised I could come one day.”

      She felt cold and hot at the same time. This was it; this was the moment when he was going to question what she was doing over there with such fervent frequency, and when, possibly, she’d have to cover her trips up with more lies.

      “The road is fine,” he continued, as though trying to anticipate the upcoming excuses. “I know that. I walked there the other day.”

      Her heart jolted. “You did?”

      “Yes.” Steadily, he met her gaze. “To see if I could. You’re going there every day, and Uncle Lyndon is never here…”

      The fear of getting caught was quickly swallowed by the crushing guilt. She wanted to go to Daniel, take him in her arms and tell him how sorry she was for lying to him. But she couldn’t, and so she stood there, pale and helpless, watching him struggle to find the right words.

      And finally, they came. “Are you marrying Uncle Lyndon?”

      The urge to laugh bubbled up inside her; not because it was funny that he’d think such a thing, but because the mere idea was so absurd. Or was it? To an outsider, it probably made sense; it did appear as though she spent a lot of time with Lyndon, and those who saw them were bound to notice how at ease they were with each other. But marrying him?

      “No, Daniel,” she said, relieved that, for once, she didn’t have to lie. “Wherever did you get that idea?”

      He shrugged. “The servants are talking about you,” he said simply.

      Heat spread to her face, no doubt making her ears turn red. Was there no end to the problems? She closed her eyes briefly and took a deep breath to calm her nerves. “They’re wrong,” she said. “I enjoy his company and I enjoy helping him, but he’s just a friend. I need to oversee the renovations in the hunting lodge, which is the reason I’m there so often. You know that.”

      He studied her face for a minute, then shrugged with the same apathy as before. “All right.”

      It struck her that he was probing her for clues about her life—a life she deliberately kept from him. And this, she realised, was from a boy who had recently lost his father, his hero, and who must think the whole world had abandoned him at this point. The notion brought tears to her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Daniel.”

      He looked up, sullen still, but reluctantly curious.

      “I’ve been so selfish lately and I’m so sorry for that. It’s all new to us, and I’m… I’m bad at handling it. I don’t really know how to.” She moistened her lips. “Let me talk to your uncle and… and ask if you may help with the renovations. How does that sound?”

      She regretted her proposal in an instant, and when Daniel’s eyes lit up, pearls of sweat beaded along her back—but now, it was too late.

      “If… if you want,” she added, hoping he’d suddenly change his mind and say it didn’t interest him.

      Alas, he nodded, with some keenness. “I’d love to. I want to help make things nice for when Sarah Anne arrives.”

      Emily blinked. “Who?”

      “Sarah Anne. Lyndon’s daughter.”

      “But she’s—”

      “She’s not dead, Mamma.” Daniel’s eyes now held something new and rather powerful: the realisation that he knew more about this than she did. “Hasn’t Uncle Lyndon told you? Uncle just found out that she survived when those men attacked his homestead. He thinks she’s still in Ireland and he plans on going there to save her. Isn’t that wonderful?”

      “Very.” She felt stunned, as though someone had fired a cannon next to her head. “I… I didn’t know.”

      “He’s going there in June,” Daniel said, obviously enjoying the situation and her confusion. “I wish I could go with him. I’d love to visit Megan. See how she’s getting on.”

      Emily nodded absent-mindedly. “But… how do you know this?”

      “Father told me. He heard it from Lyndon.”

      “Really?” Why hasn’t Lyndon told me? But she knew why; she’d had her own problems to deal with, and Charles had, after all, been his brother.

      “I didn’t know they were so close,” she said numbly. “How… how nice.”

      “They made up, just before…” Daniel’s voice broke and he coughed in his hand, pretending he’d got something in his throat, then turned away to hide the tears in his eyes.

      Sweetheart, Emily thought, her heart aching. The fact that she couldn’t follow him in the mourning of Charles had weighed on her shoulders, amongst all the other concerns. Maybe Lyndon, who probably also grieved his brother, could offer some solace? Make him feel a little less alone?

      There had to be a way to involve Daniel in the renovations of the house, without him running into Étienne, which she wanted to avoid at all cost. Maybe it was a futile wish, and maybe she was wrong in keeping Étienne’s presence a secret, but she couldn’t bear the thought of Daniel wondering what the Frenchman—whom his father had considered his enemy in so many ways—was doing in their country. To her despair, she realised that she couldn’t trust Daniel; he might even send for the military to have Étienne arrested, to honour what he considered would have been his father’s wishes. At the same time, she couldn’t keep Daniel completely in the dark. It would demand a lot from them all, and discipline not least from her, but he had to be included in the work at Lyndon’s lodge somehow. Daniel didn’t deserve to be treated as though he didn’t matter. Not ever, and certainly not now.

      “Right, then,” she said, drawing breath. “Let me talk to Lyndon.”

      The look on Daniel’s face was worth any future worries. At least, this way, everyone would be sufficiently happy, and that was the main thing. She’d simply have to be vigilant from this point on, to prevent Daniel from learning of Étienne’s existence.
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      A week went by and it was a week of harmony, but with an edge, much like a sunny day with dark clouds looming on the horizon. There were no tangible sources of concern—it was more a feeling, a sense of foreboding, which had all to do with Emily’s decision to let Daniel join them at the hunting lodge and her fear that the precocious boy would stumble upon Étienne during his days of renovation together with Lyndon.

      Lyndon, always calm, ensured her there was no need to worry. He kept an eye on the boy, he told Emily, and Daniel wasn’t allowed to wander off into the house—which Lyndon had now baptised Rose Lodge, after the abundance of roses growing in the flowerbeds—on his own. Somewhat reassured by his words, Emily used whatever free time she could find to sneak off to Étienne’s chamber, but as this proved a dangerous and tricky venture, she soon realised she had to cut down on her visits. This was a practical decision as well, since her new life as the newly bereaved mistress of a huge estate took a lot of energy and effort, as well as her immediate presence at Greywell. After Charles’s death, a steadily growing stream of visitors had started to arrive, all requesting to see her. They were the tenants, business partners and random strangers who claimed they had unfinished business with Charles and wanted Emily to give them what he had supposedly owed them, or to ask her for favours. Not knowing anything about his affairs, these meetings left her distressed, and sometimes even crying; especially when they concerned large families on the brink of starvation who wanted her to postpone their rent for a while.

      Mr Thrup, however, was not the kind of man to warrant any warmer feelings. With his short, bow-legged body and lumpy, wart-covered face, from which a couple of small, rat-like eyes glowered, she felt an almost physical discomfort in his presence. Or maybe it was the way he stood a little too close, so that she discreetly had to back away in order to preserve her space?

      He was respectable enough, presenting himself as a trader of silk ribbons, and had, upon his visit, given her one as a gift. It was now in her hands, becoming misshapen and wrinkly from sweat.

      “So you see, my lady,” he said, after presenting his request, “the money will be put to good use and I will repay everything within a year. With interest, if you so wish.” He squinted at her, waiting for her to answer. When nothing came, he took a step closer and lowered his voice. “We go back a long time, your late husband and I, my lady. For twenty years I have been his tenant at Woodside and I have maintained the property well, with no complaints until this very day. You will find in your ledgers that I have never been late with the rent, not by one single day.”

      Emily, who had withdrawn yet another step and could now feel the edge of Charles’s desk cutting into her backside, closed her eyes briefly, shame racing through her body. It wasn’t the first time someone had asked her to take a look in Charles’s books—they were many—but she had no idea how to read them. She’d tried, but the scribbled notes and lines and figures in neat rows on page after page confused her.

      “I-I will have to look into it, Mr Thrup,” she said. “Give me a day or two—”

      “How about now, my lady? I have time.” He gestured towards the tray of refreshments and the cup of tea served by Wilkins. “It would be a shame to waste such fine treats, would it not?”

      There was a movement from the doorway, a swishing of buckskin breeches and the very latest style of clawhammer coat, and the tinkle of a golden watch chain.

      “No need to worry about them going to waste, my dear Ephraim,” said their owner, Buckley, confidently. He smiled at the baffled Emily—she had not heard him coming and couldn’t work out why the butler hadn’t announced him—and sauntered into the room, displaying his huge bulk, dressed in the latest fashion. “I’m famished.” He leaned over the tray and his hand hovered above the small biscuits. “May I?”

      Emily nodded and he plucked one, popped it in his mouth and chewed it with pleasure, before turning to Mr Thrup, who had turned pale, his face tight with annoyance.

      “So, Ephraim… Paying our dear lady a visit, are we?” Buckley said. “Have you really paid back your previous loans, then? I have a hard time believing that, you know.” He paused briefly, eyeing the other man with shrewd hardness. “And to ask Her Ladyship to find out the state of your affairs with her late husband at such short notice is … well, that’s a little rude, I think—especially since she has been recently bereaved and is grieving. Did that never cross your mind?”

      Mr Thrup bowed, sent Emily a malicious glance and took a step away from her. “It has been over a month since your husband passed, my lady.”

      “Which in grieving terms isn’t very long,” Buckley intervened. “Ah, leave it.” He flicked his wrist. “Rumours have it you are in dire need of money to pay other debtors, Ephraim. That’s why you are here, is it not? You need a loan, to pay off another loan. The problem is that you already have a loan with His Lordship. How were you going to pay off that? With another loan, somewhere else? That’s not very good, Mr Thrup. A very bad way of doing business, as I’m sure you know.”

      Mr Thrup didn’t answer. His finger went to his throat, to carefully nudge his shirt further open at the neck.

      Roland Buckley’s features softened again, displaying his billowing, constantly changing emotions. Emily found herself staring at him in fascination, as if watching a fine actor on stage transition from one scene to the next.

      “If you ask nicely, I do think Her Ladyship will be willing to write off your previous loan. Needless to say, there will be no new loan, but you will at least have ridden yourself of an old one. I think that’s a good deal, don’t you?”

      Mr Thrup’s face indicated a man who was both cornered and defeated. He swallowed loudly, wiped the sweat from his brow, threw Emily another helpless glance—which she pretended not to see—and then nodded. “Yes,” he murmured.

      “Excellent. Now thank Her Ladyship for her generosity.”

      Mr Thrup’s face stiffened, but he lowered his gaze and bowed slightly. “Thank you, my lady.”

      “Oh…” She cleared her throat. “Much obliged, Mr Thrup. Goodbye to you.”

      He walked to the door, where he lingered, throwing her a longing glance over his shoulder.

      “Off you go,” Buckley said, and waved to him. “Ta ta.”

      “Yes, yes…”

      The man walked out, the fading sound of his footsteps leaving a hollow, defeated echo in its wake.

      Buckley reached for a piece of shortbread. “Having problem with the tenants, my dear Emily? I assumed this would happen, sooner or later.”

      Without answering, because she didn’t know what to answer, she collected Mr Thrup’s teacup and put it on the tray.

      “Isn’t that the servant’s job?” Buckley remarked lightly. “I was expecting people to start taking advantage of your inexperience and innocence. Have there been many?”

      “A few,” she admitted. She pretended to be busy stacking the cups and saucers on the tray, so that she didn’t have to look at him. The last time she’d seen Buckley, at the reading of Grandfather Stanford’s will, he’d been so clearly humiliated, so utterly defeated, that she’d almost felt sorry for him—especially after Charles had mocked him openly, telling him that all the years of pathetic crawling to Grandfather Stanford had been in vain. To add to it, by now, Buckley would have heard the not-so-pleasant news that Emily was throwing him out of Harcourt House—the very cradle of the Stanford family and the place he probably considered his home, after all the years of staying there while caring for Grandfather Stanford. Oddly enough, Buckley didn’t seem at all bothered by any of this. He appeared normal, jovial almost, his dark eyes gleaming, his face its usual, high colour.

      “They’re asking you for other things as well, are they not?” he asked. “Postponing rents, asking you to donate to charity or invest in their businesses… Correct?”

      Intrigued, she pushed aside her discomfort to straighten up and stare at him. “How do you know?”

      “Because it’s normal. I’m sure Charles had to deal with it on a daily basis, and now it’s your turn, I’m afraid. You must be careful, or these people will take advantage of you. There are a lot of wolves out there, you know.”

      Including yourself? she wanted to ask, but didn’t dare to. Buckley had a swift mind and a relentless tongue and would probably reciprocate with ease, undoubtedly leaving her with no reply of her own. Quick-witted banter had been Charles’s speciality, not hers.

      She changed the subject: “How did you know Mr Thrup owed Charles money?”

      “I didn’t. But Mr Thrup owes half the county money. Not me,” he added, and raised his finger with an amused glint in his eyes, “but everyone else. He has a reputation for being tardy with his payments, if he pays you at all. He came here thinking you wouldn’t know of his predicament, and it seems he was right. Let me guess… the sum he asked for was reasonably small?”

      Emily nodded, and Buckley nodded too. “A minor sum wouldn’t matter so much to you, and you would agree more quickly than with a larger one. To him, whatever he can get is important. The man’s desperate. As always.” He rolled his eyes and chomped on his shortbread. “These are delicious,” he said, wiping his mouth with a silk handkerchief he pulled from the pocket.

      The movement drew her eyes to the golden watch in its chain: it reminded her of Mr Radcliffe—it was just the sort of watch he’d owned. She thought of how he’d used to snap open the lid to look at it, sometimes several times in a short while, and how contendedly he’d slid it back in his pocket. Though she didn’t miss the sharp and sometimes unpleasant man, she still found it strange that he was gone.

      “Your cook is simply excellent,” Buckley said, jostling her from her thoughts.

      “Thank you. I’ll tell her.” She fell silent and looked at him carefully. “May I… may I ask why you’re here?”

      “Of course.” He twinkled at her. “And I will answer, readily and in earnest. I came to offer you my services.”

      “Your… services?”

      “Yes.” He chortled. “Don’t look so scared, my dear.”

      “I’m not scared.”

      “Oh yes, you are. Terrified.” He leaned forward with some difficulty, since his huge belly was in the way, and studied her face with disconcerting frankness. “I know you consider me a fly in your soup.”

      “Oh…” She felt her face grow hot. “That’s not true.”

      “Really?” He leaned back again, an all-knowing smile on his lips. “I suspect Charles told you all kind of lies, giving you a false image of me. Truth is, I’m not so bad.”

      Emily stared at him, her arms pressed to her sides. She’d never forget how Buckley had lured her through the hallways of Harcourt House to show her the horrific room where Grandfather Stanford had stored the charred remnants of the fire that had wiped out Charles’s parents. Buckley had called Charles a madman and urged her to leave him—something she’d almost considered, until she’d looked into Buckley’s eyes and discovered that it was probably not her best interests he had at heart, but rather his own. There was no reason to think this had changed lately.

      “I like you, Emily.”

      She stiffened and opened her mouth, but he held up a hand. “As a friend. My cousins’ wife. I find you pleasant and intelligent. Much too good for someone like Charles. It’s sad to think you consider me a heartless monster.”

      She shook her head, her mouth dry. “I don’t,” she lied. “But—”

      “No need to explain. I only hope I can rectify this image you have of me one day.”

      The amused gleam in his eyes made anger spike through her body. The man was playing with her, as always, as if she were a child. She gathered her strength with one single, deep breath and looked straight at him. “Why would you come here offering me your services? The nature of which I have not yet heard, by the way… I don’t think it is because you want to be nice to me.”

      He threw his head back and laughed heartily. While she was staring at him, he tried to collect himself, his large body convulsing with the rippling remnants of laughter. “Oh, dearie me,” he moaned, wiping the corners of his eyes. “You’re a fresh breeze, Emily, I have to say.”

      “I cannot see what’s so funny.”

      “Nothing.” He suddenly grew serious. “Nothing at all. And you’re right. I’m not being nice. The reason is another one, completely. I’m desperate, you see.”

      As he didn’t continue, she felt compelled to ask. “Desperate?”

      “Indeed. Think about it. For most of my life, I’ve been employed by the Stanfords. As a counsellor, making use of my skills and connections as a businessman—even if they never saw it, I was the best they could get. And now, suddenly… I’m nothing.”

      “You’re still an esteemed businessman,” she reminded him. “Charles told me you own textile factories all over England.”

      “Well yes, but I have people to run those. I only need to oversee them once in a while. I liked my role as a counsellor better. But alas, when Grandfather Stanford passed away, I was thrown out in the cold. Also by you,” he added, piercing her with his gaze. “Mind you, I’m not cross with you for throwing me out of Harcourt House. I’m more surprised—it was the sort of thing I’d have expected from Charles, not you.”

      Lacking a good reply, Emily pressed her lips together. Oh, how hard it was to do the right thing without hurting anyone. She didn’t like Buckley, but she heard all that he was saying and felt his pain. He had been close to the Stanfords, but they had never felt close to him. She couldn’t even imagine the hurt and humiliation of finding out that one’s presence, all that effort and hard work, had never been appreciated.

      “I heard you’re shifting some land over to Lyndon.”

      She blinked, taken aback by Buckley’s sudden change of subject. “Why yes,” she said, looking down at her hands to avoid his scrutiny. “I’ve decided to give him his father’s old hunting lodge.”

      “Interesting. I’m not worthy of keeping the house where I’ve lived for most of my life, while apparently you have found it in your heart to hand out property to the black sheep of the family—property that was never his to begin with.”

      “That’s not how it is,” Emily protested, her ears warm. “Lyndon made an agreement with Charles, before Charles passed away. I’m simply honouring that agreement.”

      “An agreement? They hated each other.”

      “Not in the end, no.”

      Buckley snorted. “How convenient. For Lyndon. In any case, I hope that’s all you’re generous with.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I choose to believe you on your innocent eyes, Emily.” He raised a finger. “Just take an advice from me: don’t trust the man.”

      “But I should trust you?” she blurted.

      His features stiffened—only momentarily, but it was there, like a quick shadow passing over his face. “I think you’d be better off doing that, actually,” he replied and leaned forward as much as he could with his huge belly. “This is my proposal, Emily, so listen carefully. I propose that you employ me as your counsellor, to help you with Charles’s affairs; teach you how to run his estate; and deal with his various contacts and other nuisances, like Mr Thrup. I offer you my knowledge. This will be a weekly occurrence, and it will be up to you to decide for how long it will continue. When you say the word, we stop with our sessions.”

      Stunned, she slumped on a chair and stared at him. “This… sounds like a very generous offer,” she stuttered. “Too generous. What do you want from me in return?”

      “A little. And a lot.” He held up a bejewelled finger. “Your trust, first and foremost. And secondly…” His eyes hardened. “I want access to Harcourt House. I want you to grant me the permission to move back in.”

      Harcourt House, she thought, with a jolt to her heart. This might be the springing point, the sole reason for his offer. For some reason, that awful place had meant everything to Charles, and it seemed as though Buckley shared his sentiment. As if the house itself was a symbol of their power, their might. To her, it meant nothing.

      “I suppose that’s fair,” she said weakly.

      “More than fair. It’s to do the right thing.” Buckley stood and brushed the crumbs from the front of his waistcoat. “Think about it for a week and give me your answer upon my return, hm?”

      “Yes…” She swallowed. Her mouth had a funny taste, sour and metallic at the same time. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. It has been a very fruitful talk. I’m sure we will come to an agreement, in time.” Elegantly, he took her hand and kissed her briefly on the knuckles. His lips were warm and rubbery. It took great effort for her not to pull back. “See you next week, my dear.”
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      Later that day, she told Étienne about the meeting. They were alone in the house; Lyndon had given the workers the day off and he’d taken Daniel out to hunt for smaller game, which was a leisurely pursuit they both enjoyed. The house lay quiet, but it wasn’t enough to settle Emily’s nerves. She eyed Étienne’s face, searching for the answer there, knowing he was intelligent and refined enough to know about the ways of men like Buckley.

      Indeed, he soon expressed his concern. “I see your dilemma, but is it worth it to engage with a man like him? Je ne sais pas. I wouldn’t recommend it. Can you not find someone else?”

      “Who? There is nobody around who knows Harcourt House and the affairs of the Stanfords better than Buckley. I don’t think I have a choice.”

      “Oh, Emily…” He sighed. “Just remember that whatever you do, you are Lady Emily Stanford, n’est-ce pas? You are an earl’s wife, a dowager with a title higher than his. Do not let him belittle you. Or use you.”

      “That’s the problem. I’m too innocent, too inexperienced.”

      “Non, you are not. You are strong and intelligent. But men like him… they are shrewd, yes? They know all the tricks, and they will use them to get what they want.”

      “I know, but…” She sighed. “I truly only think he uses me to get back into Harcourt House, and I don’t mind, because I hate it anyway. What he offers is worth much more than that dreadful place.”

      “I see. Well, you must do what you feel is right, ma chérie. Just be careful. And know that whatever happens, you’re not alone. I’m here.”

      She gazed at him, sadness snaring her throat. “Right now, yes. But your wounds have healed. You’re stronger. I think… you cannot linger.”

      He grew sad as well. “Non. You are correct. I need to get back to France and let His Majesty know what has happened. Besides, I am not a bird in a cage, tu vois? Much as I love you, I do not want to be confined to this little chamber for longer than I have to be.”

      “I understand that.” Tears welled up, blurring her vision. “But I will miss you.”

      “And I will miss you, ma belle Emily.” His eyes were deeply sad, too. “Having you near has made my heart very happy.” He raised a hand and placed his palm against her cheek.

      Impulsively, she turned her head and grazed the palm of his hands with her lips. She heard him gasp and felt a little surprised herself. Though she’d kissed his hand in this way before, there was something new and very different in the touch this time; something carnal that passed between them. Still, she didn’t withdraw, but continued to kiss the back of his hand, her lips gently tracing the line down to his wrist, which she turned over. She took the same route back to his hand, which she uncurled. Gently, she nibbled at the soft mound below his thumb, feeling its salty tang against the tip of her tongue.

      “Emily,” he murmured, “you must not do that.”

      She looked up at his strained face. “Don’t you like it?”

      “Oui… a bit too much, maybe… As I said, I feel stronger now, so…”

      She threw a glance at his body, outlined under the sheet. By now, she knew its every curve and crevice. She knew how soft his skin was, how taut his muscles were; knew the texture of his curly, dark hair, how it was soft and a little coarse at the same time. Now, she saw something she hadn’t seen so far: a tell-tale bulge between his legs. Her heart quickened, but it wasn’t solely from fright.

      Carefully, hesitantly, she placed her hand under his nightshirt, on his chest. He was warm, but the fever had long since left; this was a comfortable heat and with it, travelling ever so lightly to her nose, came his scent, sweet and clean, with a hint of fresh sweat.

      “I can feel your heart.” She tried to sound light and untroubled, but her voice trembled a little and gave her away. “It’s beating hard. Like mine.”

      “Will you ask me to feel your heart next?” he growled, half-laughing, half-frustrated. “Let me ask you if you have lost your mind first. You must not do this. You do not need to do this.”

      “That’s exactly why. I don’t need to; I want to.” She sat back a little, her hand resting against his skin. “We haven’t talked about it,” she began hesitantly. “That I have already seen your body naked, I mean. When you were strong enough to do it, you took over the washing of your… your private parts yourself, and we never talked about how I used to do that, while you were unconscious.”

      “Because it is not the sort of thing you discuss with a lady.”

      “I’m not a lady.”

      When he opened his mouth to protest, she shook her head. “I don’t want to be, right now. What I’m trying to say is that… seeing your body naked made me curious. I want to touch it. I want to explore it. Please…” She swallowed. “Let me do this. If you love me, you will let me.”

      He viewed her searchingly, his dark eyes concerned and amused at the same time Then his lips curled into a slanted smile and he nodded. “Bien. Continuer, s'il te plaît.”

      His head fell back against the pillows, and since her hand was still on his chest she felt how he tried to relax and get comfortable with the situation. Somehow, it touched her and made her a little braver, too. As if I feed from his insecurity, she thought, strangely tickled by the idea.

      “I know your body,” she mused, and slowly retracted her hand from his shirt.

      He stiffened when she opened the top button, his lips parting somewhat. She shook her head again and he submitted, his lips compressed to a thin line.

      “I know that you have a little scar near your hip. I know that you have a bump on your ribs—have you broken them, once? I know that your skin is soft, and darker than mine. I know that you’re beautiful. At one point, I was thinking I’d paint you.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “You weren’t awake.” She smiled. “Giatelli always said your subject must know your intentions. You’re about to transfer their souls onto a canvas, after all.”

      “C’est vrai. I wouldn’t have minded if you did, though.” His voice changed tone a little; she’d fully unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it open. “Emily…”

      “Don’t speak.” She sent him a pleading, almost desperate glance. “Don’t. It’s… it’s important, or I… I might not…”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I know that. I told you, I want to.” She closed her eyes briefly, to keep the feeling there, to push through the fear. He wasn’t helping, but she supposed that in his mind this was his way of helping.

      “Giatelli said love was beautiful,” she said, almost forcefully. “Including the physical part. He said being in love means giving yourself to one another, also physically, and he said that when two people are in love, they want to do that. I didn’t believe him, of course, because I was scared.” She moved her hands again, sliding them along his chest to his stomach, which quivered at the touch. “When I kissed you, that time in France, I felt something in my body. I didn’t want to admit it, even to myself, but… it was there. And now, when I see you, I feel that something again. It could be what Giatelli spoke about. I want to find out, and I only have this moment to do that.”

      Étienne drew breath—not only, she thought, because of her words, but because her hands had now reached his hips. She held him gently on each side, felt the bones protrude under her palms—he’d lost weight during this time and hadn’t gained much of it back. She didn’t dare to move her hands to the centre. Not yet. Maybe he knew that too, for he searched for her gaze.

      “If you liked kissing me, you can try it again, perhaps?” he suggested. “I think it’s a big part of it, n’est-ce pas?”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “I think so too.”

      She leaned over him, her hands now resting lightly on his shoulders. His lips met hers, hard and soft at the same time, deliciously parted. She felt his breath against her skin, and noticed how it trembled. Again, it toppled the balance to her advantage, giving her the courage she needed. The kiss intensified, sending her thoughts into areas other than what to do and how to do it, her body seemingly knowing everything on its own. A heat spread through her loins and pooled between her legs; a fire she couldn’t stop and didn’t want to stop, either. She placed her hands around his head, panting against his mouth, and crawled onto the bed.

      It was small, too narrow for two people. He tried to shift and make more room for her, but it was impossible.

      “Wait,” she breathed.

      He lay still while she pulled down the blanket, revealing his body. She avoided looking at his stiff member, but the fear still crept into her head and she stiffened, her back arching under his hands.

      “If you want to stop, we stop,” Étienne said.

      “No… I don’t want to stop. We must do this.”

      “We must not do anything.”

      “Yes, we must.” To silence him, she leaned over and kissed him again—a good move, it appeared, for her head filled with the very same glow as before, and it spread through her limbs, making her comfortably relaxed again. She pulled up her skirts to her waist, placed one leg on either side of his hips. His member, hot and hard, pressed against the inside of her thigh.

      Panic.

      Her mouth closed against his, shut like a trap, and she lost her breath. In terror, she stared at him.

      “It’s fine, ma chérie,” he whispered, smiling gently at her. “You’re fine. Tu es une fille courageuse, Emily. Don’t be afraid.” He stroked her back, up and down, as one would a frightened mare. Courage, Emily. You can do this.

      She let out her breath, felt the blood flow back to her head. I’m ready. She raised herself on her knees, and as she sank down again, steered him inside. It was surprisingly easy; she was slippery and wet and he slid in without any resistance at all.

      “Oh merde… Slowly…” His voice sounded strained. “Oui… You’re doing it… right. Mon Dieu…” He pressed his head against the pillow and groaned.

      She met his gaze, dark with desire. “You’re inside me,” she said, voicing her wonder. “And it doesn’t hurt.”

      “That’s how it’s supposed to be.” His hands hugged her hips, then slid back to her buttocks, caressing them gently. “Try moving your hips, ma chérie.”

      She circled them slowly, rocked back and forth, panting with pleasure.

      “How does it feel? Tell me, ma très chérie. Speak to me.”

      She shook her head. How could she explain the sensation of him inside her, hot and hard, without an ounce of pain, only the deepest, most exquisite yearning? When she tightened her muscles, he responded by thrusting his hips upwards, and it seemed to be an almost primitive move, as if he couldn’t quite control himself anymore. She squeezed his shoulders, searched for his eyes to let him know she didn’t mind that he moved faster. She increased the pace herself, by raising herself on her knees, then coming down, allowing his member to slide almost entirely out, then in again, to the root. She bent forward, kissed him hungrily, until a new sensation burned through her loins and made her sit straight up, her eyes wide.

      “What is it, ma bibiche?” He caressed her face worriedly. “Is it hurting?”

      “No… I just don’t… I don’t know… what’s happening with me. Oh…” She threw her head back, gasping for air. “Étienne…”

      “It’s fine, my love. It’s fine.”

      She arched her back and a spasm of desire jolted through her. She opened her mouth to a soundless scream; soundless because the sensation speared her with such intense pleasure she could hardly breathe. Instinctively, she pushed down on him, grinding her hips hard. He placed his hands around her buttocks and moved with her, intensely, while a stream of French words—none of them meant for a lady’s ears—left his mouth.

      Like a crashing wave that subsided as suddenly as it had appeared, it was over. She fell against his chest and stayed there for a minute, before he gently moved her to his side, or at least as much as was possible in the tiny bed, so that she could rest on his arm. She stretched out there, enjoying the hard shape of his body against hers.

      “Mon coeur, ma raison d’être,” he murmured, and kissed her hair. “Merci, ma belle Emily. Thank you for this gift.” 

      “Thank you.” She released an arm to wipe away the tears, which made him raise himself on his elbow, his eyes full of concern. “Are you crying? Did I hurt you? Mon Dieu, I will never forgive myself if I did…”

      “You didn’t hurt me,” she assured him, and smiled. “It’s happiness. I’m happy.”

      “Ah, bien. I was worried.” He smiled too. “I could not hold back in the end, and I don’t know if that scared you.”

      “It didn’t.” She moved up a little, to kiss the corner of his mouth, then nuzzled her nose against his warm cheek. “I really enjoyed it, Étienne. It surprises me how good it felt.”

      He peered at her, amused. “It’s meant to feel that way, n’est-ce pas? If not, you’re doing it wrong.”

      “I’m starting to realise that now.” She leaned her cheek against his chest. His heart had slowed down now, the beat a steady, comfortable thump in her ear, a perfect match to her own. “Maybe we have to try it again, to make sure?”

      His body quivering against hers told her he was laughing. “That is up to you, ma petite sirène. Mais oui, I’m willing, if you are.” He kissed her hair gently. “Je t’aime, Emily,” he whispered. “Toujours et pour toujours. Always and forever.”

      

      After four days more, Étienne had to admit to himself, and to Emily, that he was almost fully recovered. There was one gash on his back that was deeper and took longer to heal, but it was clean and had a scab and wouldn’t cause him any trouble. He also had to admit, though very reluctantly, that it was time for him to take up his responsibilities and return to France.

      “You must promise to be careful,” she said for the hundredth time, holding his hand as though she wanted to pull him off his horse. The animal had been her gift to him, once she’d realised she wouldn’t be able to hold him back anymore. She’d told Daniel she was selling it, and he’d settled for the explanation with surprising ease. “If they find out you’re French, they will kill you. It’s worse now, you know. No rules of diplomacy are going to save you.”

      “Non, that is true.” His eyes were sad. “I will keep safe, Emily. I have every reason to stay alive.”

      “Yes…” She nodded. “I know. So have I.”

      He smiled. “One day I will come back, and when I do, it will be to make you my wife.”

      Sweet words, but they both knew such promises could be swept away by fate, when the tension between their countries ran so high. They had to settle for the dream, just as they had that first time they’d parted, only now their bond had intensified and made it even harder to accept that it would probably always stay that way.

      “Please let me know you’re safe,” she whispered, against reason, for there were hardly any postal convoys going between their countries at this point.

      His eyes revealed that he knew this too. “I will,” he replied, to preserve the illusion, and bent to kiss her.

      When he straightened up, she was crying so badly she could barely make him out anymore, his silhouette a mere blur. “I love you, Étienne. Don’t forget that.”

      “Never. Et je t'aime aussi, ma moitié. Say goodbye to Lyndon for me. Tell him I have enjoyed his company. And also…” He hesitated, then smiled. “Non, never mind. Take care of yourself, Emily.”

      She was still crying when he steered his horse from the hunting lodge that had been his abode for such a long time, and was crying still, a good few hours afterwards, so much so that she could barely make her way back to Greywell. By the time Daniel came back to Greywell with Lyndon—again, Lyndon had managed the difficult task of keeping Daniel away for the most part of the day—she had barely started to recover and her eyes were swollen and puffy.

      “Are you getting a cold, Mamma?” Daniel asked, eyeing her with detached interest. “You don’t look well.”

      “Maybe.” She exchanged a quick glance with Lyndon, whose expression didn’t change in the slightest.

      “I think we need to let your mother rest for a while,” he said calmly. “I’m sure she will feel better in the morning.” He placed his hand on Daniel’s shoulder, nudging his attention away from Emily. “Let’s go and have a look at your new kittens, Daniel. You promised I’d be able to see them before the end of the day.”

      Emily watched them go. Then she walked blindly to her chamber, closed the door and bolted it. Slowly, she slid down along it, and cried until her chest ached.
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      December came, with unusually cold weather. The wind howled, icy winds pushing drifts of snow against the houses, a swirling white blinding the sky and weighing heavily on the branches, evergreens bowing to the glistening ground. One of these evenings, to break the monotony, Emily bade Lyndon share some hot elder wine and enjoy some of Mrs Goodall’s other treats.

      With the snow a white flurry outside the window, they had a pleasant time in the warmth of Greywell’s dining hall, munching away on roasted goose and Scotch eggs, peach preserves and sponge cake, finishing up with marmalade delights and a glass of delicious elder wine. They discussed everything from art to politics, the latter engaging Emily for quite a while, since she was interested to hear about the French advancements, including the current invasion of Portugal and the riots this had caused. Although she tried to keep a neutral face for Daniel’s sake, it was clear she was worried.

      When finished with their meal, they withdrew to the drawing room to play a game of cards.

      For Lyndon, this was a bittersweet experience. Though he seldom allowed himself to think about it, it had begun to get more and more difficult to push away the memories from the past, of similar evenings with Eileen and Sarah Anne. More than once, he had to pretend to cough into his hand or leave the table with some vague excuse, so that his hostess and Daniel wouldn’t notice his misty eyes or jagged breathing. In general, however, he was quite cheerful and enjoyed the togetherness with his sister-in-law and his precocious nephew, with whom he’d now grown so close it almost felt as though the boy was his own son.

      From having been something of a recluse for the last couple of years, the past few months had taught Lyndon that he actually liked company—at least most of the time—and that he liked the company of Emily and Daniel most of all. Since the Frenchman left, they had become as tightly knit as a real family. He couldn’t wait to introduce Sarah Anne to this safe and warm little world, and the best thing of all was that his plans to find her seemed to come together nicely. Resting had proved invaluable and his shoulder had healed miraculously. The tingle down to his fingers and the odd numbness that had plagued his arm and hampered his mobility had faded to a steady, tolerable hum and he was now able to move without too much restriction. Something was permanently damaged in his arm and would never go back to what it had once been, but it didn’t matter. With this improvement, he had decided to return to Ireland by early summer, since he would be capable of fending for himself and finding his daughter.

      When he told Emily this, her eyes lit up. “That’s good news indeed! Will you be visiting Megan, too?”

      Megan… His wine-infused mind struggled with the name, before it tumbled down on him. “Ah yes, of course… Megan,” he exclaimed, his cheeks burning. The maid—how could he have forgotten her? Most probably because he had no desire to see her brothers again. The idea of paying them a visit didn’t tempt him in the slightest. “I suppose I should.”

      “You must,” Emily corrected him. “You promised, did you not?”

      Beside her, Daniel nodded eagerly.

      “Her baby should be due in late January or early February, so by the time you’re there, it will already be a few months old,” she said, counting on her fingers. “I’ll put together a small bundle of necessities and a gift or two. I would be most happy if you could give it to them.”

      “I want to give her something too,” Daniel said. “I have a silver rattle that I want the baby to have.”

      A silver rattle… Lyndon stifled a sigh. With all the thieves roaming the area—Megan’s brothers notwithstanding—Megan wouldn’t be able to keep it more than a few hours before it was gone, sold to the highest bidder, assuming he hadn’t been robbed of it before he even got there. But Emily and Daniel meant well, and he had promised.

      “I will take it to her,” he said, his smile strained but sincere. “You can count on me.”

      The clock on the mantelpiece chimed eleven times, a brittle sound to accompany the placidly falling snowflakes outside the window. Lyndon stretched and yawned. It was time to return to Rose Lodge.

      Emily sent him an amused glance. “Indeed,” she said. “We’re all tired. Would you please go to your chamber, Daniel? It’s well past your bedtime. I need to exchange a few words with your uncle in private before he goes back home.”

      Grumbling, but not overly much, because he was tired too, Daniel scrambled to his feet and gave a low whistle to his large dog, which woke up instantly from its nook by the fireplace and untangled its long limbs to accompany its master.

      

      Emily rose to refill their glasses with elder wine. She handed Lyndon one, then sat, draping her black dress around her. She looked pale in the glow from the fire and slightly hollow-eyed, which aroused his sympathy. “How are you, sister-in-law?” he asked.

      “Oh…” She gave him a slight, humorous grimace. “Not too bad, I suppose. I’ve gained insight into Charles’s affairs and I’m learning a lot about economy and how to run a business. Buckley’s help has been invaluable, I must say. He’s very keen to teach me.”

      Ah yes… Lyndon hid his annoyed expression. He had heard about the agreement Emily had struck with Buckley and didn’t like it. Since he had warned her not to engage with the man and she hadn’t listened, however, there was little he could do about it. “That wasn’t what I meant.”

      Her eyes, widening somewhat, told him she understood the sentiment. “Well, it’s… better,” she said, looking away. “Not good, but better. I have almost accepted that I will never see him again.”

      Lyndon nodded, his head bent in a moment of sympathy.

      A few weeks earlier, France had passed the Milan decree, confirming the trade embargo against England. Some countries refused to follow the decree and faced retributions from both France and their strong ally, Russia. Even though there had been no battles yet, a war was imminent and the tension between the opposing sides was obvious. With such poisoned relations, there would be no unions between lovers, no matter how starstruck they were or how much they longed for each other.

      “I pretend I’ve lost him to the war.” She raised her head and looked at Lyndon pleadingly. “Others have gone through the same and they have managed, right?”

      The grief would never pass, he knew that, but it had a way of changing its nature, and in time she would be able to bear it. She faced a difficult journey, however, and his heart ached for her. “You will be fine,” he said and, to emphasise his words, leaned forward, put a hand on her arm and gave a light squeeze. “You’re strong.”

      She snorted and shook her head, a bitter smile on her lips. “You keep saying that. And I keep saying that I cannot feel it, myself.”

      “You don’t need to feel it. It’s there.”

      Her smile widened. “Thank you. It helps, to hear that.”

      He peered at her covertly as she sipped her wine. He’d always found her quite attractive, but maybe even more so now. Not beautiful in the word’s most obvious sense; her beauty was of the indescribable kind, not so much visible to the naked eye but more like an ethereal presence that one had to search for and that made her even more alluring. The time she’d spent with the Frenchman had added something to this appeal, a kind of sensuality, earthbound and primitive, revealed in glimpses when she moved, or in her smiles. An interesting woman, she was, and intelligent too. Pleasant.

      Maybe he should ask her to marry him. Two lonely souls, deprived of their loved ones, both with children who needed a family… It would probably be a happy marriage, built on mutual respect and deep friendship, which was worth more than fleeting passion. Nobody would be surprised to see them married, either—he already knew people were talking; not that neither of them cared, social outcasts as they both were, she as much as he, since she kept to herself and never interacted either with villagers or nobles. Even so, he didn’t dare to ask, mostly because he knew her answer.

      He suddenly noticed she was looking at him, and wondered, horrified, if she’d been able to glean his thoughts. But it didn’t seem that way.

      “I needed us to be alone,” she said, hesitantly, “because I have something to give you.”

      He straightened up, curious.

      “You see, I found something the other day as I was cleaning out Charles’s study. I… I plan on redoing it, by the way,” she added, briefly pressing her lips together. “I want to make it into… something else.”

      “It’s your house. You must do as you wish.” He shrugged. “What did you find?”

      “Well, as I said, I was going through Charles’s things and I found something I think you should have.”

      “Really?” He couldn’t think of anything that it could be—not from this house. He’d already received some pieces of furniture from Harcourt House, because, as Emily said, they belonged to him, and he was quite pleased with that. “You don’t have to give me anything, you know. You have already given me plenty and besides, I have all the things I need.”

      “No, it’s nothing like that.” She swallowed. “I wasn’t sure if I was going to give it to you or destroy it. Then I realised it’s not up to me to make such a decision.”

      “I see. Well, that certainly sounds intriguing. Do show me.”

      With a strange expression on her face, as if she’d eaten something sour, she stood up and walked to the desk on the other side of the room. There was a new painting behind it that he hadn’t seen before, depicting a proud Daniel with Lachie by his side. Lyndon was sure the previous painting that had been there had been one of his father’s, a hideous-looking one of a hunting party. This was much better and he took a minute to admire it, thinking that when Sarah Anne was with him he should arrange for a session—maybe by this artist, whoever he was.

      Emily lifted out a small wooden box from one of the drawers and came back towards him. “Here,” she said, handing it out to him. “Open it when you’re alone. Not… not here.”

      “Thank you.” He tried to catch her eye, but she refused to look at him. “Much appreciated, I’m sure.”

      He explored the box and found that it was plain, without any inscriptions or other distinguishable features, and very light. The faint rustling sound when he shook it revealed that it contained something—possibly papers. He resisted the temptation to open the lid, tucked the box under his arm and sent her pale face a curious glance. “Was this the reason that you asked me to come tonight?”

      It was a mere guess, but he knew he’d been right when he saw the blood rush to her face.

      “No,” she said, avoiding his gaze. “Of course not. It was because I enjoy your company.” Her face mellowed somewhat. “I really do.”

      Finally, she looked at him. He gazed back, intensely. “So do I.”

      Maybe now was the time to see if there was anything in his idea—maybe he should take advantage of the moment and lean forward for a kiss… But he didn’t, mostly because she didn’t seem remotely interested. In fact, as though she’d sensed where his thoughts were going, she’d withdrawn one step and placed her hands over her abdomen in the same stiff manner he remembered from the first time he’d seen her. Her face was closed, unattainable. Back off, old boy, he told himself. She doesn’t want you. And, come to think of it, neither did he want her.

      He bowed and smiled, hoping she’d catch the friendliness and forget that he, for a moment, had overstepped the boundary by gazing too deep into her eyes. “Thank you very much, sister-in-law.”

      Before he left, he retrieved the bottle of elder wine Mrs Goodall had promised him at the beginning of the evening and kissed the cook on the cheek.

      

      Back at Rose Lodge, Lyndon carried the wooden box to his chamber, poured himself a decent-sized pewter of wine and drank most of it in one go, while sitting on the bed and staring blankly at the wall. When he had had enough of feeling sorry for himself, or whatever it was he was doing—he didn’t know himself—he reached for the box, which, despite his curiosity, he had yet to open.

      He stroked the smooth wood with his hands. It was very plain, made of something rustic and plain—fir, maybe—and without decorations. Why Charles would have kept something like this, cherishing it enough to keep it in his study, was beyond Lyndon’s comprehension, but Emily’s face when she gave it to him had implied that it contained something important. For some reason, it made Lyndon’s stomach coil up to think about it.

      He snapped open the latch, swung the hinge aside and opened the lid. He looked down on a pile of envelopes, gleaming in the poor light, tied together with a green ribbon. The ache increased. He closed the lid again and shuffled backwards on the bed until his back touched the headrest. There he sat for a few minutes, panting as though he’d been running, listening to the rumble of his upset stomach, knowing that it had nothing to do with what he’d been eating or drinking. Slowly, he looked down at the box again. Opened it gingerly, stared at the envelopes. Even in the dim light, and partly obscured by the silk ribbon, he could make out the handwriting on the top one. He knew it almost as well as his own, and his stomach protested even more.

      “I don’t need this now,” he murmured. “To hell with this.” He took the box and shoved it under his bed with the sullen determination of a little boy, or maybe someone who was much too drunk. With a snort, he straightened up and grabbed the pewter. The smell of the wine was pungent, and he knew that if he drank the rest he’d regret it the morning after. “As if I care.”

      He emptied the pewter, lay back on the bed, and fell asleep with his clothes on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      May 1808

      The road to Megan’s brothers’ farm looked the same as it had the first time Lyndon was there, almost a year ago. With its dry sand that helped to dampen the thud of his horse’s hooves, the open, emerald green fields stretching out in all directions around him, and the rolling hills bathed in lovely sunlight, it almost felt like a repetition of that time, too—only this time he was alone, on his way to see Megan rather than dropping her off. Despite the unpleasant knowledge that he’d have to meet her brothers again, he felt rather cheerful, for it had been a peaceful passage to Ireland, the winds had been beneficial and mild, as they almost always seemed to be this early in May, and both he and his horse were well rested. He was almost there now—one more hill, if he wasn’t mistaken, and he’d see the roof.

      When he did, he exhaled with relief and smiled to himself. One leg of his journey completed; all he had to do now was to exchange a few pleasantries, make sure Megan was well, admire her baby and give her the gifts with greetings from Emily and Daniel. After that, he would set off to Dublin. Somewhere there, Sarah Anne had to be hiding, and he was determined to find her. The thought of her made him dig his heels into the sides of his horse, urging it onwards.

      As he came closer to the house, he spotted a man and a woman in front of it, both busy working on the small patch that, later in the summer, would contain their vegetables. He called out to them and saw them hastily straighten up. The man said something to the woman, who collected her skirts in one hand and scurried indoors, door slamming behind her.

      “I mean no harm,” he shouted, remembering vividly how the brothers had seemed inclined to draw the opposite conclusion, using a gun to defend themselves. “Please don’t attack me.”

      The man folded his arms across his chest, his eyes narrowed. Lyndon was close enough to see which one of the three brothers this was and felt his heart sink—this was the worst one, the one who seemed to have spent quite a few years of his life in gaol. Aindréas, was it?

      “I’m not daft, man. I ken you well enough, aye? The Englishman, Megan’s friend.” He uttered the word friend as though it was a foul word, and spat on the ground.

      Lyndon ignored it and threw a glance over the man’s shoulder towards the house. The windows were covered with shutters, however, and it was impossible to see anything at all. “I came to visit her, as I promised. Is she here?”

      The man leered at him. “No.”

      “Is she coming soon?” He hesitated, seeing the man’s aggressive stance. “She is alive, isn’t she?”

      “Aye. For now.”

      “For now? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Exactly what it sounds like, ye wee English rat.” He spat on the ground again and planted the pitchfork hard in the dusty soil. “Megan’s in gaol. She’ll hang within a week. At least, that’s what I heard, but it might well be done already, for all I ken.”

      Lyndon had once been kicked in the chest by a horse. Aindréas’s words reminded him of that moment; the utter lack of air, paired with a shock that far outweighed any other sensations.

      “We lost Devin, too,” the man snarled. “Because of her. So thank ye kindly for bringing her back.” He gave a deep, mocking bow. When he straightened up again, his face was dark with fury. “If she’d stayed in England, this would never have happened.”

      Lyndon finally found his voice. “What was it that happened? Can you tell me?”

      “It’s none of your bloody business.” Aindréas grabbed the pitchfork and pulled it up from the ground. “Now be gone. Be gone,” he repeated, when Lyndon didn’t move. He raised the pitchfork and shook it. “Before I run this through your precious pearly English neck.”

      “But Megan…?” Fear squeezed his lungs together—not for himself, but for her. “Where is she? Which gaol? You can at least tell me that.”

      Maybe he felt Lyndon’s desperation, for the man fell silent and lowered the pitchfork. “Kilmainham,” he muttered, after a pause. “That’s where they’re holding her.”

      Kilmainham. Not the worst prison in Ireland by any means, but bad enough.

      “What has she done?”

      Aindréas peered at him, his blue eyes sharp like glass. “Murdered an Englishman.”

      Lyndon shook his head. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “But… how?”

      “Does it matter? She did it.” Aindréas shrugged. “And now she has to pay.”

      “It must be a mistake.” He gulped for air, as though he was drowning. “I’ll help her. I’ll get her out of there.”

      It was the only thing he could think of to say, and Aindréas didn’t seem impressed. “Don’t bother for our sake,” he said sourly “She made a mess of it, and that’s why she is where she is. Useless creature, only good for one thing, and even that, she can’t do right. But that’ll come to an end now too.” He spat on the ground for a third time and turned his back. “Go away.”

      There was nothing more to say or do, so Lyndon did just that.
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      Lyndon spotted the gallows from a distance, towering high in front of the looming stone fortress that was Kilmainham Gaol. When, a few minutes later, he rode into the yard, he found that they were under construction, with a couple of carpenters working on the scaffolding. They looked up when they saw him, wiped the sweat from their foreheads and replied to his question, saying that the work was planned to be done by the end of the week, ready for the hangings on the following Tuesday. Then they returned to their work, the blows of the hammers resounding in Lyndon’s body like some ominous war drum.

      The county sheriff—English, like Lyndon, since the gaol was under British rule—was a short, square man with narrow, slanted eyes. He chortled when he heard Lyndon’s name. “Well, I’ll be damned. A Stanford. Never thought I’d meet one.” He bowed, hat in his hand. “What you did during the rebellions will be talked about for many years to come.”

      Lyndon had heard this before and knew that the man probably wasn’t referring to his discreet intelligence work. He gave a slight bow. “I suspect my brother’s reputation far exceeds mine in that respect,” he said dryly. “Alas, he was killed last year.”

      The sheriff’s face grew solemn. “I’m sorry to hear that. Were you injured in the same battle?” He pointed to Lyndon’s arm, which he, as had become his habit, held at an angle, tucked to his abdomen.

      Lyndon hesitated for a moment, then uttered a short ‘yes’.

      “Proper war heroes,” the sheriff said with an impressed nod, squaring his shoulders. “Now, what can I do for you, Captain? Firstly, may I fetch you something to drink? Whiskey, perhaps? I have a crate of fine quality bottles that they seized from an illicit distiller in Inishowen last year. It’s a real problem, let me tell you,” he added, waving for Lyndon to follow him through the corridors of the gaol to his office. “We have more illegal distillers than we have registered ones, all because of that bloody tax system. On the other hand…” He paused and grinned, displaying a row of stubby yet surprisingly well-kept teeth. “… I’m not complaining, as you may well understand.”

      “I most certainly do.”

      They entered a large room, lavishly decorated with expensive paintings and taxidermy mounts—foxes, deer, even a tiger, all staring at Lyndon with glassy eyes. A large desk formed a grand centrepiece, and the sheriff walked up to it to pour the whiskey from a carafe standing on a silver tray. Meanwhile, Lyndon looked out through the barred window, from which a good view of the gallows was offered.

      “Front row,” the sheriff said, and joined him. “Can’t say I like it much.”

      “Can’t say I disagree.”

      The structure was almost completed. The workers sat in the shade by the base, drinking beers from dusty bottles. Lyndon tore his gaze from the morbid sight. Even though the room was very warm, the tips of his fingers were cold. He wrapped them around the tumbler given to him by the sheriff, as if it would lend him some heat, and sniffed automatically at the amber beverage. Smooth, flowery vanilla, buttery toffee and a sharper tang of tar and smoke floated into his nostrils.

      “Like I said; fine stuff,” the sheriff said, and made a quiet toast.

      They drank, the sheriff in audible, lusty gulps. “So,” he said, wiping his mouth and putting down the glass. “How can I help you, Captain?”

      “I’m here to collect one of your prisoners.”

      “Are you indeed? I can’t remember seeing a decree…?” He went to the desk and flicked through a pile of documents, but gave up and squinted at Lyndon. “Or do you have it with you, perhaps?”

      Lyndon shook his head. “There is none,” he said calmly. He placed the glass on the windowsill. Excellent whiskey as it was, he still wasn’t in the mood for it. “I was hoping we could resolve it, anyway.”

      “Is that so?” There was a new sharpness to the man’s eyes now, an astuteness, as if he expected Lyndon to try to trick him. “Who would this prisoner be, then?”

      “Megan O’Connell.”

      The sheriff guffawed. “O’Connell?”

      “Yes. She is here, is she not?”

      “Why yes. I know that without looking through my books,” the sheriff replied. “You don’t get too many of those here, see.”

      His choice of words didn’t escape Lyndon, and sent a burning sensation through his abdomen. “Those, sir?”

      Hopefully, the man only meant ‘women’. But he wasn’t so lucky.

      “Female murderers, Captain.” The sheriff picked up the carafe again, removed the glass stopper and poured himself a further glass. He raised it questioningly in Lyndon’s direction, but Lyndon shook his head.

      “No thank you. May I ask what it is she’s done?”

      “You don’t know?” The mocking surprise in the sheriff’s eyes was clear, as was the question: why are you here if you don’t even know that? He replied willingly, however. “She killed an official. Leighton. Ever heard of him?”

      Lyndon searched his memory. Saw the image of a man in his early sixties; a vain, conceited man with large, lax lips and lecherous eyes who still wore a wig, no doubt to hide the fact that he had no hair left. He wasn’t English as Aindréas had said, but despite being one of the few in the House of Commons with Irish blood, he had friends in high places, some of whom were guaranteed to be Englishmen. And that made the problem a little more than difficult for Megan.

      “Apparently, the young lady visited him in his office. Nobody knows what happened in there, but the guards say they heard a woman screaming and ran to help. When they got there, they found Leighton on the floor, stabbed with a fruit knife. The girl was huddled in a corner, her brother beside her. Nobody knows how he got there, mind—she had been alone when she entered, but they think he must have waited nearby and rushed inside. The man tried to charge the guards, so they shot him. Died on the spot, he did. The girl was captured and brought here. It was a case of in flagrante delicto, so the trial was quick.”

      “They know she killed him, then? Could it not have been her brother?”

      The sheriff shrugged. “Could have been, I suppose. But she was covered in blood and they weren’t able to get anything coherent out of her at the hearings, so who’s to say?” He shrugged again. “Her brother, and now her… It’s the killing of two birds with one stone, so to speak.”

      God, this was worse than he’d thought. Lyndon drew a hand over his eyes, then looked up at the patiently waiting sheriff. “May I see her?”

      “If you must.”

      

      They left the office and headed for the dark regions of the prison. Kilmainhaim Gaol was a rather new prison, a mere decade old and built to offer a more comfortable experience to the unfortunate souls that ended up there than that provided by the older gaol, which had aptly been called ‘The Dungeon’. Lyndon couldn’t help wonder how bad that place had been, if this was supposed to be better.

      He knew that some of the prisons in Ireland had gone through rather substantial reforms, funded by the British crown, to improve their quality, but couldn’t for the life of him see what it was they’d improved.

      They passed rows of incredibly small, dark, filthy cells, crammed with people—men, women and children all together. The straw on the rough stone floors was dirty and rotting in the damp air, and the stench coming from the cells was so horrible he had to breathe through his mouth so as not to be sick.

      “Leighton wasn’t liked by many,” the sheriff said.

      “Hmm?” Lyndon quickened his pace to walk shoulder to shoulder with the sheriff.

      “I said Leighton wasn’t liked by many. A good few are happy he’s gone, I’m sure.” The sheriff shook his head. “I can’t for the life of me work out why a girl like that would walk into his office alone. She must have known…” He snorted. “Or maybe that was what she was waiting for.”

      “I don’t understand?”

      The sheriff halted and stared at him, annoyed. “Leighton liked female company and O’Connell is a fine piece. I’m sure you can figure out the rest.”

      He started to walk again, and so did Lyndon, caught up in his own thoughts. Poor Megan. So Leighton must have tried to rape her, and she had defended herself. Her brother must have been waiting nearby, for some strange reason—what the hell was she doing there, anyway? —and rushed in to help her. Could a girl be unluckier? He felt almost guilty, as though everything was his fault.

      They stopped in front of a thick wooden door with large cast iron locks. There was a small shutter for sending in food, conveniently denying the prisoner all contact with the outside world. Torture was no longer allowed in English prisons, but if this wasn’t a kind of torture, Lyndon didn’t know what was. The queasiness attacked him in waves. Despite the raw air, his shirt clung to his back, moist with sweat.

      “In here,” the sheriff said, and removed the key holder from his belt.

      The door swung open, revealing darkness and a stench that made Lyndon stagger back. “How long has she been here for?” he said, hand over his mouth.

      The sheriff eyed him placidly. “Four weeks, just about. I’m sure she’s looking forward to the hanging by now—they usually do, after a while, the poor sods. She will be the main attraction, of course. There’s even a song about her: The Fair-haired Rose of Kilmainhaim Gaol. Have you heard it?”

      “No.” He hoped, with his short answer, to ward off the sheriff from attempting to sing it, and it proved successful.

      The sheriff merely shrugged. “Good tune.”

      Lyndon gave him a quick glance. “I want to speak to her alone, if I may. Can you and I meet in the office in a while?”

      “Yes, I don’t mind. She’s shackled to the wall, so you’ll be safe.”

      “Why would I be afraid of her?”

      “Well, normally you wouldn’t have anything to worry about, but the time in here makes quite a few of them go crazy. They bite, you know. There was one occasion not long ago where a prisoner bit off a chunk of flesh from a guard’s face… Not very pleasant, let me tell you. Best to keep them fettered, for their own sake too.” He gave a short military salute. “I’ll leave you to it then, Captain.”
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      “Megan?”

      He squatted next to her, taking in the sad sight, comparing it with the image he already had of the girl. This creature, her back curved against the wall and her lacklustre hair covering her face as she leaned over her knees, clutching them with thin arms, could barely be called human anymore.

      “It’s me, Lyndon.” Did she even hear him? He reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      She pulled away violently. “Go away!” she murmured. “Go away, you’re not real.”

      A memory, confusing and disparate from the now, flashed through his mind, of how she’d once been convinced he was an otherworldly entity. She hadn’t thought he was real then, either. And he, in turn, had almost taken her ethereal, shimmering little person for a fae.

      “I’m real,” he said, his voice softened by the thought. “Here, give me your hand and I’ll show you.”

      When she didn’t move, he reached for it, wincing slightly at the sight of the iron shackle clamped around her wrist. He pinched the dry skin, quite hard so she would notice. “I’m as real as you. And I’m here to take you with me.”

      She shook her head, still without looking at him, still with her head on her knees. “I’ll hang.”

      “No, you won’t,” he said, though technically, he couldn’t be sure yet. “I’m here for you.”

      At last, as if she finally dared to believe he was really there, she raised her head. Her eyes were dull and confused but she didn’t look crazy, which was a relief. “Bridget?” she whispered. Her lips were so dry and cracked that she could hardly open her mouth.

      He wished he’d brought some water. “Bridget?” Then he understood. “Your… daughter? She’s fine,” he said, though he had no idea, because he hadn’t seen the baby, hadn’t even thought to ask her brother. “She’s waiting for you back home. I… I brought presents for her,” he added helplessly. “And you. From Lady Emily and Master Daniel.”

      Megan’s lips moved, repeating the names but without sound.

      “We didn’t expect you to find you like this,” he continued, knowing it sounded like an accusation, but he was so shocked by her state of misery that he couldn’t contain himself. “It’s…” He drew breath. “What happened, Megan?”

      A sob shook her body, dry and bone deep. “They’re going to hang me,” she whimpered. “For what I did. I’m going to hang.”

      “No, you’re not. I’m going to take you home.”

      His words made her cower, scrawny arms raised above her head. She sat like that, a hunched, sad little figure, slowly rocking back and forth. There was clearly no use in trying to talk to her about his plans—she wasn’t receptive and he couldn’t see the point; it wasn’t her he needed to convince.

      He stood and exhaled resolutely. “I must talk to the sheriff again, Megan, but I’ll be back. Can you wait here?” Of all the stupid, insensitive questions… He could kick himself. “I won’t be long,” he added lamely.

      She didn’t answer, and he wasn’t sure she’d even heard him.
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      The sheriff had already poured Lyndon a new glass of whiskey, and he placed it eagerly in Lyndon’s hand as he entered the office, no doubt realising the necessity of it for anyone suffering a visit to the gaol.

      This time, Lyndon followed the other man’s example and downed it in one swig. “Thank you,” he said, and slammed the glass on the desk. “I would like to take her away with me.”

      The sheriff eyed him calmly, balancing on the balls of his feet. “Impossible.” He thrust out his hands and walked over to the window. “People are crying for her blood, Captain. It’s an anticipated event. Maybe the biggest this year.”

      Goddammit…

      He wouldn’t get anywhere with begging, however—even he understood that. Lyndon slid his eyes over the expensive interior of the room. There was no way this man could afford all this on a regular sheriff’s wage.

      “I am a man of honour, sheriff,” Lyndon began slowly. “So are you. I know that. I can see that. You know what’s true and right. And you know that that girl had no chance against a pig like Leighton. I’m not even sure she killed him. Have you seen how small she is? Her tiny hands? I think her brother came in to save her. He took the knife from her and stabbed Leighton.”

      “Maybe,” the sheriff said. “It’s not clear what happened. She’s never admitted to anything. But it’s not what I think, Captain. Or you. It’s simply not in our hands.”

      Lyndon bit his lip. He had to be careful with his wording now. Tread gently. “What if there’s a way out of this, without losing face?”

      The sheriff frowned. “How do you mean?”

      “A contribution,” Lyndon said. He gestured towards the wall. “I see you like fine things. And I’m a wealthy man. I’m prepared to make a little… let’s call it a donation. In return, you’ll tell everyone the girl died in the cell. It wouldn’t be much of a lie; she’s already near death as it is. The audience will be deprived of a hanging but, between you and me, it’s a wretched spectacle anyway, isn’t it? And a woman at that. Far beneath our dignity.”

      “I’ve always thought so.” The sheriff stood still, his back straight, and watched Lyndon. Finally, he smacked his lips. “What can you offer?”

      “Whatever you want.” His confident words made a trickle of sweat travel along his back. Most probably, he’d have to take a loan from Emily to resolve this. There was no other way, however—Megan was too valuable a prisoner for either of them to go in low. He straightened his back. “State your wish.”

      “Very well. I want a zebra.”

      Lyndon blinked. “A what?”

      “You know what a zebra is, don’t you? A striped horse? That lives in Africa?”

      “Yes, but…” He’d only seen them in pictures. “You want one?”

      “Like this, of course,” the sheriff said, gesturing to his wall of taxidermy. “A fine specimen mounted on a nice piece of wood. If you can promise me that, she’s yours.”

      The sweat trickled further down his back, uncomfortably hot and sticky. There’s no way I can do that, he thought, his hands clenched. No way. “I promise,” he heard himself say. “B-but it might take a while…”

      “I have time. A zebra is all I want, and they are damned hard to get.” The sheriff eyed him openly, almost eagerly. “Her neck is worth as much, I think.”

      Lyndon let out his breath in a single burst, then nodded. “Fine. I will bring you a zebra. On my word as a gentleman.”

      “That’s fine, then.” The sheriff nodded, smiling cheerfully. “You may take the prisoner with you. Discreetly, of course, and make sure she leaves Ireland. If she’s captured again, I cannot help you—she will be executed without pardon and I will deny ever meeting you.”

      “I understand completely.” Lyndon drew breath, dizzy with relief.

      The sheriff raised his glass, his small eyes twinkling slyly. “Shall we raise a toast to this?”

      This was, Lyndon thought as he drank, probably the first and last time he’d made a toast over a murderess and a zebra.
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      Lyndon put the apathetic Megan, bundled up in his woollen cloak, in front of him on the horse. He had a hard time deciding which was worse: the fleas crawling around in her matted hair, the stench wafting off her skin or the skin itself, brownish with dirt and bleeding from bug bites. He was sure of one thing, however. He couldn’t take Megan to her brothers looking like this. They would refuse her, as sure as his name was Lyndon Stanford.

      “We have to go into town and get you cleaned up,” he decided, after weighing up the options for a while.

      The nearest town was Dublin, only a short ride away. He could even see it from the gaol gates, the conglomeration of dirty grey buildings with the River Liffey snaking through it, brown and slow-moving, barely visible for all the ships and boats travelling along it. He didn’t mind going there; every visit was an opportunity to look for Sarah Anne.

      “You need some rest and food as well,” he continued, “so I think that’s what we’ll do.”

      Why he bothered talking, he didn’t know. Megan hadn’t said a word since he’d put her on the horse. He’d given her a piece of bread, which she had wolfed down within seconds, eyes glowing with feral urgency. She’d then whispered a thank you, and that had been their only exchange so far.

      “Let’s buy some supplies first and then we’ll find an inn and get you some sleep. Tomorrow, we’ll visit your brothers. How about that?”

      She didn’t answer, but seemed to cling to the horse’s neck, and had she not keeled over on one side? He sighed, adjusted his arm around her waist—good God, she stank—and pulled her up into a sitting, or near-sitting, position.

      “It will be fine, Megan.”

      His words provoked no response this time, either, and he felt a little ashamed, for it was almost certain that she’d picked up on their hollowness and that was why she didn’t say anything. They didn’t know whether things would be fine. They didn’t know anything—only that things had changed once again and that, once again, nothing was certain. She should be used to it by now, but it didn’t make it any less tragic or difficult.

      

      Lyndon found a small apothecary on one of the back streets, out of the way of the worst crowds and curious eyes. Megan was supposed to be dead, and things could turn ugly if anyone recognised the Fair-haired Rose of Kilmainhaim Gaol. To ensure her anonymity, he pulled the cloak further down over her eyes and told her to stay on the horse, whatever happened. She nodded, but looked so dim and pale that he feared she’d slide off at any moment.

      Cursing under his breath, he hurried inside to run his errands. There was one more customer there. The clerk, a short, thin man with a fox-like face and suitably reddish, furry hair, nodded politely to Lyndon before tending to the man. They spoke in low voices, discussing cough tinctures, and Lyndon weighed impatiently from one leg to the other, while he slid his eyes over the crowded shelves, absentmindedly noting the names on the bottles and jars. There were green-tinted bottles of Daffy’s Elixir, jars of Epsom salts and Turlington’s Balsam—tinctures he’d used himself from time to time. There was also Reanimating Solar Tincture, serving some purpose unbeknownst to him, and he spent some minutes trying to figure out what it could be. He noticed the place kept a good stock of lavender soap and thick, lustrous linen towels. With any luck, he’d be able to purchase most of what he needed here. Except new clothes, maybe, which would be the next challenge.

      While he’d been thinking, the clerk and the customer had finished their transaction. The customer reached over the counter for his package, wrapped in brown paper. He tucked it under his arm, turned around, threw a swift, measuring glance at Lyndon’s face and—

      “Asjemenou!” He jumped back, hand over his heart, and stared at Lyndon with wide, pale blue eyes.

      “Do I know you?” Lyndon asked, with a half-annoyed smile. “Or are my looks so very frightening?”

      The stranger relaxed a little, but not entirely. His smile as he bowed was stiff, frozen on the long face. “My apologies, sir.” His voice was pleasant, the key low, with a soft, foreign lilt that Lyndon had heard a few times before. “I did not mean to be rude. Let me introduce myself. I am Cees Reedijk, Dutch merchant and owner of Reedijk & Co, a trading company. May I ask your name?”

      “Someone who is not interested in introducing himself to a stranger,” Lyndon responded, his brows furrowed. The day’s strain was starting to take its toll on him, and he couldn’t hold back his annoyance. “Who the hell are you? State your business or be gone.”

      “I don’t know if I have any business with you yet. The reason I reacted as I did is because you remind me of someone.”

      “My brother?” Lyndon rolled his eyes. “He seems to be quite famous in this area. Unfortunately, he passed away some months ago, so I cannot take him any messages.”

      The stranger’s eyes had hardened somewhat—a sign he didn’t enjoy Lyndon mocking him. “I am not speaking about your brother,” he said frostily, and shifted the package under his arm. “Very well, it seems I may have been mistaken. I’m sorry, sir. Have a good day.”

      Lyndon grabbed his arm before he reached the door. Their eyes met. “No, I’m sorry,” he said, his mouth dry. “I didn’t mean to…” He shook his head. “If not my brother, then who, sir, are you referring to?”

      Mr Reedijk slowly, but with determination and without looking away, loosened his arm from Lyndon’s grip. “A few years ago,” he said, “I crossed paths with a meisje. She was maybe three or four years old, with dark hair and those same remarkable eyes.” He pointed at Lyndon. “Are you related?”

      The man’s face seemed to float out from his head. The world shrunk and blackened around the edges, all sounds disappearing.

      “Sir?” the clerk said. “Are you well?”

      Lyndon bent down, put his hand on his knees, panted to bring the blood back to his head. Someone grabbed his elbow, but he felt the grip slip as he fell. The pressure of those fingers was the last thing he remembered, before all turned black.
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      Red-hot needles in his nose, a burning that stung his brain like angry wasps…

      With an explosive snort, Lyndon thrust his head to one side. He flailed his arms, managed to grab a bony wrist and wrestled it violently from his face. The clerk screamed out in pain, which woke Lyndon up fully. With a jerk, he released the man and pushed himself up on his elbow, shaking his head. “What the…?”

      “Smelling salts, sir,” the clerk squeaked, rubbing his wrist. “You fainted.”

      Lyndon rubbed a hand over his face, trying to rid his mind of the fog. The inside of his nose still twitched from the ghastly odour. The clerk stuffed the small bottle into his palm and withdrew, as though afraid of being further assaulted. “You may keep it. It’s on me.”

      “Thank you.” He stared at it, then raised his gaze to the Dutchman, who was towering above him like a lanky tree.

      “Feeling better?” the man asked, his tone friendly.

      “I don’t know.” He placed a hand on the floor, disregarding the offers of help, and scrambled to his feet. His legs wobbled and his heart pounded so hard in his chest that he felt sick. “Can you… can you tell me more?”

      For a moment, he feared the Dutchman wouldn’t understand what he meant—that he’d only imagined it all—but fortunately, the tall man nodded.

      “I intend to. But you have to tell me who you are first.”

      “Who I am?” His anger flared again. “Can’t you tell?”

      “I want to make sure you’re the right person.”

      “What the hell kind of…” He stopped himself, drew breath. You’re upset. Shaken. Calm down, or he’ll never tell you anything. “Her father,” he said. It felt as though he’d been breathing smoke. “I’m her father.”

      “I thought so.” Mr Reedijk smiled. “She’s safe. I think you need to know that, but I cannot tell you more here.” He sent a pointed glance at the shop clerk, who was listening with a great deal of attention.

      Lyndon nodded. “Let’s meet elsewhere.”

      The Dutchman’s pale blue gaze travelled questioningly to the shop window. Lyndon’s horse stood there, with Megan perched on its back, half-lying over its neck and about to slide to the ground. Lyndon drew a hand through his hair.

      “Shall we meet this evening, perhaps?” the Dutchman proposed. “At sunset, in the Fiddler’s Elbow? It’s just around the corner.” He pointed through the window towards the town square. “Good place; they serve decent ale. No jenever, unfortunately, but you cannot have it all. At least, not in this country.”

      Lyndon nodded, though he wasn’t really interested in beverages at this moment. The Dutchman put his hand on Lyndon’s back and gave it a friendly pat. “Het komt wel goed, vriend. I will explain everything, and you will be happy again. Tot ziens.” With that, he nodded courteously to the clerk, tucked his parcel under his arm and left.

      All was silent for a moment.

      “Well now,” the clerk said, bringing his hands together in an inappropriately cheerful clap. “What may I get you today, good sir?”
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      When Lyndon came out into the street, his horse signalled it had had enough of the awkward person on its back, by rolling its eyes and trampling nervously on the rounded cobblestones.

      Lyndon patted its nose regretfully. “Sorry about this, girl. I’ll get you something nice to munch on tonight.”

      Deflated, he stared at Megan, who was half-hanging over the horse’s neck. He had to wake her, somehow. Then he remembered the smelling salts. He took the container from his pocket, opened the cork and held it to Megan’s face.

      She straightened up with a cry of dismay.

      He caught her before she fell over on the opposite side. “Smelling salts.” He smiled at her wide stare and slid it back into his pocket. “I’ve managed to get some soap, sabadilla vinegar and towels. Even got a dress for you. The shop owner let me buy it from his wife.”

      She nodded. She still looked dazed and he wasn’t sure she was completely awake.

      “We have to find somewhere to stay. You need food and sleep,” he said, without masking his concern. He grabbed the horse’s reins and tugged them gently. “Let’s go.”

      

      As Lyndon had suspected, most inns they visited took one look at Megan and decided they didn’t want anything to do with her. After a few failed attempts, the Drunken Duck, close to the docks, was the only place ready to take the risk, and not before Lyndon had paid handsomely for their trouble. At this rate, I’ll soon be broke, he thought. And I haven’t even bought that bloody zebra yet.

      The room was very small and located on the second floor, just above the loud and rowdy tavern. There was a rickety dresser, a cracked mirror and a single bed. That was it. Too tired to protest, he agreed with Megan that she’d take the bed, while he would sleep on the small patch of floor next to it. He carried food up from the inn for her meal, which she eagerly consumed. He then ordered warm water for a bath and went downstairs for a pint of ale while Megan got cleaned up. Thankfully, in response to the smelling salts and the chance of freedom, she had regained some energy and he felt confident she could tend to herself.

      An hour or so later, having avoided a fight with a drunken sailor and a number of amorous assaults by the working girls, he went upstairs again. Outside the door, he found a pile of rags, which proved to be her old clothes. He knocked, using their agreed-upon secret code—in this neighbourhood he wasn’t going to take any risks—and the door soon slid open. There she was, clad in the clerk’s wife’s dress, which hung too big for her half-starved frame. Her long hair was still damp and the sharp smell of sabadilla vinegar and lavender surrounded her like a cloud. Still, it was such an improvement from earlier that he laughed, quite unexpectedly.

      “Is it that bad?” She looked down at the dress with a frown. “I suppose it’s not fit for a ball…”

      “You look lovely,” he said generously. “I was just… surprised.”

      “Surprised?”

      “The change. You look… well… different…” What could he say? That she looked different from how she had after sitting in an execution cell for a good four weeks? As if she didn’t know that. Bloody hell… She must think I’m an idiot. “You look nice,” he decided to say. It came out a little more harshly than intended.

      “Oh…” There was a slight nod and very swift, slanted smile. “Thank you. Also for the… for what you have done.” She gestured at her dress, but seemed to include everything that had happened so far. Her gaze suddenly turned worried and her voice sank to a feeble whisper. “Why? Why did you come for me?”

      “I promised to return and make sure you were all right, remember? Your brother told me where to find you.”

      The muscles of her jaw swelled and she looked away. “Did he tell you what my charges were?”

      “He did. I don’t think you killed Leighton, though,” Lyndon said mildly.

      Her hands trembled slightly, but otherwise she stood stiff and immobile, a remote, blank stare in her eyes.

      “I think you were trying to defend yourself with the knife, but it wasn’t you who killed him. I think your brother intervened and tried to protect you. Am I right?”

      She pressed her lips together, her back even stiffer than before.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Lyndon said. “You’re free now.”

      “Free.” Her voice held a note of mockery to it. “Am I really?”

      “I’d say so.” He hesitated for a moment. “And there’s another thing you should know. Charles is dead.”

      Her eyes widened. Slowly, she put a hand to her mouth.

      “He was murdered almost a year ago,” Lyndon continued. “We still don’t know by whom, but… he had quite a few enemies.”

      “He got what he deserved,” she whispered. “But…” She swallowed audibly. “I-I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything. I just thought you should know.”

      A slight nod. “Thank you.”

      He abandoned the subject—there really wasn’t any more to say about it. “Tomorrow, I will take you back to your brothers,” he said, and noticed how clearly she flinched. Not that he didn’t understand why; he wouldn’t be happy to return to them, either. Still, it was the only option. “It will be fine, Megan.”

      “Yes… I suppose.” She gave him a strained smile that failed to reach her eyes. “In any case, I’m a little bit tired, so…”

      “Of course. I will leave you to rest.”

      “Leave?” Her eyes flitted to the floor, where he had already prepared his spot with a blanket and his knapsack as a pillow.

      “I have somewhere to go first. I don’t know how long it will take—an hour or two…” There was a burning sensation in his stomach at the thought, an unpleasant, searing pain, and he realised he was so nervous he almost couldn’t bear it. “I’ll try to be quiet when I return.”

      “Thank you, but…” She had to break off to yawn, then glanced at him, half-embarrassed. “… You don’t need to sneak in for my sake. I have a feeling you’d be able to shoot a cannon ball and I still wouldn’t wake up.”
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      A meal and three pints later, the Dutchman finally arrived at The Fiddler’s Elbow.

      As he ducked his head to avoid hitting the doorframe, and set his limbs in Lyndon’s direction, the aching burn in Lyndon’s stomach returned, attacking him with a ferocity that made him wonder if the food he’d eaten would come straight back up. This was it; this was when it happened. Or when it didn’t happen. He was as close to finding Sarah Anne as he’d ever been—but still miles away. It was that uncertainty that was the worst; the not quite knowing if this tall stranger had the answer or was just taking advantage of him.

      After a pleasant greeting, the Dutchman folded his body into the vacant spot, ordered two pints and plucked a dainty silver snuff box from his pocket. He opened it and offered it to Lyndon, who shook his head.

      “You do not use? Very nice quality, this. I import it myself.” He took a pinch, drawing it into his nostrils with apparent delight, then snapped the lid shut and slipped it into his pocket. Flashing a friendly grin at the maid who brought them the ale, he pulled a white handkerchief from his breast pocket and rubbed his fingers on it. “Now,” he said, and glanced at Lyndon. “How are you, my friend?”

      The annoyance was starting to return and Lyndon wanted to tell the man they weren’t friends, but decided he shouldn’t start off this conversation by being difficult. Too much was at stake; no matter how hard it tested his patience, he had to let the Dutchman lead or he might not get any information whatsoever.

      “Fine,” he said, and quaffed a few mouthfuls of ale. “All things considered.”

      The man wiped his hands on a handkerchief edged with intricate lace and studied him with curious, keenly shining eyes. “It’s funny I should run into you like this, don’t you think? I normally don’t believe in luck, but this could be considered as such. If you had arrived two minutes later, I would be gone from the apothecary and we would not have met. Isn’t that an extraordinarily lucky turn of events?”

      “Maybe.” The Dutchman cocked a brow, and Lyndon decided to be honest. “Please, Mr… Was it Reeding?”

      “Reedijk. Cornelis Reedijk. Cees to my friends.”

      “Mr Reedijk,” Lyndon said, with emphasis. “For all these hours since we met, I’ve been trying to come to terms with what I feel. Or what I should feel. Truth is, I’m more numb than anything else. Exhausted.” He shrugged, the corners of his mouth drooping. “I no longer feel enthusiastic. I don’t dare to hope. I have been through too much for that. How do I know you’re not… you’re not trying to trick me? How do I know she’s…?” He broke off, unable to finish the sentence. “How is she?”

      “Alive and well,” Mr Reedijk replied softly.

      Lyndon pressed his hands against the table and half stood, searching for the answers in the Dutchman’s steady gaze. “So where is she? Where are you keeping her? You need to tell me!”

      “I will, in a minute. But first, we have some other details to sort out.”

      Lyndon exhaled through his nose. “Details? What details? What do you want from me?”

      “A confirmation.”

      “A… what?”

      Mr Reedijk leaned back against the wall and eyed him thoughtfully for a while. “Do you not wonder why I never looked for you?” he asked at last. “Don’t think the thought hasn’t struck me over the years. I have thought about you. Whether you were dead or alive. What you’ve been through; if you were missing your daughter. I would probably have found you quite easily, had I put some effort into it. But obviously, I did not try. Not even once.”

      Lyndon gawked at him. “And… Why not?”

      “Because I could not know you would not harm her, of course. The details I have been told about her background—sparse as they may be—told me I had to put her well-being before everything else, or all I’d done would be for nothing.” The light blue eyes fixed on Lyndon’s face with matter-of-fact coolness. “Difficult as it may be to hear, to save her life is the only pledge I’ve made.” He leaned back again, splayed his long hands. “It’s still my only pledge. I need to be completely convinced that you mean her no harm before I disclose any details regarding her whereabouts.”

      “And how the hell do I convince you of that?” Lyndon drew his hand through his hair. Tears pricked behind his eyelids. “How can I—” Then, he remembered the lock of hair. Fumbling, he pulled it out from his pocket. “Here,” he stuttered, placing it on the table. He touched it with trembling fingers, adjusted it, readjusted it, for the Dutchman to see. “It was cut from her head before she came to you. I got it from the daughter of the man who did this to her. I keep it close to my heart—it will always be there, and right now, it’s all I have of her. B-but—”

      Reedijk shook his head, gently. “Maak je geen zorgen, vriend. Don’t worry. I see your despair, your pain. That’s all the convincing I need.” He tilted his head. “Tell me, what happened when you lost her?”

      “An attack. They came to my homestead.” Lyndon exhaled the words as though they were being pushed from his lungs. “Killed my wife and servants, burned everything down and… and took her. To sell, like cattle.”

      “They, you say?” Reedijk narrowed his eyes. “I only saw one. One man came to my office, offering her to me.”

      “O’Shea?”

      “O’Shea, yes.” Reedijk picked up his snuff box, took a pinch and drew it into his nostrils, a little at a time. “I’m surprised you know.”

      Lyndon shrugged. “I don’t really know anything. Only that O’Shea was the one who saved her life during the attack. He brought her to his home, then rode to Dublin.”

      Reedijk stiffened. “Rode?”

      “Yes, rode. Is that strange?”

      “I think so.” Reedijk met his eyes. “All the time I’ve known O’Shea, he’s never owned a horse. Where did he get the money?”

      “Maybe he stole it?” Lyndon suggested.

      “Maybe. But even that is strange. No Irishman in his right mind would steal a horse. To do that, I think one must have a special reason. And if he bought it, where did he get the money?”

      “From my house, of course,” Lyndon said, half-annoyed. What did this have to do with anything? “He bought it with the money he’d looted from my house.”

      “So how did he get from your house to his home with a small girl, then to Dublin with the same? Did he carry her?”

      “Of course not,” Lyndon snapped, then fell silent. He finally saw what the Dutchmen meant. O’Shea had owned the horse before he’d looted Lyndon’s farm. “It was planned,” he breathed. “Don’t you think?”

      “I think so.” Reedijk nodded. “And that’s been my opinion this whole time. Someone was behind this. Someone with the finances to support it.”

      “So… it was ordered?” He felt sick. Thought about Charles’s demise: most likely an ordered job.

      “Maybe. But now you see my quandary? Now you see why I was so careful to keep your daughter hidden?” Reedijk shook his head, a hint of sadness around his mouth. “When she came to me, she wasn’t even herself anymore. O’Shea had dressed her as a boy.”

      Lyndon nodded. He still had the lock of hair in his pocket, close to his heart.

      “He begged me to buy her,” Reedijk continued, “and send her far away. So I did.”

      Finally, the opening to the burning question, the only question Lyndon needed an answer to. “Where is she now?”

      The Dutchman took another mouthful of his ale and wiped the froth from his lips with the back of his hand. The simple gesture spoke of a background one otherwise couldn’t spot in his expensive clothes and clean-shaven appearance.

      “Somewhere between here and Batavia, I’d say.” He smiled tartly at Lyndon’s confused expression. “At first, I put her on one of my ships, under the very capable supervision of one of my female crew members. As time has gone by, your daughter has proved herself mature enough to perform simple tasks, so she was promoted to ship’s boy. Trust me, it was the best solution for all. From what I hear, she’d doing very well. Few know her secret and she’s content with her job.”

      Lyndon stared at him, deflated. “But… why? What is she doing there? Batavia? Where is that, even?”

      “It’s in the Dutch East Indies. I trade there, with tea, spices, tobacco and textiles. My ships bring the goods back to either Amsterdam or Dublin, where my warehouses are, and there they are sold.” He shrugged. “We don’t only trade with Batavia, of course, but that’s where Marijn works right now.”

      “Marijn?”

      “Your daughter. I call her that. It means ‘of the sea’ in Dutch. I thought it fitting.” The Dutchman eyed him curiously. “I don’t believe I’ve heard you mention her real name?”

      “Sarah Anne,” Lyndon replied automatically. “Her name is Sarah Anne.”

      Marijn. What kind of a name was that? Not a name to use for his daughter, in any case. He clenched his fists, felt his heart pump faster, but knew he had to keep his temper. “When will she be back?” he asked, his voice tight.

      “Sometime this autumn. I cannot say exactly when, unfortunately, for it all depends on the weather and the winds, but we are counting on late September.”

      “September…” He felt hollow, like an empty shell. He’d had to wait for half a year already for his injuries to heal sufficiently. Now, he’d have to wait for another four months—if she even made it back.

      “Will she be safe?”

      “Why, yes. My crew is very capable.” Reedijk leaned closer. “I’d like to tell you to put your faith in the good Lord, but to tell you the truth, I trust their experience more than I trust the good nature of our Lord.” He leaned back again and extended his long, lean hands. “She will be fine. It’s not the first time she has made the journey.”

      What a stupid thing to say, what a feeble attempt at consolation. Since when was a journey across the sea ever predictable? Since when were the conditions always the same? Lyndon could think of a thousand things that could happen on the journey, and none of them were very pleasant. Cold sweat pearled along his back and he felt a little sick. Sarah Anne, sweet girl… Will I ever see you again?

      Mr Reedijk put the tankard to his lips and took a good swig. Froth lingered on his upper lip. Again, he brushed it away with the back of his hand. “Fortunately for you, her ship is set to dock in Dublin and not Amsterdam,” he said. “Let me send for you once I have a better notion of its arrival.”

      Lyndon shook his head. “It’s too long to wait. You wouldn’t happen to have any ships going there soon that I could join?”

      “Unfortunately not, no. And I wouldn’t recommend it. It’s a very dangerous journey.”

      “Still, you saw fit to send my daughter there,” Lyndon said, expelling the words between his teeth. “I’m sorry, Mr Reedijk, but I fail to see how this was to save her life. All I see is selfishness, greed and a total disregard for her safety.”

      The Dutchman’s expression didn’t change, other than possibly a tiny widening of his nostrils, a tell-tale sign of provocation. Good, thought Lyndon, and tensed his muscles. Be provoked. Give me a reason to hit you straight in your self-righteous face, you Dutch bastard.

      “Admit it,” Lyndon continued. “You bought her because you saw your chance to make money out of her. Out of my child. Why wouldn’t you turn to the authorities? Why wouldn’t you try to find her family? I’ll tell you why: because you didn’t want to. You saw her as a commodity, something you’d paid for, something to do with as you pleased. That’s why.” He clenched his teeth and grabbed the edge of the table with his hands, shaking with fury.

      Why didn’t the man say anything? He merely sat there, watching Lyndon with sympathy. Sympathy—not anger, as though he hadn’t heard Lyndon’s accusation.

      “Aren’t you going to say something?” Lyndon said, finally. “I’m… I’m…”

      Drowning.

      It felt like that. As though he couldn’t get air, and his lungs were exploding from the lack of it.

      “What do you want me to say?” The Dutchman turned the pewter slowly in his hands, while continuing to eye Lyndon, now with a hint of curiosity. “You have said all you had to say and I’m in no position to deny it. In fact, doing so would be insulting to you. I can only say that I am sorry. I’m sorry for causing you distress. I’m sorry for your suffering.” He raised his head again and the light blue eyes took on a harder gleam. “But I will not apologise for my decisions. If I did, I wouldn’t mean it. I did what I thought was best for the child, and in that opinion I stand firm.”

      Seeing the conviction in the man’s eyes and sensing his strength, Lyndon’s rage faded. He ran his hand over his head, grateful to feel the solid shape of his skull under his fingers. For a moment, he’d felt as though his head was about to explode. “No,” he murmured. “Don’t apologise. I’m the one who—”

      “You have nothing to apologise for, either.” Reedijk’s voice had taken on a lighter tone again. “I know this is difficult for you. It must be overwhelming and very frustrating. Hopefully, joyous as well, but that doesn’t make it any easier, does it?” He stuck a hand in his pocket, retrieved a small, thin silver box and opened the lid. From it, he took an elegant card with neatly printed letters, which he handed to Lyndon. “My card. Send a message to my office in Dublin with your details as soon as you can, and I will be sure to keep in touch.”

      Lyndon nodded, viewing the card. His eyes burned. The Dutchman pulled himself to his feet. “I will leave you now, good sir. I suggest you return to your wife and make sure you get a good night’s sleep.”

      “Wife?” Lyndon blinked. Then he understood. Megan… “Oh,” he murmured, his face hot. “She’s not my wife.”

      “I see.” Reedijk’s gaze didn’t reveal what he was thinking, but Lyndon could guess, and his face turned warm.

      “It’s a long story,” he murmured. “Thanks. I think it’s a good idea to get some rest.”

      “Interdaad.” The Dutchman reached out a hand and gave him a friendly pat on the back. “See you in September.”

      

      When Lyndon got to the inn, it was indecently late. The tavern on the bottom floor was still roaring with life, however, and he stopped to have a whiskey before he finally made his somewhat unsteady way to his room. Squinting, he put the key in the lock—it took a few attempts—and twisted it, fumbling and cursing under his breath. Finally, the door swung open and he was inside. He fumbled to get his breeches open, dropped them halfway to his knees… and realised with a start that he wasn’t alone in the room.

      It was almost impossible to see anything in the darkness. He could vaguely make out Megan’s contours under the thin cover, but couldn’t tell if he’d woken her or not. Hopefully not.

      “Right,” he murmured, putting a finger to his lips. Hush, Lyndon. Swaying slightly, he pulled up his breeches and collapsed on to his makeshift bed. The floor was hard against his bones and whatever position he tried, there was always something hurting. He soon gave up trying and placed himself on his back to stare at the ceiling. The room rocked a little, gently, like a ship on the waves. Was this what Sarah Anne felt, living at sea?

      He thought of her lying there in the tar-stinking, stuffy belly of a ship, her tiny body aching with fatigue after a hard day’s work. Why hadn’t he asked the Dutchman for more details about her? All the things Lyndon now thought about were things he should have asked—but he’d been too confused, too upset. Most of all, he wondered if she ever talked about him. If she remembered him at all. Tears burned behind his eyelids. He drew breath and it turned into a half-choked sob.

      “My lord?”

      He flinched, wiped his face and raised himself on an elbow. He could see that she was sitting up, looking at him. He cleared his throat. “Yes, Megan? What is it?”

      “Are you well?”

      She’d heard him sob, of course. He sank back down to the floor. “Yes, I’m fine. It’s just a bit dusty down here. Something must have got into my nose. How are you?”

      “Fine,” she said thinly.

      “That’s good to hear. Goodnight, then.”

      She didn’t answer.

      He closed his eyes. Tried to count the days to September, but his mind was too shattered and he couldn’t focus.

      Then he heard her voice again. “I lied, my lord. I’m not fine.”

      He raised his head. “What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t stop shaking.”

      For the first time, he noticed her voice was quivering. Of course. With some food in her belly, her mind had gone from trying to survive to realising what was happening around her, and she was now left to try to deal with it. What she’d been through was enough to make even the most hardened man tremble in fear.

      Lyndon’s throat constricted with sympathy. “Can I get you something to drink? A glass of whiskey? I think they are still serving drinks downstairs.”

      “No. I just…” She fell silent for a minute. “I don’t suppose you would like to join me, my lord?”

      He frowned. “Join you?”

      “Just… lie here, next to me. I need… I need to know that someone’s there. I’m clean,” she added. “No bugs, I mean. And I’m decent. Got my dress on, so you needn’t worry about…” She swallowed audibly. “I’m sorry,” she stuttered. “How stupid of me. I shouldn’t ask such a thing from a man such as yourself. Never mind me, my lord. I’ll be fine.”

      “Please, Megan…” His voice silenced her. “Don’t worry—I understand. I’m coming over. Make some room.”

      He slunk into the bed next to her, pleasantly warmed by her body. After some hesitation, before deciding it was out of necessity and that she wouldn’t find it indecent, he placed one arm under her neck and one arm around her waist, then pulled her against him. Don’t get aroused now, he warned himself, but he needn’t have worried. The situation was far from romantic and no part of him reacted at all amorously to the intimate position. He could feel the vibrations of her shaking body, her restrained breaths and chattering teeth, the anxiety streaming from her like a mist, and he pulled her a little closer still. Her soft hair tickled his face and he caught a soft whiff of chamomile and vinegar, not in any way unpleasant.

      “Tha e gu ceart,” he whispered. “Tha thu sàbhailte còmhla rium.”

      She stopped breathing for a moment. Had she forgotten he spoke Gaelic? He thought so. But his calming words seemed to have an effect, for when she started to breathe again, her breaths weren’t as ragged anymore.

      “Feuch ri faighinn beagan cadal.”

      “I will try,” she said feebly. “But I don’t know how I could sleep at present.”

      “I think you can. You’re exhausted, mo rún. Don’t be afraid. I’ll keep you safe.”

      “I know. I feel safe with you.” She exhaled. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it.” He pulled her a little closer, found that he enjoyed the closeness and that he too felt safe. “I will try to sleep as well.”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice feeble. “Goodnight, my lord.”

      “Goodnight, Megan.”

      Within minutes, her breathing had changed from shallow to deep, and he knew she was asleep.
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      They slept until the sun made its sharp and bright entry through the small window, casting a ray across the room and onto the bed, where they still lay in the position they’d fallen asleep, tightly embraced like two lovers. Megan slunk from Lyndon’s arms first, her face red with embarrassment, and avoided eye contact for a good while, despite his attempt to be calm and good-natured about the situation.

      “At least I slept well,” he said, and meant it. “Let’s eat, and then make haste to your brothers.”

      She didn’t respond, but her grimace told him she didn’t look forward to either of those things.

      

      They rode to the farm in silence, both preoccupied with their own thoughts, wrestling their own demons. His mind was, of course, with Sarah Anne. He’d questioned a number of people the previous evening. First at the tavern where he’d met the Dutchman, then at the tavern of their inn—but no seaman or ship’s captain had been prepared to venture to Batavia, and they hadn’t known of any ship that would do so anytime soon. Crazy Englishman, they’d said to him—the winds are bad for going there now. It looked as though Lyndon really had to do what Reedijk had suggested and go back home, but the idea was daunting and made his stomach ache. He could see himself wandering about Rose Lodge for the coming months, waiting and waiting, alone in his misery. Perhaps he should stay in Dublin? But he had no money left, and what would he do there for so long? No option seemed like a good one, and it all kept churning through his head in an endless, annoying circle.

      

      Aindréas was mending the wheel of an old gig as they rode into the yard. When he saw them, he straightened his back, much like the last time Lyndon had been there—but this time he looked even less welcoming, if that was possible.

      Megan’s thin neck was so stiff her tendons protruded like strings on a violin, and her knuckles around the reins were white.

      “It will be fine,” Lyndon murmured from the corner of his mouth, but he knew she wasn’t listening.

      He helped her down, then dismounted himself. For a moment, she and her brother stood facing each other, almost as though they were in a duel, each expecting the other to draw at any time.

      Not until the door behind Aindréas opened and a woman, grim-looking and scrawny except for a huge belly, stepped outside holding a bundle, did Megan react.

      She emitted a loud, deep sob. “Bridie,” she exclaimed and ran to the woman, taking the bundle from her and cradling it to her chest.

      “She’s fine,” the woman said roughly. “We’ve seen to it to feed her properly, aye?”

      Megan nodded, her nose pressed against the rags that were draped around the child’s body.

      Aindréas waved the woman off, gesturing to her to return to the house. Megan walked back towards Lyndon, cooing to her little one.

      “So,” Aindréas said, throwing Lyndon an annoyed glance. “She’s back.”

      “As you can see. I managed to arrange for her freedom, but you will need to keep her here, away from the authorities. She has a price on her head.”

      Megan stared at him. He realised he had never told her about his deal with the sheriff.

      “So we have to hide her?” Aindréas’s eyes narrowed.

      “Call it what you want.”

      “I’ll call it stupidity, then,” the man spat. “What are ye thinking, bringing her back here, putting our families at risk?”

      What the hell? Lyndon filled his lungs with air, ready to explode.

      Maybe Megan felt his anger, for she paused her cuddling of the baby to put a light hand on his arm. “Don’t,” she said simply, and raised her chin. “It’s not worth it. I won’t bother these people anymore, anyway. I’m not staying, see.”

      Aindréas’s already narrow eyes narrowed even more. “Don’t be foolish. Where would you be going?”

      “With His Lordship. To serve as his maid and cook.”

      “Wait a minute…” Lyndon raised a hand. “We haven’t—”

      “I’m strong and capable.” She spoke without taking her eyes from her brother, her grip around her baby firm. “I will care for your household. For free, if necessary.”

      “But I—”

      “What is this nonsense? You can’t go with him,” Aindréas interrupted Lyndon, pointing rudely at him. “You’ll disgrace yourself.”

      She snorted. “More than I already have, you mean? You never fail to tell me.”

      “Because I’m right. Why would you want to continue to bring shame to your name? Are you that daft, woman?”

      “I would be daft if I stayed with you.” She raised her head and glared at him. Despite her tininess, enhanced by weeks of starvation, and despite a definitive weakness in her body, there was something fascinatingly ferocious about her, something almost feral in how she stood, strong and with a straight back, her blue eyes shimmering like gems. “I’m tired of being used, Aindréas. You and Declan—you have used me since the day I set foot in this house. You say you care about me, but you don’t. You never have; not you, not Declan. Devin was the only one who cared, but he’s…” Her voice broke; a temporary crack in the hard façade. She wiped her eyes angrily and collected herself by squaring her shoulders. “You used him too. You knew the plan was going to fail. We would never have been able to get the keys to the gunpowder magazine. Yet you sent us there; you sent us to our deaths. All because of that stupid idea you have of a free Ireland. Well, let me tell you something; you’re not one ounce better than the ones you’re trying to break free from.”

      “Be quiet, woman!” Aindréas took a step towards her, his hand raised. When Lyndon shouted out a warning, he halted, sent Lyndon a dirty look and lowered his hand.

      Lyndon’s heart raced, pounding inside his chest. So that was why they’d been there. To steal or persuade Leighton to give them something that would help ‘the cause’, as the Irish rebels liked to call it. No wonder Aindréas wanted Megan to keep her mouth shut. Lyndon shouldn’t know these things; not with his contacts within the army.

      Was he in any danger? He surveyed the premises, expecting to see a glimpse of a gun barrel pointed to his head, or the glimmer of a knife, but saw nothing and carefully exhaled.

      “I hate being afraid all the time,” Megan continued. She appeared to have shrunk and her eyes had grown weary. “I hate waking up not knowing if I’ll get food. Not because there is none, but because you have decided I can’t have any until I do as I’m told. I hate knowing that one day, any day, the soldiers could come and put us all in gaol. You know they will, one day, and it won’t just be because of me.” She shrugged. “I refuse to stay here. His Lordship has never been anything but kind to me, and I want to repay his kindness. I want to serve him. I’m going with him.”

      Lyndon closed his eyes briefly. Not part of the plan, he repeated to himself, not part of the plan, not part of the plan.

      But maybe he had to start getting used to it? The fact that his plans constantly changed? After all, that’s how it had been for the last year. And, after everything he’d heard, how could he say no to Megan’s request, which wasn’t even a request but a decision.

      Aindréas spat and scowled at his sister. “Ungrateful, that’s what you are. Always have been. We’ve done our best to take care of you. Didn’t ask to have you back, did we, but there you were, with your belly swelling with an Englishman’s babe. And now you’re doing it again. We all know that within a year you’ll be back here, pregnant with that man’s child.” He pointed to Lyndon again, who shook his head, defeated and deflated. “And begging us to take you in again. But that won’t happen. If you go with him to be his whore, that’s up to you, but don’t you ever come back.”

      “Fine by me. I’d rather be his whore than yours, anyway,” Megan growled.

      “So leave, and don’t come back.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that.” She turned to Lyndon, her eyes gleaming with pride. “Let’s go.”

      “Not so fast.” Aindréas held out his hand and opened it, palm up.

      For a moment, Lyndon stared at the rough skin, the dark pink scars from shackles on the wrist above it. Then, finally, he understood. “You want money?” he said, unable to hide his surprise.

      “It was your promise, if we took care of her.”

      “I never…” He broke off and raked a hand through his hair. What was the point? Besides, the other brother had come out onto the stairs by now, and there was the gun, too. “If you insist.” He searched for his pouch, took a few coins from his diminishing supply and stuck them, deliberately hard, into Aindréas’s hand. At this rate, he’d have to sell the gifts from Emily and Daniel—and he would, too, if it was necessary to sustain their lives. “Here you go,” he said, with mocking politeness. “Thank you for your efforts during this time.”

      The man turned on his heel and walked to the house, the door slamming shut behind him.

      Megan spat, then set off towards the horse, her now crying daughter clutched against her chest. “Time to go back home. To England.”

      Lyndon couldn’t help but wonder if that had been her plan all along.
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      Greywell

      “We need to open up this wall for maximum light, Mr Nash. I’m thinking large windows from here…” Emily measured with her hands in one corner of Charles’s study, then ran across the room to the other side. “… To about here.”

      The architect stared at her. “But my lady… That will disrupt the whole balance of the house. I simply cannot allow it!”

      Emily’s hands fell to her sides and she tilted her head to watch her exasperated architect. For one of the most sought-after in his trade in the whole of England, he had a surprisingly modest appearance, with his russet clothes and steadily receding hairline. He was only a little over fifty years old yet his hair was already completely grey, and looked almost bluish in the light that fell from Charles’s narrow and ungainly windows.

      “We both agreed this is the best room for what I intend to do,” she stated, keeping her tone friendly. “It’s facing north and the view is beautiful… now that the woodbine is gone,” she added, under her breath. “Your task is to implement my ideas, Mr Nash. I’m counting on you.”

      “But it will look ghastly. Such large windows on one side of the building only? I have never heard of such a thing.”

      “It’s for a purpose.” She caught his faint snort and pretended not to hear it. Mr Nash was a friendly soul, but he didn’t seem to have a great deal of appreciation for artists. At least, not female ones. “I’m sure you can make it work.”

      He nodded importantly. “I know I can. It is still a sacrilege, however.”

      “It’s an even greater sacrilege to leave a room unused, I’m sure—and that’s exactly what will happen if we don’t do this.”

      “Hmm.”

      The plan of turning Charles’s study into a studio, like the one at Giatelli’s farm, had come to her slowly but steadily, over the course of time. This room had the perfect lighting and, since she hated Charles’s study, the decision had also been symbolic. The time had come to rid herself of Charles’s ghost and take command of Greywell. The idea filled her with as much exhilaration as determination, and the more opposition she met, the more she knew she had to do this. Her gaze travelled along the short end wall, now devoid of furniture, since she’d had her servants empty the entire room a week or so earlier. She could picture a stand there, with all her flasks and jars of pigments and oil and turpentine, carefully lined up. Beside them, a rack with blank canvases and bits of wood. Easels, at least two or three, so she could work on more than one painting at a time…

      Her stomach fluttered at the thought; a familiar, incredibly pleasant feeling. She hadn’t done any painting since Charles died, or well before then. The time surely had come for it. As a dowager, she was pretty much free to do whatever she wanted.

      The door opened behind them and a maid peered in through the doorway. “There’s a gentleman here to see you, my lady.”

      “A gentleman?” Emily frowned. She wasn’t expecting any visitors. “Did you catch his name?”

      “Yes, my lady. It’s Mr Buckley.”

      Of all the people in the world…

      Emily sighed with annoyance. “Show him to the blue salon,” she said. The smile that had been there previously had faded. The pleasant glow, too. Meeting Buckley was never an enjoyable task. “Tell Mrs Goodall to prepare a tray of refreshments. I will be there shortly.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      “I won’t be a minute, Mr Nash,” Emily told the architect, who turned around at the sound of his name. “When I return, I’d appreciate a solution to the problem.”

      “I will do my best, my lady,” said Mr Nash, his nose wrinkled. “Please do not strain yourself unduly for my sake.”
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      What was it about Buckley that sent shivers down Emily’s spine? Was it really only his bulk, that constant reminder of her old concierge Paul at the brothel where she’d grown up? Or was it something else, something in his person? His eyes, for example, cold and gleaming, moving with the swift slyness of a reptile?

      Emily felt it more strongly than ever this time, and after the mandatory polite greeting took refuge behind a recliner, her arms folded across her chest. It was probably a childish reaction, but she couldn’t help herself. Fortunately, Buckley didn’t really seem to notice; he was instantly interested in the tray of refreshments carried into the room by the maid.

      “Each time I leave this place, I miss these biscuits,” he said, kissing his thumb and index finger. “They are simply delicious.”

      “Yes, so you keep telling me.” She tried to smile, to take the edge off her words. “May I ask what you are doing here? It is not time for our lesson today.”

      “Are you saying I’m not allowed to visit you outside our agreement, Emily?” He cocked a brow. “How rude of you. And here, I thought we were friends…”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” She shook her head, rubbed her temples. “You’re of course allowed to visit at any time. I was just wondering if you have a specific reason for being here?”

      “Besides the biscuits, you mean?” He popped one in his mouth. “I may have.”

      “Do enlighten me,” she murmured. “Tea?”

      “Please. You have visitors?” He sank onto the chair, the delicate porcelain cup in his hand. “Nice carriage too; I saw it as I came into the yard. From London?”

      “Yes.”

      He took a sip of tea and looked at her over the brim of the cup. “A suitor?”

      “No. His name is Mr Nash and he’s an architect.”

      Buckley lowered the cup somewhat. “The Mr Nash?”

      “Indeed. I’m redoing Charles’s study.”

      “Oh… Charles wouldn’t be happy to know that, I’m sure.”

      “That’s a bold hypothesis, seeing as he’s not around.”

      He was right, however, and they both knew it. Daniel had been rather upset when he’d learned about Emily’s plans. The study had been Charles’s special room, possibly his favourite one, and very personal. Daniel didn’t want her to change anything, because the study held a piece of Charles’s soul—and she thought exactly the same thing, which was why she wanted to change it.

      “What are you planning to do there?” he asked.

      “Nothing special.”

      Buckley smirked. “Oh, Emily, I know you by now. You would never do something just for the heck of it. Everything you do is well thought through.”

      Uncomfortable with his keen observation, and blushing slightly, she averted her eyes. She still didn’t know him, which was probably due to the fact that she wasn’t the least bit interested.

      “In any case,” Buckley said, “I’m here to talk business and I would like to do that in private. Would you mind sending your servants from the room?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      He waited, casually nibbling on a piece of shortbread, while she gave her orders. When the staff were gone, he energetically wiped his fingers on a napkin and leaned forward. “Excellent. Now let’s proceed…”

      “With what?”

      “I’ll get to that.” He gestured to the chair. “Why don’t you sit?”

      Cautiously and with stiff movements, knowing full well that she should really scold him for telling her what to do in her own home, she did as she was told. Her heart pounded so hard she was beginning to get a headache.

      “Now, Emily,” he began. “Our sessions have been going according to plan, do you not think? You’ve been an excellent student, too, during these weeks.”

      “Thank you. However—”

      “Hush.” He placed a finger on his lips. “Listen. You are generous enough to let me continue to stay at Harcourt House, and for that, I’m thankful. But now it’s time for us to discuss the true compensation for all my hard work.”

      Suddenly cold, she folded her arms over her chest. “What do you mean?”

      His smile was slanted, self-conceited. “Surely you didn’t think I’d settle merely for a stay in one of your houses?”

      Her heart quickened. Lyndon had warned her about this man. Charles had warned her. Even Étienne, who didn’t know Buckley, had told her to be careful in her dealings with him. She too had known what kind of a man he was—but she had decided not to take heed, because she had needed the help. Had pushed away that little voice telling her nothing good could come out of it, and pretended that everything was well. That self-deceit was now going to cost her, and it wouldn’t come cheaply either, judging from Buckley’s contented smile.

      “You never thought about it, but during these weeks you’ve trusted me with Charles’s ledgers and given me full insight in his affairs. In your immense naivety, you gave me the opportunity I was waiting for. I found something among his assets, you see.” Calmly, he studied her pale face. “In anticipation of your wedding, there had been a shift in assets, from you to Charles. It wasn’t much. A farm outside Old Woking, and that was it. Yes, that farm,” he said, when she covered her mouth with her hand. “As you were supposed to be a Dutch merchant’s daughter, I found it odd that you’d own a simple farm without any particular value or additional land attached to it. I made some enquiries, and found that the farm had once been owned by a man called Vincente Giatelli.”

      Buckley put a finger to his forehead and tapped it lightly. “Instantly, as I saw the name, I remembered him. He came to Harcourt House some years ago and offered to repaint the pulpit of the Stanford family chapel. He was very persistent, which I found peculiar, since I couldn’t really work out why a renowned artist like him would need to search for assignments. Nevertheless, he was hired, and he made a good job of it. In any case, continuing my research, I found that a great many people remember Master Giatelli. Quite a few remember his cook, a certain Mrs Goodall.” He gestured towards the tray, with its artfully decorated biscuits, and raised his gaze to the stunned Emily. “Some also recall a scrawny little girl, whom Master Giatelli had taken under his wing. This girl later gave birth to a remarkably silver-eyed little boy. When Master Giatelli died some years later, she inherited his farm. Funnily enough, her name was Emily.”

      Breathe, she told herself, and forced her lungs to take in air slowly and deliberately, in and out, as calmly as possible. If you panic, you won’t be able to take in anything more. It was dreadful, however, to endure his penetrating gaze; to see the knowledge in his features, his awareness.

      “Are you a fortune seeker, Emily?” he asked, when she didn’t say anything. “Do you go from bed to bed, leaving death in your trail, in your search for riches?”

      “No!” She scrunched the fabric of her dress between her fingers and let out all the air she’d so carefully tried to contain. “That’s not how it is.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to pretend for my sake.” He flicked his wrist. “I’m not concerned with your methods, as long as you don’t try them on me. It’s interesting from another viewpoint, however. You’re not who you claim to be, which is a serious matter. With the right judge, you’d face a troublesome time in court.” He squinted at her. “I don’t have to mention that I have good connections in this area, do I?”

      She felt cold and warm at the same time, her heart pounding wildly. What have I done? she thought. Why didn’t I listen when people told me to stay away from him?

      “What do you want?” she croaked.

      “What do you think?” He regarded her calmly. “Everything that is yours, of course. And I’ll get it, too.”

      It wasn’t a surprise, not at all. She felt almost calm again, as though a blanket of frost had draped itself over her shoulders. He thinks you’re gullible, she thought, but he forgets that you’ve spent enough time in his company to learn his tricks.

      “What’s your plan?” Her sudden cool made him drop his jaw—only momentarily, but it was a small triumph. “To reveal everything and have me sentenced to gaol? Or hanged? It wouldn’t work. Daniel would inherit, not you.”

      “I know how it works. If I wanted to, I could remedy that too.”

      She blanched; felt her heart stop in her chest. Was he saying he wouldn’t refrain from getting rid of Daniel?

      “Oh, don’t worry,” he said, with an annoyed grin. “I’m not interested in doing anything to you or the boy. If I were, I would have done so already, believe me.” He pinched the handle of the teacup between his fingers and took a sip, clearly not alarmed by her stiffened posture. “I told you before that I like you,” he said, as he finally put the cup down in its saucer. “And that’s true. I find you more pleasant than most women, and in addition you are very intelligent. During this short period, you’ve learned more about book-keeping than most of my associates—and they’re supposed to be schooled in the area.”

      She was careful not to blink. He too remained unblinking. It was like a game, a test of their wills. She wasn’t going to fold.

      “I need a partner,” he said.

      Blink. She’d lost.

      Buckley gave a lazy shrug. “I’m not young anymore. I feel it myself—my health is declining. I’m not as sharp as I used to be, not as mobile. I’m tired. As you know, I own a few textile mills. They’re going well and my business is expanding. Call it a small empire, if you will. If I die now, it will surely be split up and sold in parts, which would be a shame. I’ve worked too hard to let it go to waste like that.”

      “So…?”

      “I need you to become my wife.”

      The idea was so absurd she nearly broke out laughing, but his face revealed it wasn’t a joke. “It will be beneficial to us both,” he continued. “We’ll work together to bring this place to a state of grandeur, the way I always intended it to be. With you by my side, I’m sure I’ll have even more doors opening in terms of business opportunities. Other than that, we will be separate—no touching, definitely no bed-sharing. I do not require you to harbour any warmer feelings for me, nor do I aim for the converse. Think of it as a business arrangement. You will be free to take lovers, if you do it discreetly and with good taste. Preferably men of my colouring, in case you happen to fall pregnant. You needn’t worry that I will reject the child; I will foster it as my own. Just as I will Daniel.”

      Finally, Emily emerged from her stunned state. His words had sunk in and her body started to react, constricting her throat so she couldn’t breathe. “No,” she said, and stood. She rubbed her hands violently along her skirt, as if wiping something disgusting from them. “I cannot agree to this. I’ll give you anything you want, but not that.” She moistened her lips. “Do you want Harcourt House? I’ll give it to you, if—”

      “I don’t want your alms,” he hissed, and banged his fist on the table.

      She jumped back, her hand to her throat.

      Her frightened expression seemed to calm him, and when he spoke again, his voice was back to normal. “I want what’s mine. The legacy is mine. What makes you think you can trick your way into the Stanford family and take something that isn’t even yours? You, who are not even a Stanford?”

      “You’re not a Stanford either,” she dared say.

      Buckley’s face darkened even more. “I was like a son to Grandfather Stanford. I did everything for him, hoping that in the end he’d make it worth my while. But how did he repay me? By denying me what was mine, by spitting in my face. I’m glad I suffocated the bloody bastard. God, pressing that pillow over his face was the best feeling I’ve ever had.”

      Emily’s sharp intake of breath roused him. At first, he looked confused, as though he hadn’t realised he was speaking aloud, but then a smile curled his lips. “Oh please. Don’t tell me you hadn’t guessed already? You would have done the same. I heard him speaking to you about what he wanted to ask Charles, see. He was correct: the boys never started the fire that killed their parents. I did. And Grandfather Stanford figured it out.”

      Good Lord… Emily held her breath, afraid to make the slightest move that could spur this man into aggression.

      Buckley shrugged. “It was an accident. I wanted to get back at Charles and Lyndon for constantly playing tricks on me, and used a self-igniting stick that they’d played with earlier during the day to set fire to the hallway outside their room. I wanted the boys to take the blame for it, but… it went a bit out of hand. Admittedly, it was the best that could have happened—by eliminating their parents, I was one step closer to my goal.”

      “But you said it was an accident,” Emily intervened. “Surely, Grandfather Stanford recognised that as well. You were a child too and it was a long time ago. He would have forgiven you. There was no need to kill him over it.”

      Buckley was still smiling, but his eyes were cold. “Obviously, you didn’t know him. He’d already sent for his lawyer. I know he was thinking of changing his will, in Lyndon’s favour, because for some reason, he’d grown soft and thought Lyndon deserved it. To do that, he’d had to shift the possessions from someone else. Guess who?”

      “You,” Emily breathed.

      “Indeed. I couldn’t have that. Him revealing the circumstances surrounding the fire was just the last straw that broke the camel’s back. That, and the fact that it seemed he’d learned another few things about me...” Buckley flicked his wrist, dismissively. “I’m a resourceful man. Sometimes, resourcefulness demands certain… actions. And sometimes, people end up being in the way of those actions. That’s how it goes.”

      “Now I’m one of those people,” Emily said, her voice hoarse.

      Buckley raised an eyebrow, then chuckled. “That’s correct, Emily. I have nothing against you—you’re just in my way. The day you showed up with your bastard—”

      “Don’t call him that.”

      “With Daniel,” he corrected himself, smiling sweetly. “That day, was a black day. I’d tried to out-manoeuvre Charles by luring Grandfather Stanford to set up that contract, where Charles swore off the legacy if he didn’t manage to produce an heir. I thought for sure I’d win, and then you showed up… Since your wedding, I’ve been thinking of the best way to get rid of you—the safest way—but I couldn’t come up with anything that wouldn’t jeopardise my own status. Well, I’ve now reached the point where I don’t really care anymore. However, I think this is a pretty safe way of claiming what’s mine. Nobody gets hurt. We’ll both be happy. Good plan, would you not agree?”

      “No,” she said, her voice flat. “I would not.”

      “That’s what you say now, because you’re shocked and angry. But you will see, in time, that it’s for everyone’s best. I don’t think you’d want to fare the other route, see.”

      “Other route?” Slowly, she hid her trembling hands in the folds of her dress, determined to keep her head. Hold yourself together, Emily.

      “I have a witness—a handsome young lad—who is willing to testify in court about how you two were once lovers. He can reveal how, in a letter to him, you made plans to murder your husband. Coincidentally, these plans involved hiring someone to slit his throat, and the murder was going to take place in September…” Buckley’s eyes grew amused. “Needless to say, I have that letter in my possession.”

      “But it’s not true!” She clenched her fists and stared at him. “It’s not true! You made this up! I never did that!”

      “Of course not. The man is paid by me, and I forged your handwriting to write the letter. Not too difficult, seeing how you during these weeks have provided me with enough material to practise. With that witness, that letter, and your background, you’d be doomed before you even entered the courtroom.”

      “Dear God…” She put a trembling hand to her mouth. Couldn’t stop herself from asking: “Did you… did you kill Charles too?”

      “Does it matter?” Buckley studied her pale face. “Charles is gone—wasn’t that what you wanted, all along?”

      “I never wanted him killed,” she shouted, knowing in an instant that she was lying. Had she not, in her darkest moments, wished him dead? She sank into herself, huddled like an animal. “Please don’t hurt Daniel,” she pleaded. “He’s innocent. Please don’t… don’t harm him.”

      “Did you not listen? I have no intention of harming neither you, nor him. What would I earn by doing that? Nothing at all. There are more advantages in taking you as my wife. That’s why I’m hoping you will seriously consider this proposal, and recognise what’s best for you.”

      She closed her eyes, the corners of her mouth drooping. Is it my fate always to be a prisoner? she thought. Subject to the whims of men, forced to bend to their will. The freedom she craved always seemed to be out of reach.

      “What will Daniel say?” she whispered.

      “What could he say? Why would it matter? He’s a child.”

      “It’s his heritage.”

      “It is. And it will continue to be so, after I’m gone. He will also inherit my empire, which is vast. You will both find yourselves in a very nice position. Not that I’m planning on dying anytime soon, of course. I plan to enjoy my life to the fullest, for years to come.” He drew breath. “Now,” he said, clasping his hands together. “Let’s deal with the practical side of things. Firstly, you may not tell anyone about our conversation. One word about what we’ve talked about and you will not like the outcome, trust me. Understood?”

      She swallowed and nodded.

      “Secondly, I don’t think it’s wise to announce our union too early—there shall be no shadow falling over our names, no scandals or doubts to disrupt our plans. Let’s see, now…” He put a finger to his lips and pursed them slightly as he contemplated the situation. “You’re in mourning until September. After that, you must be given at least half a year, so that people will know you’ve got over the loss of your husband and that all your decisions are rational. How would you like a May wedding?”

      “I’d rather not have one at all.”

      Buckley chuckled. “Ah, a display of your dry sense of humour; how nice. May it is.” He slid his hand in his pocket and pulled out his watch, gave it a quick glance and let it slide back. “I must go, my dear. Remember what I said about being discrete. But I’m sure it’ll be no problem for you. After all, you’re used to keeping secrets, aren’t you? In that, we are very much alike.”

      He smiled and gave her a hasty wink, loftily ignoring her shudder of disgust.

      After he’d left, she stood for a while, collecting herself and her frantic thoughts, before she finally managed to return to Mr Nash. She listened with half an ear to his glowing speech about how he’d had a revelation during her absence and now knew exactly how to solve the problem of the windows. Still stunned, not really there, she thanked him as warmly as she could and sent him off, then spent another half-hour pacing the floor, chewing her nails.

      Finally, she had to stop and admit to herself that there was nothing she could do at this moment, and that her mind was too agitated to function anyway. She took a deep breath and walked to the window, looked out on a landscape in full bloom and thought about how her life continued to change and how she never seemed to be in control of what was happening. Money, she thought. Riches. It was never about her: she’d only happened to get caught in the games of men. Thinking about it, the pattern appeared crystal clear: first Paul, the proprietor of the brothel where she’d grown up. He’d sold her to Charles, to earn money on her. Then Charles, who’d forced her into marrying him so that he could attain his legacy. And now Buckley—a man who already had everything he could want, but still wanted more. Now, she was his pawn, too. Shoved between their wills, subjected to their whims… They couldn’t care less about her person—in fact, to them, she’d never been a person: she was an object to use in order to get what they wanted. How belittled could one get?

      She was worth something, however, and throughout her life, in shimmering glimpses here and there—just enough to not make her lose hope—she’d been shown just that. It had started with Giatelli: without his kindness, she wouldn’t have survived. Her gaze wandered over the landscape, following the road until it disappeared in the distant haze, where the woodlands started. Charles had never allowed her to travel in that direction, and it was clear why: that’s where her roots were. He’d hinted more than once that she need not even bother: Giatelli’s farm was gone, wiped out. She’d believed it, had had no reason not to. Buckley’s words, however, had pointed to something else: the farm still existed. Mr Radcliffe had simply shifted it over to Charles’s estate. It made sense, in a way—Charles was too lazy to actively do anything about it, and without instructions, Mr Radcliffe would never act on his own. Thus, the farm was still there. Rented out, perhaps, or forgotten… but it was still there.

      In a surge of resourcefulness, she turned on her heels and marched through the room, continuing through the hallway, past Wilkins, who wondered if everything was all right—yes, yes, Wilkins, everything is fine—and out into the yard, her steps brisk. Daniel wasn’t around; as far as she knew, he’d gone fishing again, as he seemed to be doing at every opportunity.

      The stable foreman, the very same one who had approached her when Charles died, listened to her request with increasing wonder. “A ride, my lady? Where to?”

      “Somewhere,” she said, shaking her head impatiently. “It doesn’t matter. I need a fast horse.”

      Amal. In the past, it would have been him, but the Arabian stallion was dead and his foal not broken in yet. The foreman suggested one of Greywell’s ponies.

      “Apollo? He’s not nearly fast enough,” she said decidedly. “What about my husband’s horse?”

      “I don’t think so, my lady. Cerberus is hard in the mouth and difficult to handle.”

      “I want him. Please prepare him for me.”

      Her glare was so demanding that he, after a moment’s hesitation, bowed his head. “As you wish, my lady.”

      A while later, he returned with Charles’s horse. “Here he is, my lady,” he said dryly, and seemed to take note of her wide-eyed stare, but with concern rather than amusement. “As I said, this is a mean one. Are you sure you want it?”

      The creature was intimidating, large and brooding, hard muscles flexing under the shining pelt and eyes that told anyone who approached that they’d better keep their distance. But the beast also sparked something in her that she hadn’t felt in a while. She took the reins. The animal thrashed its massive head to the side, so she almost dropped them.

      “Careful, my lady.”

      “I know how to handle horses. I’ll be fine.”

      “Shall I prepare a horse for your chaperone as well?”

      “There won’t be one. I want to be alone,” she explained, when he raised his brows. She met his gaze defiantly. “As I said, I’ll be fine.”

      “I see, my lady.” The foreman sighed and averted his eyes. “Just be careful, please.”
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      Wind in her face, warmed by the bright sun. A scent of steaming soil and fresh grass, crushed by the large hooves of the beast underneath her. Cerberus seemed enthralled by the unexpected adventure and strutted with vigour along the road, his ears raised, neck curved and tail lifted high. Perched on his muscular back, Emily felt that rush of primitive, earthy pleasure she’d enjoyed with Amal. It wasn’t the odd mixture of passion and peacefulness from when she was painting; no, this was wilder, more uncontrollable, and so strong she wanted to throw her head back and howl her joy to the sky. When she dug her heels in Cerberus’s side, he responded so explosively he almost sent her to the ground, but she quickly found her balance and leaned forward in the saddle, making it easier for him to set off. He was a fast horse indeed, his temper even hotter than Amal’s—a dangerous animal, if one didn’t know how to handle him.

      “Come on,” Emily said, urging him on. “You can go faster; I know you can.”

      

      She knew the way by heart, and suddenly they were there, on the little hill just above Giatelli’s farm. Oh God, she thought, hand over her mouth, tears blurring her vision. It looked just like it used to, and her heart sank with grief. Cerberus noticed the slack on his reins and took the opportunity to buck violently. Emily landed on the ground with a hard thud, straight onto her buttocks so that the impact drove the air from her lungs.

      “Damn it,” she muttered. It wasn’t like her to use profanities, but she’d heard them from time to time and the expression seemed fitting at this moment. Surprisingly enough, uttering it felt better than she’d thought. “You utter beast.”

      Panting slightly in an attempt to regain her breath, she scrambled to her feet. She tried her arms and legs, noted that they all seemed to be working, then searched for Cerberus. He wasn’t too hard to find, standing right behind her and munching away on the fresh grass. Charles had probably taught the horse to stay nearby its master in the event of incidents such as this.

      Slowly she sat back down and pulled her knees up, leaning over them and gazing out over the valley. Memories prodded her mind, rushing over her like the stream behind the house. And the house itself… It looked so small, so incredibly frail and tiny, and sadly deserted. Had anyone lived there since she left? It didn’t look like it. Grass and shrubbery had already started to claim the yard, patches of green against the grey. The roof of the stables had now finally collapsed, leaving its wooden beams like a ribcage, open to the sky. Oh Giatelli, she thought, sadness raging through her, you would have been devastated to see this.

      During a few blessed minutes, she allowed herself to think back on the days with him. It hadn’t always been easy—Giatelli hadn’t been an easy man to live with—but it had been a safe and sheltered life, and she’d been happy. With his kindness, his big heart and patience, Giatelli had taught her to trust, and, moreover, he’d shown her that she was worth something. How many other girls in her position had had this chance? Emily’s mind travelled to the girls at the brothel. She remembered them all, and some had been as young as she’d been. Their futures, like hers, had been laid out for them. She wondered how many of them were alive today, and figured they probably weren’t many: if they hadn’t died from childbirth, they’d been beaten to death by men like Charles or Paul. These girls were objects too, just like Emily, but with one difference: it was always their body that was the asset, and in the game of men, this wasn’t enough to keep them safe.

      It could have been my future too, Emily thought and hugged herself to keep away the sudden chill. If Giatelli hadn’t saved me.

      Instead of lamenting over her misfortune, she should be grateful: things could be worse. She was wealthy, and with wealth came power. She just hadn’t thought about it before, because the men surrounding her had always subdued her. I’m an earl’s wife. I have a title, more money than I can count. I’m powerful. The insight took her by surprise, even stunned her, but not because it was new—after all, she’d already started taking some steps toward independence by renovating Greywell—but because it held such opportunities. She could do something; something worthwhile, something important. How stupid of her not to think of that before.

      Breathing out, a plan taking shape in her head, she stood, brushed the grass from her skirt and took Cerberus by the reins. He snorted, tossed his head and flashed his large yellow teeth, but although she was gentle her grip was firm and soon he’d accepted her presence and even allowed her to touch his muscular neck.

      “You’re not so bad, are you?” she said with a smile. “Just a little prouder than the rest. I know how that feels. Well…” She placed her hand on the pommel. “Time to go home and make some changes.”
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      A day later, she greeted Mr Bennett at Greywell. The solicitor was annoyed at having been summoned yet again—it wasn’t long since he’d last been there and he didn’t like to have to travel from his comfortable office. But she explained to him that it was an urgent and important matter. With steadily increasing alarm, he listened to her request, and when she was done, he asked her to repeat herself.

      “You heard me, Mr Bennett.” She folded her arms across her chest and gave him her best glare. “It’s a demand. I want this done, and so it shall be.”

      “But my lady…” Mr Bennett swallowed. “I don’t think it’s possible.”

      “Of course it’s possible.” She kept her tone friendly and polite, almost merry. “I want Giatelli’s farm to be repaired and renovated as soon as possible. When that’s done, I’m going to turn it into a home for unfortunate girls. You shall help me with the paperwork.”

      “Unfortunate girls,” Mr Bennett repeated, and wrinkled his nose. “Where do you even find such girls?”

      “In the workhouses, for example. Or on the streets. Anyhow, it’s not your problem.”

      He shook his head and sighed. “I cannot see the purpose of this, my lady. A waste of money. You cannot save all these girls.”

      “But I can save some. And I intend to, as soon as possible. It’s been long overdue, as it is.”

      He pressed his lips together, clearly annoyed.

      She mimicked his expression. “It’s an order, Mr Bennett. You work for me now, not my husband.” One last hard glare, before she removed the paperweight from the corners of the map on the table, causing the paper to coil up to a roll. “We shall do this, and that is final.”

      He had to settle for that, and he did.

      The work to organise Emily’s home for unfortunate girls commenced a few weeks thereafter and, as it progressed, her sense of accomplishment and purpose grew. This would be her legacy, a heartfelt cause built on the wealth over which heartless men had fought for decades.

      That felt like a victory in itself.
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      Lyndon had almost forgotten what it was like to have a baby, and since he had never travelled with one, Megan’s baby presented an additional experience. He found that nothing was simple, that everything took time and that planning and consideration were constantly required. Not least, feeding the child was a huge challenge. As Megan no longer could nurse, they had to employ other measures to nurture Bridie, and to find fresh goat’s or cow’s milk along the journey wasn’t always an easy task. They managed, however, and he discovered that caring for the child lifted his spirits in ways he’d never expected. Bridie was a pleasant child and provided a welcome distraction from his tormented thoughts. He could hold her for long periods of time, his nose against her wispy hair, and breathe in and out without thinking about anything other than what a pleasure it was to hold a baby in his arms again. Sometimes, not surprisingly, memories of his time with Sarah Anne resurfaced, and as painful as those moments were, he welcomed them, for each time they became easier to handle. Megan watched his cooing with mildly amused patience, thankful for his help. She grew stronger by the day, and alongside this, her sunny disposition slowly resurfaced.

      All in all, the journey to England was enjoyable—in fact it was the best trip he’d had for some time—and they arrived safely at Rose Lodge a few weeks later. As expected, Megan was thoroughly impressed with the now-finished house.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, pressing her hands together. “Absolutely beautiful.” She turned to look at him, her blue eyes wide. “But you said you owned a house, not a manor.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not a manor.”

      “Almost. The building is exquisite!”

      “Yes, well, maybe, but not the rest,” he said, his voice gruff. “Everything has grown over my head. Just look at the fields… Awful.”

      He didn’t know why he had to be grumpy. Because he was so proud, maybe? There was no denying the house had improved since he’d acquired it. The brick façade had been repaired and restored, and the roof shone black in the sunshine. The staircase was a marvel of craftmanship, its paint so fresh they could smell it. The inside was even better; he knew she’d marvel at the new stove in the spacious modern kitchen. His favourite room was the library, snug and cosy with wall-to-ceiling bookshelves and dark, rustic colours. Emily had given him some books, and he intended to collect more as time went by. His home. His first in years.

      He dismounted from the horse and threw the reins over its neck.

      Megan handed him the sleeping Bridie and then jumped down without help, taking Bridie from him and grabbing the reins, all in one single, seamless motion. “How about getting some sheep, my lord?”

      “Hmm?” He shifted his eyes from the house to her face. “Oh… I don’t know anything about sheep.”

      “Well, I do. I happen to know they require little maintenance and keep the pastures nice and tidy. They eat everything and will give you meat and milk and wool. Do you have a loom?”

      He shook his head.

      “We’ll get one,” she decided. He could see that in her mind she was already knitting garments.

      “Sheep. That means I have to hire staff. I’m not rich, mind you,” he grumbled.

      He suspected that to her, it perhaps appeared as though he was—but the repairs to the house had all been paid for by Emily, who had insisted on doing so. Your brother would have wanted it, she said, which was probably correct. Other than that, his yearly allowance from his late grandfather and the compensation from the army was enough to sustain him but didn’t allow for any luxurious spending. Megan, however, looked so dejected he felt compelled to cheer her up.

      “We’ll manage.” He scratched his chin. “Maybe we’ll get by with only a few men.”

      “No need to hire anyone at all.” She tightened her grip on the squirming Bridie. “I will do it.”

      He snorted sceptically. “You plan to run the household and take care of the critters? And a baby, in addition?”

      “At least you promised we’d hire a wet nurse for Bridie,” she reminded him. “That’s all I need. Leave it to me. Maybe we can go to the town market next week? Choose a few animals. Maybe a few hens, too—what do you think?” In the next instant, she seemed to realise who she was speaking to, and the eager glow in her eyes vanished, to be replaced by anxiety. “I’m sorry, my lord,” she murmured, and curtseyed. “It’s your decision.”

      He sighed inwardly. Megan’s mercurial mind and quickly changing moods were a new challenge to him, one he had yet to learn to tackle. Add to that the strange nature of their relationship, and they were probably in for some testing times.

      “We’ll see, Megan,” he said calmly. “Let’s just see how we settle in first, before we decide anything, yes?”

      

      As it turned out, Megan seemed intent on showing him what a great addition she was to the household. Within a day of her arrival, she set to work to make the house spick and span. Equipped with soap and lye and water, she spent the next three days scrubbing it from top to bottom, leaving nothing untouched. When finished, she tackled the yard with the same relentless energy, turning the soil in the herbal garden, cutting the edges of the yard and pulling the weeds from the gravel, then raking it so it looked like the gangway to a castle. Her energy and the unmistakable progress almost made Lyndon feel guilty, as he could participate but little with his still half-crippled arm, save take care of Bridie. It couldn’t be denied that her dogged work resulted in a vastly improved property.

      Emily, who came to visit with Daniel, expressed her delight over both Megan’s return and the transformation of Rose Lodge. “It looks the way it should,” she said. “What an amazing change. And in you as well, dear brother-in-law. You look happy.”

      Did he? Happier than the last time she’d seen him, perhaps, but there was still a great deal weighing on his mind. For the moment, however, stuck in the knowledge that there was nothing he could do for now, he agreed that he felt more relaxed than for quite some time.

      The three of them had tea in the lilac arbour behind the house and Emily talked about her new project, which appeared to be a renovation of an old farm where she intended to house girls of ill repute. As she mentioned this, an odd comment slipped out:

      “Giatelli would be happy to hear it. Oh…”

      Her mouth clamping shut, Emily and Megan both lowered their eyes to the table, red-faced and silent.

      “Giatelli?” Lyndon said, calmly, and reached for one of the shortbreads that Emily had brought with her—a gift from Mrs Goodall. “Who is that?”

      “No one.”

      Really? he thought, recollecting Mrs Goodall’s very similar reaction when once she had let the same name slip from her tongue. Giatelli was someone, and he would prise the truth from them one day.

      “Oh well…” He smiled gently and gestured to Emily. “Please go on. You were saying you want to start a fund for these girls, to support their education?”
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      A little over a week later, Lyndon finally decided it was time to buy the animals Megan longed for. As he days before had hired a wet nurse for Bridie, he invited Megan, now with some extra time on her hands, to come with him to the market, something which she willingly accepted. By the time they got there, he’d already started to regret his decision—she had talked constantly the whole way and became even more elated when they arrived.

      “I love this!” she exclaimed and took a breathless—and thus mercifully silent—moment to view the stalls with food and trinkets, the noisy crowd and the overall commotion of the market. Voices, shouts, the trample of boots and squeak of cartwheels, a constant bleating of sheep and squealing of pigs, cows mooing and dogs barking, all pierced by the high-pitched shrieks of the drovers’ whistles. “Isn’t it just heavenly?”

      “If this is your idea of heaven, I’d hate to know what hell would be like,” he replied, with much less enthusiasm. Once, when he was a boy, he remembered that he’d felt the same way about markets as Megan, but that was a long time ago, the magic of such places fading steadily with age. He sent a shady-looking individual a sharp glance and clutched his money pouch tighter. “Watch out for the pocket thieves,” he murmured. “They’re everywhere.”

      She sent him an amused glance. “You don’t think I know their tricks, my lord? Besides, I don’t have anything to steal. You’re the one carrying the money.”

      Maybe so, and maybe it wasn’t the prospect of stealing that drew attention to them—Lyndon had dressed very discreetly for the occasion and could be taken for a farmer—but rather something else, namely Megan herself.

      He wasn’t blind. Almost a month had passed since he’d retrieved her from Kilmainham and, like Rose Lodge, Megan had since then undergone quite a transformation. She’d regained most of her weight and her hair had resumed its former glorious shine. Although she kept it tied back and partly concealed by a shawl, the golden tresses glittered in the bright June sun and framed her small, triangular face in the most delightful way. With her eyes as blue as the sky and wide open, hungry for adventure, she caught the attention of most men of decent vision. Lyndon had already told her not to encourage them, but noticed that she stole every opportunity to smile back and, if the man in question was sufficiently handsome, bestow a small wave of her delicate little hand. When Lyndon sourly pointed out that they were there to buy sheep and not to find her a husband, she snapped back that she was only enjoying herself and that he should stop acting like a grumpy old goat. Easier said than done, and so he trudged quietly behind her, suffering her enthusiastic exclamations and constant flirting.

      

      The farmer looked at her as all men did, and didn’t take her request to inspect his sheep seriously. With an amused and admiring grin, he turned to Lyndon instead. “Our sheep are prime quality,” he boasted, gesturing at the homogenous mass of dirty beige backs crammed up in the much too small pen. Their desperate bleats—after weeks of grazing in the open fields, they all seemed to think this was the highest form of insult—made it difficult to hear anything. Megan took a step closer to the farmer, which forced him to look at her again.

      “Pardon me,” she said, “but I believe I was the one asking.”

      As his jaw dropped, she pointed to one of the animals. “That one there does look a bit thin. Is it well? And what’s that swelling in that one’s mouth? I want healthy sheep. What about that one?” She pointed at one possibility, turned to him and placed her hands on her hips. “There are plenty of other farmers here who will sell us what we want. Show me some good animals or we will leave.”

      The farmer looked helplessly at Lyndon, who shrugged. “I’m here for the company. Do as she says.”

      Lyndon leaned against the fence while Megan negotiated with the farmer, watching the scene with detached interest while secretly admiring her approach. She was indeed a bundle of energy and had proven it with a vengeance during these weeks—almost to the point where he was starting to wonder if she’d be able to hold up for much longer. He’d suggested employing a few servants, or maybe a butler, but she had told him they didn’t need any help. Are you not happy with the work I do, my lord? she’d said, sounding hurt. He’d had to assure her he was happy with her and that she was doing a tremendous job. So let me continue, she’d said gravely. You’ve already helped enough by employing a wet nurse. It’s given me the freedom to do my job, and I intend to do it. Well. If it gets too burdensome, I will let you know.

      The only thing he really missed in the household was a cook. Megan’s skill in this area was sadly below average, and most of her creations were close to inedible. He’d tried to tell her that mashed turnips with butter wasn’t a meal, and that bread shouldn’t be so hard one could use it to bludgeon enemies, but she refused to listen. A cook like Mrs Goodall, though one couldn’t hope to get someone of her calibre, would be very welcome. He decided to suggest it later in the day. Maybe it would be easier to get the request through, now that Megan was in such a good mood?

      “She says you’ll be paying, sir?” The farmer had come up to Lyndon, and squinted at him with mock annoyance. “She drives a hard bargain, sir. Robbed me of my finest sheep.”

      “I can believe it,” Lyndon said dryly. “She’s a good talker, that one.”

      Megan grinned proudly.

      

      “Where did you learn that?” Lyndon said, as they walked along the dirt road back to Rose Lodge. “To strike deals like a man, I mean?”

      “Where did you learn that only men can strike deals?” Megan responded, her tone amused.

      They walked slowly, not only because the day invited it, warm and sunny as it was, but because they had five sheep to tend to, all of which were lured by the fresh grass by the roadside, thus slowing their progress. The trees bowed green and lush over their heads, offering some welcome shade, with bees and butterflies buzzing in the sunlight sifting through the leaves.

      “I had to learn,” Megan continued, giving a tardy sheep a light prod with her stick to move it forward. She was thoughtful now, subdued, and he quite liked that side of her—perhaps more so than the overly cheerful one, which he found rather exhausting. The quiet Megan had a depth to her that sometimes surprised him and that he enjoyed exploring.

      “My father, when he was alive, taught me to hold my own,” she continued. “And later, my brothers did the same. We had to. When you don’t have much to begin with, you learn how to turn every penny.”

      Lyndon nodded, and tried to imagine what that must have been like. He hadn’t always lived in wealth, of course, and there had been periods where he’d been quite poor, but he hadn’t lived through the pressure of having no means whatsoever of survival. Young as she was, he reckoned Megan had suffered more in her life than most other people he knew. And some of that suffering was due to him.

      “I’m sorry I took you back to Ireland,” he blurted. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      When she stopped, he stopped as well. The sheep gratefully followed their example, lowered their woolly heads and started grazing from the roadside.

      “Is that what you think? That you did me wrong?” she asked, her head tilted.

      “Well, yes.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I should have known that it wouldn’t be good for you. Your brothers gave me their word when I left that they’d care for you, but I should have known they’d let you down. I think I did know, but I still did it. I’m sorry for that.” The words flowed from him, expressing the thoughts that had tormented him lately. “I was selfish.”

      “Selfish?” She looked up at him, squinting against the sunshine. Behind her, he could see the sky between the branches and leaves, and it was the exact clear blue shade of her eyes. “If that was selfishness, it’s the strangest kind of selfishness I’ve ever seen.” She snorted softly and poked one of the sheep with her stick, making it bleat with annoyance. She shooed it along, poked the next, then the next. Soon they were all moving again, including Lyndon, who quickened his pace to walk side by side with her. “I’ve seen selfish acts, my lord,” she said thoughtfully, “and yours are not among them. You did the best you could, and you didn’t have to do anything at all. And not only once, either. You came back for me, and saved me from… from…” She broke off and turned swiftly to him. “I’m so grateful,” she said, her voice choked, and put a clenched hand to her heart. “I’m so grateful, my heart breaks, and I just d-don’t know… how to…” She made a guttural, frustrated noise and speeded up.

      Lyndon set the sheep beside him in motion, rather forcefully, at which they protested loudly, before he ran after her. “Megan…”

      She turned her face to him, surprising him with her tear-streaked face. “It feels as if I’ll never be able to thank you properly. I can keep telling you, but it won’t be enough, and my deeds will never be enough, either. I’m afraid that I will never be able to show you how grateful I am and that one day you’ll grow tired of me and send me away again… and I know for sure I’ll die when that happens.”

      Staring into her anguished face, clarity filled him like the earthy scent of the sun-warmed ground. This was why Megan refused help from anyone else, why she worked her fingers to the bone every day, going to bed well past sunset, and why she never took time to rest. For him. Because, on the one hand, she wanted him to know she appreciated what he’d done for her and, on the other, she didn’t trust him. It was a horrible insight, a shocking one, and his voice wasn’t quite steady when he answered her.

      “I couldn’t do this on my own, Megan. And I’m not only talking about Rose Lodge. I’m talking about you. You and Bridie. You’re important to me. I know I’m…” He rubbed his nose. “I know I’m probably not the best at showing it, but I enjoy having you both in my life. You brighten my days.”

      She stared at him, her eyes indicating just how keenly she was listening.

      “Never be afraid that I’ll send you away,” he continued softly. “I’m not like that, and besides, your place is at Rose Lodge. It always will be, whatever happens in the future.” He hesitated, then said what he knew she wanted to hear. “I need you.” As soon as the words had left his lips, he realised with a start how much he meant them. “For what it’s worth,” he said, his voice wavering, “you’re my best friend.”

      Tears welled up in her eyes. “That’s worth a lot,” she whispered, “and I feel the same.”

      Her eyes were so incredibly blue. Smiling gently, he reached out and caressed her cheek with his knuckles. It was a brief brush, but she pulled away as if he’d burnt her.

      How stupid you are, he scolded himself. First say she’s your best friend, then paw her like a dirty old sod—after everything she’s been through, too.

      Before he could say he was sorry, however, she’d turned from him and continued walking.

      “I think we need to keep an eye on the sheep, my lord,” she said, sounding almost sharp. “I’d hate to have to go back to buy another five.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      June turned to July. Via Lyndon, Emily kept herself updated on the advancements in the war between England and France, not surprisingly worried more about the French side than the English. Things appeared to be quiet—but everyone seemed to think this was the calm before the storm, and nobody expected it to last very long. Then July turned to August, heralding harvest times and hard work, which distracted everyone’s thoughts. The exhausting chores of baking and conserving the crops, berries and fruits filled most of Emily’s days, and when she wasn’t busy supervising that, she spent her hours in the now completed studio, fervently painting whatever came into her mind, using art as a way to escape reality and ease the anxiety of what was to come.

      By mid-August, two things had happened. The first was that Lyndon finally announced that his contact in Ireland had received word that Sarah Anne’s ship would dock in October. This was wonderful news, and Emily arranged a small celebration, which seemed to touch him immensely.

      The other thing that happened was that an envelope arrived at Greywell. It was addressed to Emily. It looked as if it had been on the road for weeks and had no distinguishing features—only her name in bold yet elegant letters. It was enough to make her heart beat faster, however, and she rushed to the studio, which she regarded her safe place, and tore the seal open. There, in the shimmering light flooding in through the large windows, she read the first words from Étienne since the day he’d left Rose Lodge.

      

      My dearest Emily, it said in English, I hope this letter finds you in good health and that you forgive me for not making it longer, but I do not have much time. I just want you to know that I am doing well. I have resumed my occupation and was greatly rewarded for my suffering in the hands of the enemy. I had a very fine reception upon my return—it seems I was missed and that my Absence had struck everyone with concern.

      I think about you every day. My heart is missing a piece and it will not be whole until the day you are with me again. Do not lose faith, for I will return one day. Please wait for me.

      À toi pour toujours,

      É.

      

      Emily fell to her knees and pressed the letter to her chest, closing her eyes and repeating quietly in her mind a heartfelt and tear-filled thank you.
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      As September arrived, so did the bad weather. After the previously dry and surprisingly hot few weeks, a period of constant rain started, which was just as unforgiving and difficult as the heatwave—especially since the water failed to penetrate the parched soil and created flooding and erosion across the country. Lyndon commenced a couple of busy days, where he had to set out to inspect the grounds and, in some places, move the fence of the sheep pen to prevent accidents. It was during one of these rounds that he noticed he’d missed one patch of the pen. This was close to the embankment by the stream, and was a particularly difficult spot, far away from the main building, into which the sheep seldom ventured. They had done so this time, however, possibly to seek new grazing areas, since most of their enclosure had turned to a muddy mess. One of the ewes, a sturdy madam, had gone too close to the steep edge and slid down the mud, breaking the fence on the way down before landing in the stream. She stood down there, a grey-brown, wet, exhausted animal, bleating desperately for help. Her friends called back, pacing nervously above her. Lyndon didn’t dare to get too close, for fear that one or more of the others would follow her example. Driven by urgency, he hurried back to Rose Lodge and told Megan what had happened.

      She immediately ceased mangling the linen cloth and squared her shoulders. “What do you need me to do?”

      He hesitated. What was the best way of tackling this? They still had no staff, no one to help; no strong men to haul the sheep to safety. He could send her to Greywell to fetch someone, while he went back to the sheep to try to lessen the damage, but the weather was awful and the roads treacherous, and she wasn’t a good rider. A broken neck would help neither of them. Besides, by now he knew that look in her eyes.

      “Change into something a little more robust,” he said, nodding to her dress, “and come with me.”

      

      She put up a brave façade during the ride, though he knew it must have scared her when the horse slipped on the muddy ground and came close to falling a few times. When he finally halted and she slid down without his help, as if she couldn’t get off fast enough, he couldn’t help but smile a little.

      “You did well,” he said.

      “So did you,” she replied in an instant, revealing how little she desired his compassion.

      His smile grew wider. “Come,” he said. “I’ll show you where she is.”

      They trudged through the mud towards the spot. Megan, sensible as always, shooed the anxious sheep on the embankment away, then walked back. Hands on her hips, she stared down at the desperate ewe. Lyndon joined her. The rain had increased in intensity, sending needle-sharp jets into their faces, soaking them to the bone.

      “So how do we do this?” she asked, peering at him. A drop of rain trembled on the tip of her nose, lost its grip and fell, only to be replaced by another. “There are only two of us and she’s a sturdy piece.”

      “I know.” How stupid of him… He should have gone to Greywell himself to find some others to help. “We’ll have to try. I’ll go down to her. If we can only get the rope around her, we might be able to pull her up.”

      “Right.” Megan drew breath decisively. “Let’s give it a try. Just be careful.”

      Her warning proved easier said than done. He tried to tread as carefully as he could, snaking his way down the steep slope to the stream, but like everywhere else the ground had eroded and the soil soon gave way under his feet. With a surprised cry, he suddenly found himself sliding disgracefully on his back, all the way down to the water, where he stopped. Ice-cold water rushed into his boots and breeches and he uttered another rather undignified shriek before he managed to collect himself.

      “I’m fine!” he shouted to Megan. “It’s just…” He scrambled to his feet, uttering the rest of the sentence under his breath. “… Bloody cold.”

      The ewe regarded him cautiously. Fortunately, his tumbling hadn’t made her flee in panic. She bleated when he took a step closer, but it was a much calmer sound, he thought. Maybe she liked the company.

      “Good girl,” he said, holding up the rope. His fingers were so cold he had a hard time holding on to it. “Good girl.”

      “Hurry up,” Megan shouted. “It’s freezing.”

      “Thank you, I’ve noticed,” he muttered.

      He managed, after a bit of fumbling, to tie one end of the rope into a loop. The ewe pulled back when he approached her with it, her eyes showing white. He spoke to her softly, but it didn’t help; a few steps more and she slipped backwards into the stream with her hindlegs. He lurched forward and managed to get the rope around her head. With one arm around her massive neck, he slid it under her front legs and almost managed without problems—until she kicked him. The sharp hoof hit his shoulder, right in the scar. He fell back in the mud with a scream of pain.

      “Lyndon!” Megan shouted. He could hear the panic in her voice. “What happened?”

      “Jesus… Christ.” He blinked against the rain, while waiting for the pain to subside. It did so slowly, leaving only a dull ache. Determinedly, he closed his fingers. Swollen and frozen they were, but they worked. Thank God. He rolled over on his hands and knees and stood up slowly. The earth moved a little, swayed somewhat, and he felt nauseous. “I’m fine,” he called to Megan. “She kicked me, but… I’m fine.”

      The ewe stood where he’d left her. When he turned to look at her, she bleated gently. He had a funny feeling she was laughing at him. This time, she stood still when he came closer. Why couldn’t you have done that before, you beast? He managed to get hold of the rope, then turned to Megan, noticing suddenly how far up she was. This will never work.

      Megan, however, seemed to be of a different opinion. “Throw me the rope,” she ordered. When she had it, she wrapped it around her waist. “Now you push and I pull.”

      How they managed, he didn’t know, and he didn’t know how long it took, either—a minute or an hour. He only knew the three of them struggled until their limbs almost broke, and that for a while it seemed as though they would have to give up. But then the ewe was suddenly up on the levee beside Megan, and he was lying face-down on the ground, panting and drawing in the heavy scent of wet soil and dead grass.

      Megan helped him onto his back and stared down at him, her face lit up with pride. “We made it! We really made it!”

      “Seems like it,” he said hoarsely. “And we’re alive and well, too.” Almost, at any rate—his shoulder was sore, on the verge of being unbearably tender.

      “You’re a hero.” She held his shoulders, leaned over him and placed a hard kiss on his mouth.

      Without thinking, he raised his good arm, placed it around her back and opened his mouth. He tasted her, mud and rain and sweet strawberries.

      Then, with a murmured mmmph, she pulled back and plopped down on her buttocks, staring at him, her glow a little subdued, her cheeks red.

      “Sorry,” he said, equally embarrassed. Why had he done that? He didn’t really know. “I was just… happy.”

      She nodded hesitantly, pressed her lips together and scrambled to her feet. “Let’s mend the fence before we go back,” she said with forced merriment. “So we don’t have to go through this again.”

      He wasn’t sure whether she meant saving the sheep, or the kissing.
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      An hour later, the fence was sufficiently repaired. Shaking with cold, they made their way back to Rose Lodge, Lyndon in a sea of pain, since his shoulder had stiffened and the area where he’d been kicked had swollen up. Megan walked beside the horse with the reins in a tight grip and a dogged expression on her face, moving as briskly as she could in her wet dress. Her strength impressed Lyndon but didn’t surprise him; she’d proven before that she was made of tough material and this only confirmed it.

      When they arrived, she sent him to the kitchen to warm some water, while she took care of the horse and checked on Bridie, who was doing fine in the wet nurse’s competent care. By the time she returned to the kitchen, Lyndon had managed to fill a pot and put it on the stove.

      “I think we need one more,” she said.

      Her voice was so gentle he blushed. “Sorry… I’m pretty useless, aren’t I?”

      “Not at all.” She collected some sticks, broke them and threw them on the fire, then filled another pot and put it to warm up, displaying the same sort of efficiency he’d recently admired her for.

      “And now,” she said when she was done, “we need to think about ourselves. We don’t want to fall ill, do we?”

      Before he could say anything, she’d shed her wet dress and hung it over a chair to dry, leaving her solely in her chemise. With her curly, damp hair hanging loose over her shoulders and the contours of her body showing faintly through the thin white material, he thought she looked more like a fae than ever. It was a strangely touching but also an alluring sight.

      “Now, let’s have a look at you,” she said.

      “Me?” He came back to earth and made a grimace. “Ah, no. I’ll manage.”

      “I’m sure you will,” she said patiently, “but I still want to have a look at the injury. I don’t think you’re bleeding…” She squinted at his shoulder. “… But I can see you’re in a lot of pain.”

      “Actually, it’s not so bad anymore.” That was true; the throbbing was dull and without the initial sharp edge.

      But Megan would have none of his protests. “I still want to make sure you’re all right. Remove your shirt, please.”

      He didn’t move, and she placed her hands on her hips, her eyes stern. “This is no time to be prudish.”

      Reluctantly, he pulled the shirt over his head and placed it on the table. It was the first time he’d been naked in front of her, and the notion was awkward and uncomfortable. Maybe Megan felt the same way, for her eyes slid quickly over his torso and he thought he could hear her swallow. For some reason, it filled him with a kind of devilish delight.

      “Are you well, Megan?” he asked, softly teasing her. “You seem a bit pale?”

      She collected herself with a little snort. “I’m fine. Now, let’s see…” She came closer and gently explored the area around his scar. The skin had already turned a blackish-blue and red, but there was no blood, which she pointed out, her voice tinged with relief.

      “Is anything broken, do you think?” he asked.

      She reached for his hand, raised it above his head. “I don’t think so,” she decided, “or you’d be screaming right now.”

      “How do you know so much about injuries?”

      “Because I’ve lived with wild men all my life,” she replied quickly. “You don’t think my brothers never got injured while growing up? They were always up to something. And Joseph got kicked by a horse once, too, in the shoulder just like you. He thought he could hide it from me, but I’m not blind, am I, and so he admitted what had happened, the silly man.”

      It was the first time she’d mentioned her fiancé and the father of Bridie—the man Charles had killed—and Lyndon eyed her curiously. “Do you miss him? Joseph?”

      Her smile faded and she looked down at her hands. “Every day,” she said, her voice low. “And you?” Her gaze returned to his face again, her eyes resting on his. “Do you still miss your wife?”

      “Every day.” Was that true, though? He hadn’t thought about Eileen so often lately. Not that he’d forgotten about her, but… she wasn’t as present in his mind anymore. He shook his head, confused. “I… I suppose I always will.”

      “Yes.” She took a cloth and dipped it in the water warming up on the stove. “But you were right about one thing—it gets easier to handle as time goes by. Don’t you think?”

      “That’s true.” He followed her with his gaze as she returned to him, the dripping cloth in her hand. “What are you doing?”

      “Cleaning your shoulder, of course.”

      “Is that really needed? There’s no wound.”

      “Hush.” She placed the cloth against his skin. “Let me just do this.”

      He closed his eyes while she worked. She had the gentlest touch and the warmth of the water, combined with the heat radiating from the stove, made him drowsy and relaxed.

      It was here, sometime during these moments, that the atmosphere changed. He couldn’t tell exactly when, or why, but it was suddenly as if the air thickened, and he became aware of her touch in a new, different way. Was it his imagination or did her hands rest against his skin longer than necessary? He opened his eyes, threw a searching glance at her face and noticed that she was looking at his chest with an expression on her face that he hadn’t seen before. His heart rate increased, and the blood which had previously circled around his heart and face shot off in an entirely different direction.

      “Thanks,” he murmured, and took the cloth from her. He could only hope she wouldn’t ask him to stand up. “I… I think I can manage now.”

      “Oh, of course.” She withdrew a step, but her eyes were still fixed on him.

      He found it equally difficult to take his eyes from her. “Megan…” he began, but fell silent as she raised her hands behind her back.

      He heard a faint rustle as she pulled her chemise over her shoulders and let it fall to the floor like a large flower. She remained in its centre, a naked goddess painted in warm colours, her curves gently enhanced by the glow of the fire. Her breasts were round and full, with dark pink, sweetly small nipples that had turned hard and stiff, perhaps in contact with the chilly air. His gaze swept along the soft mound of her belly to the tempting triangle between her thighs.

      To speak would be wrong. He could ask what she was doing, but it was obvious. He could ask if it was wise, but he could tell she’d made up her mind. The only thing left to do was for him to decide: walk away or follow.

      He stood, took a step towards her, raised his hand and placed it on her breast, surprised at how familiar and comforting the warm weight in his palm was. And arousing. He took another step closer, and with natural ease she tilted her head and opened her mouth, inviting him to kiss her. They kissed, first slowly, with pleasure, then with increasing hunger. The gap between their bodies vanished as he wrapped his arms around her small frame, and although their closeness made it difficult for her to untie his breeches, he couldn’t find it in himself to step back to give them room.

      At last, his breeches came off. He placed his hands on her hips and nudged her backwards, lifting her up onto the table. She opened her legs and pulled him closer, so that his cock touched the wetness between her thighs. He shuddered from the sensation, and grasped her shoulders in desperation.

      “I haven’t… done this… for a while,” he breathed against her mouth.

      “Neither have I.” She eased her lower body closer. “But I know it will be fine.”

      She was so deliciously slippery, so easy to slide into. When he was completely buried in her, she pressed her face close to his neck and moaned slowly with pleasure. Her muscles squeezed his cock, the most agonizingly wonderful convulsions, a warm, wet embrace. His mouth found hers again, his tongue slipped into her and she responded with fervour. They rocked together, pulsed, tightly embraced, their pace quickening.

      He tried to move back, tried to stop himself. “God, stop… We must stop. I can’t hold it… anymore.”

      “Then don’t,” she whispered. She grabbed his buttocks, urging him on, and he thrust into her wetness, faster and harder, shaking from the core of his soul. He could tell that she didn’t follow, and felt a slight pang of shame, but he was too far gone and emptied himself inside her with a long, low growl.

      Panting, he leaned his chin against her. “What did we just do?” he murmured.

      “What we had to do.”

      She shifted and he took it as a sign that he should move away, too. Cold air struck his body, as well as hers; he saw the gooseflesh prickling her skin.

      “I don’t know about that.” He reached out and stroked her cheek gently. “But it certainly felt necessary at the time.”

      She smiled, with some bitterness. “Any regrets?”

      Think about your answer, he thought, but there was really no way to explain what he felt. His whole being was in complete turmoil. He, who hadn’t thought himself capable of taking a woman again… Discovering that he still had the ability made him immensely, giddily happy, which was starkly at odds with the guilt he felt at having used Megan in such a low and carnal way.

      “I think… we need to be careful,” he said, as truthfully as he could. “I don’t want to commit myself to you. I’ve promised to stay faithful to Eileen, which means I cannot fall in love again. I don’t want to.”

      “Who said anything about love?” Her eyes rested in his, clear and lucid. “It’s all about not being lonely. We need this. Our bodies need this. It has nothing to do with… with other emotions. Because I still love Joseph.” She raised her chin. “I’m not going to fall in love. Not with you, or… anyone.”

      He nodded. “Perfect. I think if we keep this in mind, we’ll do fine. Because…” He hesitated before daring to say what was on his mind. “I’d like to… do this again. Sometime. How about you?”

      Logically, she should say no and put an end to this folly. He told himself he wanted her to. Yet relief flooded him when she nodded. “I want to do it again, too.”

      They stared at each other. Megan’s eyes started to glitter, as if she was thinking about something funny, or at least something very nice.

      “I know I was too fast for you,” he said fervently, “and I’m sorry for that. Maybe… maybe you will let me make it up to you? Or do you think it’s too soon?”

      She smiled, a smile so impish and erotic it made his cock stiffen like a soldier at attention. Again, he was surprised; was he so starving for a woman that he would react to anything? No, he didn’t think so; it was Megan, her presence. Thinking back, he knew he’d felt it ever since he’d first seen her, but up until now he’d managed to subdue the desire. Not anymore. There was no need to.

      She placed her small hands on his chest and leaned in for a lusty kiss, sucking his lower lip between her teeth. When she took a step back, he could see that her eyes were hazed with desire. There was no way back now and they both knew it.

      “Come,” he said and took her hand. “Let’s go to my chamber.”
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      “I’d forgotten how good it feels to lie in a woman’s arms.”

      Megan, her head resting on his shoulder, didn’t react. Maybe it was a clumsy thing to say; maybe he should have expressed himself differently, or not at all. As he opened his mouth to explain, she moved, nuzzled closer to his neck and drew in his scent with a long, pleased sniff.

      “I like it too,” she whispered.

      He smiled and pulled her closer. Her body was soft and warm against his side, and even now, emptied and content, he could feel his need for her grow. You have definitely been without a woman for far too long. Funny how, only a day earlier, he had been sure that bedding a woman was not for him; now it was all he could think about.

      Her next words snapped him out of it.

      “I saw your…” She swallowed, her fingers on his chest retracting a little, as though she was physically struggling with her need to speak, and her apprehension at doing so.

      “My what?” he said dryly. “If you mean my cock, I imagine you did, and it’s too late to hide it now.”

      “Not that.” She giggled so that her body shook against his. “No, I mean your… your leg. The scar.”

      He could almost feel her blush. As if he hadn’t been aware of it. As if he didn’t feel it every day, or see it whenever he took his breeches off. His leg that had once made her believe he was Old Nick himself, due to his limp. He took her hand, squeezed it lightly. Had to ask:

      “Does it scare you?”

      “No, of course not.” She raised her head and stared at him through the dusk, her eyes large. “Does it hurt?”

      “Sometimes. The skin is very sensitive.”

      The truth was that occasionally the area burned as though it was on fire, and on those occasiona even the slightest touch would be almost unbearably painful.

      Megan drew back and remained silent for a while. “Your brother had… something similar.”

      Her words surprised him, but he tried to remain still and pretend that he wasn’t affected. She had never mentioned Charles since the moment when Lyndon had declared him dead, and in all honesty, Lyndon hadn’t expected her to do so. He’d known, of course, how Charles had forced himself on Megan, not once but repeatedly, enslaving her until her fiancé had found out and vowed to put a stop to it. Lyndon had simply not chosen to recall the fact that she’d ever shared his brother’s bed, and had thus touched Charles intimately. He shook away the thought and refocused on her statement.

      “Yes, he did.” He cleared his throat. “He never showed me, though. Parts, here and there, but not the… entire area.” Funny how they had never actually seen each other’s scars, how they’d hidden from each other like a secret what they had been through. In a way, he supposed it was a secret. In a fit of curiosity, he turned his head to look at Megan. “Was it bad?”

      “Very. It… it covered most of his chest. Molten skin… like wax.”

      “Like my leg.”

      “Like your leg,” she echoed pensively. “He forced me to kiss it once. His chest, I mean.”

      “He did what?”

      She nodded. “He was drunk at the time, and angry. Had spent an hour cursing over Lady Emily, shouting out his hatred. At first, it was as though he didn’t see me, but then he walked up to me, ripped his shirt open and screamed at me to look at him and tell him he was worthy of love. Then he ordered me to tell him I loved him.” She swallowed, shuddering slightly. “I couldn’t do it, so he… grabbed my head and… and forced me to kiss the scar.”

      Lyndon closed his eyes, his heart pounding. Dear God, the things she’d had to go through.

      “He was so angry. Furious. And so… sad at the same time. Full of grief and pain. I almost pitied him then.”

      “Oh,” said Lyndon, while an unexpected pang of sadness shot through him, too.

      They’d all known so little about Charles—but Lyndon also knew it was nobody’s fault, save Charles himself. He had never allowed anyone close. Remarkably enough, Megan was probably the only person to whom he’d really shown a glimpse of what was going on underneath. Or maybe not just her, a small, mocking voice in Lyndon whispered. He hushed it and focused on Megan’s voice.

      “After I’d kissed him, he smacked me over my head, so my ear rang for hours afterwards,” she continued matter-of-factly. “After that, I didn’t feel sorry for him anymore.”

      “Good Lord…” Lyndon drew his hands over his face. “I’m so sorry, Megan.”

      “For what? It wasn’t your fault.” She touched his chin lightly. “I suppose we both have scars, eh? Only in different ways.”

      “I suppose so.”

      She stirred, her eyes searching for his. “How did it happen?” she said, pointing to his leg. “Was it an accident?”

      “Yes.” He hesitated, then told her the whole sad story as he remembered it—and his memories were vivid, at least until the fire broke out. He remembered how he, aged five, and Charles, eight, had been running from Buckley, who had finally found the frog they’d put in his pocket earlier that day. Buckley, fourteen at the time and already a fat pig, could run when he wanted to, and the brothers had fled like panicked chickens—albeit laughing ones—through Harcourt House, and finally sought refuge in their father’s study. This was always an interesting place, a secret, private room that smelled a little of their father’s snuff and a little of powder and leather, and that had the most interesting objects to examine.

      Lyndon had, as always, been drawn to the magnificent globe showing all the countries in the world, while Charles had taken it upon himself to go through his father’s drawers; an often more rewarding, but also riskier, affair. Carefully, he’d lifted up the objects to show Lyndon his findings: a lady’s comb—which wasn’t their mother’s, oddly enough—and an old perfume bottle. A broken compass and a dried-out inkwell. And, best of all, an object placed far back in the nether drawer. Charles had held it up, triumphant as ever, and seeing his face Lyndon had known instantly that he didn’t intend to put it back.

      I’ve heard about these, Charles had said, and Lyndon had asked what it was. The answer had blown his mind: a self-igniting device.

      “It was a unique piece,” he told Megan, recalling how the thing, really nothing but a rebuilt pistol, had felt so cold and dangerous in his hands. “My father must have paid a fortune for it. We were completely enthralled.”

      The imminent danger of getting caught by Buckley faded as they engaged in the game of trying to make the device work. Since they didn’t have gunpowder, however, it didn’t work very well, and Charles soon grew tired of the game, though Lyndon was too fascinated to put it away. Finally, Charles had walked off with a sour remark to the effect that, seeing Lyndon was so engrossed, they’d all better watch out they didn’t wake up one night in a fire.

      Lyndon ignored him. He tried to understand the device, to make it tell him its secret, and wished fervently he could get hold of some gunpowder, which seemed to be the only way to make it work. After a fair bit of searching, he found a small pouch of the fine, dry stuff.

      It was Charles’s howling that made Lyndon drop everything and run for the door. In the hallway outside the study, he found Charles on the floor, held in a choke-hold by a triumphant Buckley.

      “Buckley shouted at me to run for my life, or he’d kill me. I believed him.” Lyndon gave a wry smile. “I don’t remember much after that, I’m afraid. We must have gone to bed as usual that evening, but…” He swallowed. His mouth felt dry and tasted like ash. “The next thing I remember is waking up in a strange bed, screaming in agony. Later, I learned that a fire had started in the hallway outside our room and that the staff had managed to save our lives, while our parents perished. They didn’t even wake up—died in their beds, they did.”

      “Oh,” Megan said again, and leaned her forehead against his jawline. “I’m so sorry.”

      “When they cleared our room of the rubble, they found the self-igniting device on the floor. They all assumed it was Charles who’d stolen it. He would do such a thing, they said, so he must have been the one who started the fire. But he was never very interested in the device. I was.”

      “You mean…?”

      “I don’t know.” Lyndon rubbed his eyes with his hands. “I can’t remember taking the damned thing. All I remember is that I was fascinated by it, so it makes sense that I took it, but I just don’t know.”

      “If you did, it was an accident,” Megan said. “You were a child. You can’t blame yourself for what happened.”

      “It’s hard not to,” he replied with a wry smile. “But thank you.” He stretched out his leg, the scarred, maimed one. Instantly, her foot was there, small and warm, sliding along it. For a second, he remembered how Eileen had always avoided touching it, shuddering with dismay on the few occasions it had happened.

      “I’ve never told anyone about this,” he said, with some wonder. “You’re the first person to know. Aside from Charles, of course.”

      “I think it’s good to tell someone,” she said, and stretched her body so that her breasts pressed deliciously against his side in a warm, soft swell. “Don’t you?”

      So why aren’t you talking about what happened to you? he thought, but decided not to bring it up. She didn’t, in all honesty, seem very bothered by past events. This didn’t mean she was callous, but rather that she was more of a survivor than he’d ever given her credit for.

      He pulled her closer, so that she had to fold a leg over his side to keep her balance. The beautiful, alluring spot between her legs pressed hot and moist against his skin.

      “Mm…” He stole a kiss from her. “Enough talking, wouldn’t you say?”

      She smiled and snuck her arms around his neck, the large cornflower blue eyes gazing into his. “Definitely enough.”

      From the staff quarters, a child started crying. Reluctantly, she broke free from their embrace and sat up.

      “I have to go,” she whispered, smiling at his disappointed face. “I will tend to Bridie for a little while, but when I’m done, I’ll come back. If you wish?” She seemed to genuinely wonder.

      “I have to rein myself in not to pull you back here this minute, Megan,” he replied gently. “Promise to come back to me.”

      She nodded. “You have my word, my lord.”

      He made a small grimace. “On one condition, though.”

      “Which is?”

      “No titles. Call me Lyndon. Please?”

      “That will be difficult.” She bit her lip, then made up her mind. “I will try. But only between you and me, not in the company of others.”

      “Of course not.”

      She swung her legs over the bed and stood. With her curves softly illumined by the candlelight, her unruly curls rushing over her shoulders like a waterfall of gold, he thought she was the most intoxicating, beautiful sight he’d ever laid his eyes on. It would probably be difficult not to lose one’s head—he’d never been very good at keeping heart and mind apart—but he had to try. Neither of them had anything to gain by falling in love. Just like Megan, who seemed to be able to handle the situation with ease, he too could enjoy what they were sharing, without mixing it up with warmer feelings.

      I deserve this, he thought, and blew her a kiss as she carefully tiptoed out of his room. His smile lingered for a long while after she’d gone, warmed by the unusual glow in his heart.
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      Finally, the day was here. Sarah Anne’s ship was now only a few weeks from docking, and it was time to head off to Dublin to meet it at port.

      Lyndon spent a few days packing and repacking, nervously trying to anticipate what he was going to need in order to give his daughter a comfortable passage to England.

      Megan soon grew tired of his indecisiveness. “She’s been living on a ship since she was a wee babe,” she said, shaking her head at the silk dress he’d tried to fold to make it fit in the knapsack. “She’s not a princess. Now, let me pack for you, or you will never be finished.”

      Seeing her point, Lyndon gave up and allowed her to do the rest. He had a headache from the sleepless nights and the days of worrying, and it felt good to have someone make his decisions for him.

      “What if she doesn’t come?” he said, watching as Megan strapped his bag solidly shut. “What if by the time I arrive in Ireland, her ship has run aground? Or there are pirates?”

      “Leave it in the hands of the blessed Madonna,” Megan answered calmly. “It’s not going to be any better with you fretting, in any case.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Of course I am—I’m always right,” she responded, quickly and with a grin. Then she straightened her back and sighed. “I wish I could join you.”

      “I know. But you can’t.”

      She hung her head a little, knowing he was right. If she put her foot on Irish soil and someone recognised her, she’d be dragged to gaol and hanged for her crime. Which reminded him; he still hadn’t arranged that damned zebra for the sheriff. He made a grimace and leaned over his knapsack, testing the straps, which were sufficiently secured.

      The wet nurse walked in, and Megan took a discreet step away from Lyndon, who, in turn, walked up to the child, who was lying on a sheep skin on the floor. She smiled when she saw him and he smiled too, stooping to lift her up. Ah, Bridie… beautiful and sunny like her mother. He’d miss her too.

      “Take good care of my sweet little chuck,” he said, and buried his face against the baby’s tummy—a sure way of getting her to laugh, and to hide the tears in his eyes. When he was sufficiently composed, he gave the child a kiss on the forehead and handed her to the wet nurse. “Don’t let anything happen to her when I’m away. Or you,” he said to Megan, who had tears in her eyes as well and was trying just as hard to hide them. “Promise me that.”

      “I promise,” she said, her voice thick.

      Their eyes rested on each other’s for a moment, equally full of pain. They both knew what would happen when he came back, that when he returned with Sarah Anne it would be over between them—no more sharing a bed, no more endearments. We shall remain friends, he’d told her, the very best friends, but no more than that. Your main task must be to care for the household, and I must be your master. I cannot take the distraction of your kisses.

      It was a good choice, but difficult. On the other hand, who said life was always easy? Who said one could have it all? He mustn’t be greedy, and he had to stop feeling sorry for himself and do the right thing.

      “Time to go,” he said soberly, and hauled his knapsack over his shoulder.

      Megan caught his tone and took a step back, her eyes lowered. “Have a safe journey, my lord.”

      There. Balance restored—she knew her place. For some reason, it sent a pang of annoyance through him, but he pushed it aside, cleared his throat, nodded and muttered an awkward thank you.

      He managed to keep himself from looking back as he rode off, not sure he wanted to know if she followed him with her gaze or not.
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      Dublin, October 5th, 1808

      “The gangway is in place, sir.” Cees Reedijk pointed through the window of his office at the slender, three-masted ship that had moored along the busy dockside. The sun shone so bright it hurt Lyndon’s eyes when he joined the man to look. His fingers grasped the windowsill so that the sharp edge cut into his palms.

      “They will start to disembark any minute now.”

      Lyndon nodded without really listening. His body was taut, every muscle vibrating like the string of a bow, his heart pounding so hard he could hear each thud in his ears. He tried to spot Sarah Anne amongst the swarm of people, but it was impossible. From this distance, they all looked the same, caps pulled far over their faces, dressed in brown, busy ants scurrying over the dirty ground.

      “I’ve sent a message to one of my men to bring her here, but she doesn’t know why,” the Dutchman continued, giving Lyndon a sideways glance. “Actually, I haven’t told her about you at all. I didn’t want to risk anything.”

      “Risk?” Lyndon frowned. “Risk what?”

      “Her running away.” The Dutchman walked to his desk and sat, then reached for his snuff box and snapped the lid open. “She is not too fond of changes.”

      “So…” Lyndon turned from the window. “All this time and you haven’t mentioned once that her father is looking for her?”

      “No. It’s also a matter of practicality, of course—it’s not so easy to send messages across the seas—but mostly, I felt it was for the best.” Reedijk took a pinch of snuff and drew it into his nose. He slowly wiped his hands on his white silk handkerchief. “You’ll understand why, when you meet her.”

      “Will I, now?” He gave in to his annoyance, and the anxiety that had assailed him with horrendous force ever since he arrived in Dublin and had only got stronger by the day. Since he had been waiting for the ship to arrive for more than three days, his nerves were more than a little frazzled. “Are you enjoying that? Keeping things from me? Knowing that you know my daughter better than I do?”

      Reedijk raised an eyebrow but didn’t reply, and Lyndon exhaled in frustration. “This is killing me. All this… waiting.”

      “I understand that. I’m trying to help.”

      Lyndon’s anger faded, replaced by guilt. “Of course you are. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” The Dutchman smiled. “I would be more concerned if you weren’t a little… op de rand. You will have to start over, of course. Get to know her again—and she may not be how you remember her. In fact…” He hesitated. “There is something you should know, before you meet her.” The Dutchman peered at him. “She doesn’t speak.”

      Lyndon shook his head. “Ah yes, I see, but I didn’t expect that. I will hire a governess to teach her English. Until then, I suppose I will have to learn some Dutch.”

      “No need. She understands both Dutch and English very well,” Reedijk replied. “But that wasn’t what I meant.” He reached for a bottle of jenever and opened it. He gestured to one of the glasses on his desk, but Lyndon shook his head. The man poured himself a sizeable amount. The aromatic scent reached Lyndon from across the room. “We don’t know what language she speaks. Nobody has ever heard her utter a word.”

      “What?”

      “She doesn’t speak.” Reedijk took a sip, put his glass down and leaned forward curiously. “Did she, in the past?”

      Lyndon recalled vividly that she’d been a very talkative little girl. She used to sing together with Eileen, silly nursery rhymes that had made him laugh. “Yes,” he said. “She did.”

      “Hm,” said the Dutchman. “Odd.”

      Lyndon tried to imagine how it would be to communicate with her without words, but couldn’t quite imagine it. It didn’t matter, he decided. She would start to speak when she was back home and felt safe again. “It will be fine,” he said, and turned back to the window, signalling his need for silence.

      

      Half an hour went by. Lyndon, restless and increasingly aggravated, spent it by exploring Reedijk’s collection of peculiar things. There were several objects that caught his interest, but among the more exotic was a mounted taxidermy item that Reedijk explained was the animal called an alligator. Lyndon, who had only heard about the animal’s distant relative, the crocodile, but never seen one in real life, reckoned it looked like a small dragon.

      “Ha, maybe,” Reedijk said. “At least, our conception of a dragon.” He pointed to a collection of paintings behind his desk. On them, large, colourful beasts with rolling eyes and open grins rolled around in dreamy landscapes. “They look happy, do they not? Not very frightening. To the Chinese, the dragon represents luck.” He leaned back in his chair. “It’s fascinating, do you not think, that they attribute fortune to a mythical animal? So symbolic. If you think about it, luck is as elusive as the dragon. Does luck exist? Do dragons?”

      “Indeed.” Lyndon’s gaze slid back to the remarkable stuffed alligator. “Where did you get this from?”

      “I bought it from one of my connections. You like it, then?”

      “It’s a nice piece. But I’m wondering… Could your connection find other animals like these?”

      Reedijk scratched his head. “Do you have anything particular in mind?”

      “How about a zebra?”

      “A zebra? One of those funny-looking horses with stripes, you mean? I suppose I could ask among my acquaintances. Are you interested in acquiring one?”

      “I am. I’d very much appreciate it if you could find one for me. The head alone would be sufficient.”

      “Understood. I will see what I can do.” The Dutchman slapped his hand on the desk. “Alles voor mijn vrienden.”

      “Thank you.”

      Another half an hour went by, during which Reedijk, having given up his attempts at a conversation, sipped his jenever and went through his ledgers, scribbling figures and letters with a quill as long and elegant as his fingers.

      “They’re late,” said Lyndon, who had begun pacing the Persian carpet like a caged animal. “Where are they?”

      “They’re not late, because they have no time to keep,” replied the Dutchman. “Do not worry. They will be here soon.” He had not quite finished the sentence when there was a knock on the door. “See?” he said with a grin to the pale-faced Lyndon. “Kom binnen!”

      The door opened and a man dressed in typical seaman’s clothes, grimy cap in his hand, filled the doorway. No Sarah Anne.

      Lyndon’s heart sank. “Where…?”

      “She’s there,” Reedijk replied. “Breng het kind binnen, alsjeblieft.”

      The man turned around, went behind the door and appeared again, this time holding a very reluctant child by the upper arm.

      My daughter, Lyndon thought, but there was no substance there to ground this sentence, and so it remained just that: a sentence. Slowly, the scene that had played in his head ever since he’d learned she was alive—the one where he stooped and she ran into his arms and they cried tears of joy—dispersed like mist in the wind. This wasn’t his daughter. It wasn’t even a girl. The child standing in front of him was thin and wiry, its arms skinny and muscular. Sharp cheekbones and a pointed chin, framed by hair that had been cut squarely along the jawline; it was all angles and hard lines, with no trace left of the chubby little cherub from the past. From this hostile face, leathery brown from hours in the sun, a pair of silver eyes shone brightly and defiantly. She reminded him of a wolf, feral and distrustful.

      “Marijn, dit is je vader. Wil je hem niet groeten?”

      Her eyes flitted to Reedijk’s face and she took a step back, crashing into the large sailor who’d brought her here. He tightened his grip around her shoulders and pushed her forward again, despite her protests.

      “It’s me, Sarah Anne,” Lyndon said. “Papa. Don’t you remember me?”

      “Alles komt goed,” Reedijk said. “Er is geen zorgen te maken.”

      Lyndon glared at him. “What did you say?”

      “That everything will be fine and that there’s no need to worry.”

      Lyndon closed his fists. “I’m the one who’s supposed to be saying that. She’s my daughter, goddammit, not yours. And her name isn’t Marijn—that’s a stupid name and… it’s not hers. Her name is Sarah Anne. Sarah Anne Elizabeth Stanford.”

      “Of course.” Reedijk bowed his head, politely. “Only, there is a possibility that she doesn’t share your opinion yet.”

      Because she doesn’t know who she is. Or who I am. The thought almost sent Lyndon to his knees. He turned to Reedijk and struck out his arms. “What shall I do, then? Tell me what I should do.”

      “Take her with you. Love her.”

      “How? She doesn’t like me. Look at her—she’s afraid of me!”

      Reedijk didn’t deny this. “She follows orders. I will tell her she must follow you, and she will do that.”

      Lyndon fought the urge to snarl to him that she wasn’t a trained dog; yet it couldn’t be denied that such obedience was more practical at this point.

      “All right,” he hissed. “Tell her to follow me. Tell her I will provide a good home for her, one where she can be safe.”

      Reedijk’s eyes hardened slightly. “With all due respect, she has lived a safe and good life up until now.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” Lyndon said. “Look at her. She looks like a savage.”

      “She does not wear dresses or frills,” the Dutchman responded calmly, “but that doesn’t mean she has suffered. On the contrary, she has enjoyed a lot of freedom and happiness.”

      “Freedom and happiness? How? By avoiding pirates and… sea monsters?” Lyndon let out a dry guffaw, then drew his hands through his hair. “This is ridiculous.”

      “Indeed.” The Dutchman nodded. “Instead of being happy that you have found your daughter, you get caught up in details and wordings. I’m beginning to think I have had the wrong idea about you.”

      Heat shot to Lyndon’s face and he clenched his fists and took a step forward to punch the bastard in the face. But as he looked into the pale blue eyes and saw nothing but steady contemplation there, his rage turned into pure shame. He was the bastard. He was acting like an idiot in front of the man who had saved Sarah Anne, and in front of Sarah Anne herself. No wonder she didn’t like him.

      “I’m sorry,” he breathed. “It’s all so difficult. I don’t know what to do.”

      “It will come. You cannot expect everything to be perfect from the start. You have to build your relationship, and she needs to get used to her new life.”

      Lyndon glanced at his daughter and his heart sank. She won’t even look at me. Stares at the wall, stiff as a statue, and pretends I don’t exist.

      “Everything will be fine,” Reedijk said. He didn’t seem aware of the problems, or he refused to see them. Lyndon didn’t know if this was a relief or just annoying. “She is welcome to come and visit me any time she pleases, and so are you, of course.” He raised his glass. “Let us now toast this happy occasion with a glass of jenever.”

      This, Lyndon discovered, was his handover rite. After the toast, Reedijk gently but firmly bade them farewell, and Lyndon found himself leaving the office, his daughter plodding wordlessly behind him.
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      The Dutchman had been right about one thing: Sarah Anne accepted her new situation without protests. This was good, but it also made Lyndon nervous. Her stoicism, bordering on apathy, was more fitting for someone who had been sentenced to death and had given up hope. The first time she reacted with some kind of emotion was when he wanted to put her on the horse. As it turned out, she was scared to death of the animal and it took a lot of coaxing to even get her close. Finally, Lyndon’s patience broke and he threw her up on the horse’s back and held her in place with force as she fought to get off. After this event, her distrust only grew, along with her distance.

      Thankfully, when she noticed they were going on a ship, her mood brightened and she ran ahead of Lyndon onboard. She spent hours on deck, disregarding the icy winds and cold sprays of water, watching the waves. He’d left her in her original clothes for the journey, as these better suited the passage, and was glad of that. At one point, the crewmen found her sitting on the bowsprit, her feet dangling on each side over the frothing water. Panicked, Lyndon wanted to climb out to fetch her, but the crewmen held him back, telling him very rightly that if she had managed to get there on her own, she would be able to get back as well. Still fearful but seeing their point, he took their advice to heart and left her there. After a few hours, she did return, agile as a little monkey, a contented smile on her lips. She went straight to the galley, where she curled up to rest on a couple of flour sacks. It appeared that the ship’s cats were better disciplined than his daughter.

      It was with great sadness that she disembarked from the ship a couple of days later. She was still afraid of the horse and it now took even longer for Lyndon to get her to sit up on it. In a fit of desperation, he bribed her with sweetmeat he’d bought by the docks. This worked well, once she’d acquired a taste for it; she couldn’t resist his promise of more and reluctantly got up on the horse.

      After a trying journey, they finally arrived at Rose Lodge and he gave a sigh of relief. Not only because they’d made it, but because the place appeared to be in perfect shape, its yard raked and neat, the windows crystal clear and newly cleaned, the flowerbeds resting under branches of fir, ready for the approaching winter.

      “This is your home, Annie,” Lyndon said. “This is where you will live.”

      He could feel her little body stiffen against his, and sighed inwardly. I won’t be surprised if she runs away within a week, he thought, and decided to bolt the door to her room from this day, so she wouldn’t get any ideas.

      Then he forgot his dark thoughts, for the door opened and there was Megan, running out onto the steps, her eyes aglow with joy.

      “You’re back,” she exclaimed, holding out her arms as if she wanted to hug them all, the horse included.

      “We are indeed,” he replied, his words slurred because of his broad smile. He helped Sarah Anne down and dismounted himself, only to have Megan fly into his arms. A part of him knew he should scold her for this rather shameless display of emotion, but the other part enjoyed the feeling of her warm body against his. He held her tight, stealing a moment to bury his nose in her soft golden hair.

      “It’s been so empty here without you,” she said, as they drew apart. “The house needs you.”

      “Well, now I’m here. And so is Sarah Anne.” He gestured towards her. “Say hello to m-my daughter.”

      If Megan was surprised, she didn’t show it much. She curtseyed, her blue eyes regarding the girl with the downcast gaze. “Welcome to Rose Lodge. I am Megan, your father’s housekeeper and… your maid, I suppose?” She gave Lyndon a questioning glance.

      “That’s the intention. She will have to get used to you first, however. She’s a little… reserved, still.”

      “Well, that’s not strange, is it?” She smiled and extended her hands in a welcoming gesture. “I have put all your new clothes in your room, Annie. I’m sure you’ll love them.”

      “Please call her Sarah Anne,” Lyndon corrected her. “She needs to get used to that name first, before we can use any others.”

      “Oh… of course.” Megan curtseyed. “I’m sorry… my lord.”

      He suddenly noticed that she looked a little lost, and a little hurt too, and guilt tugged at his heart. She didn’t deserve his bad mood. “Let’s show Sarah Anne the house and let her become acquainted with her new home,” he suggested, trying to keep his voice soft. “I will tell you everything about our journey, and after that, I’m sure none of us would mind a cup of tea and a bite to eat.”
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      They had tea and biscuits in the drawing room. Sarah Anne didn’t seem too impressed by the house, with all its modern furniture and beautiful decorations, or she at least didn’t show it. He wondered, not for the first time, what she had seen of the world, and realised she had probably experienced more in her short life than he ever had and ever would.

      Megan and Lyndon tried to ignore the fact that the girl was more than a little wooden, as they conversed lightly and cheerfully. They started out by including her, but gradually, as there was no response, they gave up. When they’d finished their tea, he told Megan to wait for him in the drawing room while he took the girl to her room and sat her on the bed. Then he went out and bolted the door, after which he returned to Megan.

      At first, they sat in silence, neither of them knowing what to say. The idea of a joyous moment, where he introduced Sarah Anne to her new home and they all celebrated her homecoming, had crumbled so sadly and definitely, it seemed superfluous and even cruel to mention it. He could tell that Megan pitied him; could sense her discomfort in pretending the situation was normal when it was anything but.

      “It will be all right?”

      His question made her jump, or maybe it was the sudden sound of his voice. Her cheeks turned from pale to bright pink. “Of course, my lord.”

      He sighed. “We’re alone here, Megan. You may call me Lyndon.”

      Her eyes widened. “But…”

      “I know what we agreed,” he said. In that moment, he lost his battle to stay civil, raising his voice as he continued. “Really, I can’t take any more estrangement at this point. Particularly not from you. I want to feel welcome, I want to feel I belong. Can’t you bloody do that for me, at least?”

      She looked at him as if he had gone insane—or, worse, as if she didn’t know him.

      Explosively, he stood and walked away from her, couldn’t stand looking at her. His failure weighed on him like a sack of coal. “This is a joke,” he said between his teeth. “All of it. My daughter hates me and you think I’m mad. Maybe I should just send her back. Make us all happy.” He stared sullenly at the open fireplace, thinking how good it would feel to throw something at it. Hit something. “Are you not going to say anything at all?” he threw over his shoulder, when her silence had lasted for too long.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      He turned swiftly. When he saw her face, the question in her eyes and the hurt that hid behind the calm expression, he slumped, his aggression dying painfully, shrivelling up like a piece of burning paper. What he felt instead was shame. She didn’t recognise him, but neither did he.

      “I’m so sorry, Megan,” he said, and hung his head. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      “Nothing is wrong with you.” Her voice was soft. “You thought things would improve once you came back with her, that you’d both be happy—but it’s not happening, is it?”

      “No,” he admitted. “It’s not happening. And I don’t think it will.”

      “In time, it will.” She stirred, took a step closer. “You have to give it time. Don’t expect everything to be perfect all at once, because it won’t be—it can’t be. She won’t love you for a while yet, but that will change. I mean…” She hesitated a little. “How could she not love you?”

      He felt she was wrong, but couldn’t muster the strength to answer—what good would it do, anyway? It was so simple for her, in her world of black and white, good and bad, while he knew it wasn’t always like that. Still, he appreciated the attempt to cheer him up.

      “What would I do without you, Megan?” he said.

      His voice was low, but she looked up so quickly it was as though he’d screamed, and her eyes searched for his. A jolt ran through his body, like the crackle of a striking thunderbolt. He took a step closer, and so did she. Her scent reached his nose: sun-dried clothes, soap and freesias, and he closed his eyes momentarily, the last bit of his sanity warning him against reaching out for her. Maybe he would have obeyed, but there she was, her warm body gliding into his arms, and when her lips met his, he put aside all vows and commitments. To hell with them, he thought, and nudged her down onto the chaise lounge, where she eagerly pulled her skirts up to her waist, allowing him the sight he’d longed for since he’d left.

      From that point, there was no return. With a moan, he eased his cock into her and she pulled him closer, her legs around his waist. It wasn’t a gentle act—far from it. It was wrestling, two bodies desperately and aggressively trying to get as close to each other as they could, teeth clashing and fingers raking into bare skin—but that was what they both wanted, and when he felt her contract around his cock and saw the expression on her face, he let go and came with a shudder, his fingers digging hard into her hips.

      He slumped over her, his forehead against her shoulder, and breathed out. He felt her hands on his neck, a gentle caress, and knew he needed to stop this, before it grew into something he hadn’t intended. “I’m sorry, Megan,” he said, as he pulled out of her and sat up. “I didn’t mean this to happen.”

      “But it did,” she responded, eyeing him curiously. “So now what?”

      “What do you mean?” He couldn’t meet her gaze, and bent forward, his face in his hands. “It was a stupid thing to do and it mustn’t happen again. You know why.”

      “No.” Her voice was curt. “I honestly don’t.”

      “Don’t be unreasonable.” In a way, he was grateful for her apparent lack of lenience—it made it easier to be firm. He stood up and pulled up his breeches. “You know I’m committed. To Sarah Anne, but also to my late wife. Just like you, to your fiancé.”

      “They’re dead,” she snapped. The answer was surprising, since she’d never protested in this manner before, and it made him frown with annoyance. “We’re not.”

      “And what do you mean by that? That we should marry? Is that what you mean? You want me to propose to you?”

      Megan stared at him, which fuelled his frustration even further.

      “I’ve told you before, Megan, it cannot happen. I will not do it. I’m faithful to Eileen. How can you even suggest that I’d replace her at this point? Besides, Sarah Anne’s view of the world is already skewed, as it is. I’m certainly not going to confuse her further by marrying her bloody maid.”

      The room changed its atmosphere, as though it had suddenly turned to ice—something that was reflected in her eyes. He sighed. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean that.”

      “You spoke from your heart, did you not?”

      “No, I—”

      “Don’t bother,” she snarled. She sprung up, brushed the skirts over her legs, smoothed the hair that had fallen out of her braid. When she looked at him again, her eyes were lucid and dark blue, a frozen winter sky. “I will bring some hot water to Miss Sarah Anne, my lord, so she can wash herself.”

      He sighed. “Megan…”

      But she had already walked off and didn’t hear him—or at least she pretended she didn’t. He slammed his fist against the windowsill and cursed. It seemed nothing went his way these days.
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      Two days later, Emily and Daniel came for a visit. They brought gifts for Sarah Anne and were eager to see her. Lyndon, who’d tried to make Sarah Anne change into a dress without succeeding, felt less optimistic.

      “Just… just keep in mind that she is a bit different,” he said, while walking them through the house and to the upstairs floor, where her chamber was located.

      “Different?” Emily echoed. “Well, I suppose… It can’t have been easy to grow up on a ship.”

      “That’s why.” They’d stopped outside her door and he could see that they wondered about the latch. “She’s not dangerous,” he muttered. “I just can’t trust that she’ll… stay.”

      “You mean she has tried to escape?” Daniel asked. He held his dog by the collar, as if he feared for the huge beast’s life, but his eyes shone bright from curiosity.

      “Not yet.” He pushed the door open. They all peered inside.

      “Maybe now she has,” Daniel said.

      As much as he hated it, Lyndon had to agree; the room was empty. “Good God,” he said. “Where—?”

      Daniel pointed at the window. “There she is!”

      And now Lyndon saw her, too. Or, at least, her hand, small and pale against the stone ledge just outside the window. He heard Emily gasp, and held up his own hand as if to hinder her from taking another step. “For God’s sake, don’t move. You might scare her.” He swallowed and called out to the figure perched like a little gargoyle outside the window. “Sarah Anne? Could you come back inside, please?”

      There was a faint movement and seconds later her face came into view, peering from around the corner. At first, she seemed apathetic, but when she saw Daniel’s dog, her jaw fell open. Maybe she’d never seen a dog before? Or, at least, none so big.

      “Get it out of here before she jumps,” Lyndon told Daniel.

      “I don’t think—”

      “Do as I tell you,” Lyndon snapped—and instantly regretted it.

      But Daniel, it seemed, was very much a Stanford and his father’s son, and he disregarded the order, raised his head defiantly and approached the window. “Hi Annie. I’m Daniel, your cousin. This is Lachie. He’s a nice dog and doesn’t bite. Why don’t you come inside and say hello?”

      Lyndon didn’t dare to breathe. She’ll jump, he thought. She’ll jump and break her neck. A look at Emily told him she shared his fear. Maybe even more so; she was so pale he thought she might faint. To prevent her from falling, he carefully slipped his arm under hers. It didn’t seem that she even noticed, and she was so stiff he thought he’d break her elbow, so he released her again. Meanwhile, Daniel was chatting away with the girl, carelessly, as if they were old friends.

      “I want to play, but I’d rather do it on the ground and not hanging from a window,” he explained. “Why don’t you come down from there and we can go outside?”

      It took another minute. Then she slowly shuffled her legs over the window frame and slipped into the room, her gaze locked on Lachie. The large dog immediately came to greet her, pressed his nose against her palm and sniffed curiously.

      “There you go,” Daniel said, and reached for Lachie’s collar to haul him back. “See? He’s a very good dog.” He turned to Lyndon. “May we play, Uncle?”

      “Ah, yes. For a little while. By the house. Don’t wander off anywhere.”

      “That’s fine. Come, Annie.” They heard Daniel’s voice in the hallway, as the two children walked off. “I like how you’re dressed as a boy. More girls should do that, I think. Don’t have to worry about getting your clothes dirty and all that.”

      Emily shook her head as if to loosen the numerous thoughts that followed this more than odd introduction to Lyndon’s daughter, then gave him a questioning look.

      He turned away. “It’s more of a struggle than I had anticipated,” he admitted, looking out on the yard, where the two children now emerged, Daniel leading and Sarah Anne hesitantly following. “Like I said, she’s… different.”

      “Is that so bad, though?”

      He snorted.

      Emily placed a hand on his arm, nudging him to look at her. Her eyes rested on his, warm and comforting. “Is there more to it than her choice of clothes, Lyndon? I noticed she didn’t speak?”

      “Correct.” His mouth twisted in a bitter grimace. “She seems to have lost the ability. I suspect it’s because of what she experienced when she was… taken from her home. I’ve seen the same in soldiers who have seen too many horrendous things on the battlefield. Never known of any who’ve stopped speaking for this long, however. It makes everything more difficult. I don’t know what she thinks, and she can’t tell me. That’s one of the reasons she doesn’t trust me.”

      “Or you her.”

      When he looked at her questioningly, Emily pointed, with a slanted smile, to the bolted door, and he understood.

      “Oh,” he said, his face hot. “As I said, it’s for her own safety.”

      “Aha.” Her gaze was uncomfortably piercing. She didn’t pursue the subject, however, but sighed gently and turned back to the window. The children were now playing in the yard, chasing the dog around. It was hard to tell from up there, but Lyndon thought he could see a smile on Sarah Anne’s face, which was… rather remarkable.

      As he opened his mouth to point it out, he was interrupted by Emily. “The poor girl… I can’t even fathom what she’s been through.” She sighed again. “Do you think we can help her, somehow?”

      “I think you already are.” He pointed to the children. “They seem to be having fun.”

      “They do indeed. I’m glad. It makes things a little easier for Daniel, too, to have you both in his life. Things… haven’t been great for him lately.”

      Her eyes grew troubled, and he knew that she was thinking about Charles. Daniel didn’t show it much—the apple really didn’t fall far from the tree—but his father’s death must have affected him, and probably still was doing. Sarah Anne could prove a useful distraction. Watching them roaming around the yard, he saw that she didn’t seem to mind rough play, the knees of her breeches already stained with mud and dust. This was perfect for Daniel, who was wild at heart and had probably always missed having a friend of the same disposition.

      “I’m thinking…” Emily began. Lyndon glanced at her and noticed the high colour in her cheeks. “Maybe it’s possible for me to help her?” She met Lyndon’s eyes. “Painting has always been a way for me to express my emotions. Or to calm down when I’ve been distressed.”

      “I can imagine that. You gave me a sketch once, at Harcourt House,” he reminded her, wondering where she was going with this.

      “Ah yes… That’s one example, for sure.” She smiled, indicating that he didn’t know the half of it. “I’m thinking that maybe it could help Sarah Anne in a similar way. Would you allow her to come and see me once a week, to be tutored?”

      He frowned. “For what purpose?”

      “To… heal her, maybe?”

      “Heal her?” He shook his head. “I doubt it. But by all means… I can’t imagine it would hurt.” He held out his hands. “If you wish, I’d be most happy to bring her to you next week.”

      While she was there, she could at least play with Daniel. But Emily seemed to still believe in her strange idea, her eyes filling up with tears. “That would be excellent.” She sighed, still smiling. “Finally, something to look forward to.”

      Her reaction to her own words told him she thought she had said too much. Come to think of it, she had seemed a little down, lately—even, now he came to think of it, before he went to Dublin to fetch Sarah Anne.

      He frowned. “Are you in trouble, dear sister-in-law?”

      “Trouble? No. Why?” She feigned innocence, blinking at him in staged confusion—but he saw the fear in her eyes, lurking there like a sea monster under the surface.

      “It’s not your friend, is it?” he asked, struck by the sudden idea that the Frenchman might be dead.

      But she shook her head and pressed her lips together.

      “You can always come to me if something is bothering you,” Lyndon said. “I hope you know that.”

      A hasty nod. “I… I appreciate it. But…” She let out her breath, as though defeated. “You can’t help. Not this time.”

      He shook his head slowly. “What—?”

      The door opened and Megan appeared. Seeing Emily, she curtseyed. “Good afternoon, my lady,” she said without smiling. “How are you today?”

      “I’m very well, Megan, thank you.”

      Megan sent Lyndon a swift, disdainful glance. “Tea is served in the salon, my lord.”

      “Right…” He cleared his throat. “Thank you, Megan.”

      She turned on her heel and vanished. Emily, composed once again, now that the focus had shifted from herself, stared in wonder at the door. “That wasn’t like Megan. Is she quite well?”

      “She’s absolutely fine,” Lyndon replied curtly. The wretched girl had pretended he didn’t exist for the past few days—ever since their last row—but if she thought he would come crawling with an apology, she was very much mistaken. Let her sulk, he thought. See if I care. He raised his chin and offered Emily his arm. Gracefully, she took it. “Now, let’s fetch our children and have some refreshments, shall we?”
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      On the morning of the day Lyndon had promised to bring Sarah Anne, Emily took care to go through all those steps she had exercised in the past, repeating the ritual that had soothed her mind previously and would surely do so again.

      She tested every brush against the palm of her hand, taking note of how they flexed and how firm the hairs were; examined every jar of pigment, one by one, gently lifting them to the light, marvelling at the magical content, putting them back with their neatly scribbled labels facing her, in a neat row, just as she preferred them. She did the same with the bottles of turpentine and linseed oil, her nose quivering with the strong but good scent. Next, she swept the floor and placed two easels in the middle of the room, along with two paint-speckled stools. She drank her tea, watching the day break outside the large windows, noticing each shift in the sky—how it gradually changed colour, turning from a dark blue hue to vanilla and turquoise. The dense streaks of cloud along the horizon promised snow, but not for some time yet.

      “So this is where you’re hiding.”

      The voice, so sudden, so obnoxiously shattering the silence, almost made her drop her cup. Frowning, her heart racing, she placed it on the side table and stood, turning to Buckley, who walked straight into the room without waiting for her invitation. It was both disconcerting and annoying to see him there. This was her magic place and he ruined the feeling.

      “What a magnificent room,” he said, holding out his arms in a grand gesture. “I’ve been wondering why you had to put those hideous windows in. A painting studio… how utterly exotic.” His gaze swept with hungry curiosity over her utensils. “Your Italian lover really did teach you more than how to spread your legs.” He pointed to a set of paintings placed along the wall. “Are those his work or yours?”

      Before she could answer, he’d walked over to them and lifted up the painting of Amal. She opened her mouth to protest, feeling he had violated some privacy of hers, but she knew he wouldn’t listen.

      “This is magnificent. Your signature, is it?”

      Finally, she found her voice. “Yes.”

      He gave a low whistle. Put it back on the floor, lifted the next painting, studied it in silence. “Excellent quality,” he said at last. “You’re certainly no amateur slapping paint on a piece of canvas, are you?” He peered at her. “Do you do portraits as well? May I see?”

      His praise was oddly flattering, so she showed him and received even more acclaim.

      “Impressive,” he muttered. “Very impressive. Why have we never heard of your talent?” He tilted his head and watched her thoughtfully. “Because Charles would have found it too difficult to explain, of course,” he answered for her. “And because he was jealous. He probably hated the idea of having to admit that a woman of low class could produce something of cultural value.”

      “Yes.” Her voice betrayed her relief. It was as if he’d explained something she’d suspected all along, and the realisation felt like a liberation. “I think that’s true.”

      “Well, I’m not like him—I praise those who are worthy to be praised, no matter who they are. What a simply delicious little surprise.” Buckley tapped his finger rapidly on his chin. “It’s unthinkable that we let you fade into obscurity, Emily; simply unthinkable. Female painters are all the rage in France, did you know? I heard that the latest portrait of the Empress of France is the most celebrated one as of yet—and apparently, that was done by a woman.”

      “Oh really?” Emily murmured. Her heart beat a little faster at the thought, but she tried to hide her delighted pride; this wasn’t the right time.

      “I haven’t seen that painting, but there’s no doubt in my mind that you could do just as well, or even better,” Buckley said, nodding with assurance. “Would you be comfortable painting on commission?”

      She blinked at the sudden question, but he seemed to be serious. “I… I did have plans to do that. In the past. But—”

      He held up his hand, silencing her. “No excuses, please—I think you should start. I would have no problem finding clients for you. They’d have to pay handsomely for your services, but given the quality of your work, they’d be only too happy to do that.”

      Slowly, she drew breath. “It’s… an alluring idea. But would it not draw unnecessary attention to my person?”

      “Unnecessary attention?” Buckley stared at her. “Since when is attention ever unnecessary? If you mean that there would be rumours about you, I suppose that’s true—but no more than there already are.”

      She felt herself blanch. “There are rumours about me?”

      “Nothing too serious.” He waved his hand. “Your rather… shall we say colourful past is no problem—I’ve taken extra measures to ensure that nobody will find out about your background. For the rest, you’re a recluse, an enigma, and people don’t understand you. The few public appearances you’ve made have done nothing to dispel the sense of mystique surrounding your person. Stepping forward as a painter would explain some of it.” He eyed her pale face, his features growing solemn—and shrewd. “But if you do not want to paint, we can go back to my original plan, where you help me with the books. That’s actually why I came today, to ask when you would like to start looking into my accounts. Would you prefer that?”

      “No!” Her exclamation surprised her. She hadn’t intended to sound so desperate, so forceful. “No,” she repeated, more level-headed this time. “Painting is all I want to do. It always has been.”

      “Perfect,” he said, delighted. “Let’s arrange it that way, then. Your first client will be me.”

      “You?”

      “Yes.” His eyes, embedded in their pockets of fat, gleamed. “I shall place the portrait in my office for all to see. People will be fighting to procure a painting done by you.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured. “When… when do you…?”

      “I will let you know. I’m leaving on a business trip tomorrow, and I will be gone for a few weeks, but as soon as I’m back, I think that would be a good time to commence.”

      “Fine.” She nodded, not sure if she was delighted or aghast at the thought. She enjoyed painting portraits, but in truth, she’d rather not do his.

      “If we play our cards right, there will be rumours about our growing friendship, which of course will result in our future marriage.”

      She managed to hide her shudder by pretending to adjust the easel.

      “I was afraid for a while, seeing as you spent so much time with our dear Lyndon, but it seems my concern was for nothing. Lyndon seems to be engaged elsewhere. Apparently, he’s found his way to his maid’s bed.”

      Emily’s eyes widened. “Who? Megan?”

      Buckley nodded. “Rumours have it she does more than polish his pots and pans.”

      “Surely not. Lyndon would never do that.”

      “Dear, naïve Emily…” Buckley tut-tutted. “Didn’t I tell you not to trust him?”

      “But…” Her stomach churned. She’d always found Lyndon both agreeable and warm-hearted, but there was no denying that he’d changed lately, his mood turning darker, his actions sometimes scarily reminiscent of those of his brother. She didn’t want Megan to get hurt.

      “Jealous, are we?” Buckley said, curiously viewing her slack-jawed expression.

      “Of course not. I simply don’t think it’s true. I’m sure romantic follies are the last thing on my brother-in-law’s mind just now.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard. His daughter, back from the dead…” Buckley snorted. “She should have stayed dead, in my opinion.” Emily gasped and he rolled his eyes. “Don’t look like that, Emily. I think you know what I think about Irishmen.”

      “Half Irish,” she said. “She’s half English—and a Stanford, at that.” Anger flowed through her body, made her careless. “Besides, she’s just a child. How can you wish death over a child, regardless of her origins?”

      “Oh, you have no idea,” Buckley replied, his voice dark. “She should never have been born. For the future, remember what I’ve said. I don’t want either of them anywhere near me. Don’t let them enter this house, hear?”

      “I promise,” Emily murmured, hoping fervently that Lyndon wouldn’t cross paths with the man on Buckley’s way out. “If you don’t mind, I… I had some things to do.”

      “Why, of course,” Buckley said, pleased with her compliance. “I shall leave, but I will return soon, and then we will commence the making of my portrait. Until then, my lady.”

      Mockingly, he blew her a kiss and was gone, leaving her to rearrange the paintings, all in disorder after his scrutiny, against the wall. She welcomed the task, as it eased her mind, and just as she was done Lyndon arrived, with Sarah Anne in his trail.

      Fortunately, it seemed he hadn’t run into Buckley, but nevertheless he seemed distraught and nervous. After a little while, Emily realised that his edginess had to do with the girl. She noticed he kept a constant eye on her, as if she were a wild animal he had to keep under control. If the girl took a faulty step, if she glanced in a direction he didn’t approve of, he would tug at her arm, reminding her to stay put. It was painful to watch, so Emily soon sent him off, with the reassurance that they’d do well without him.

      “Finally…” she said with a slanted smile to Sarah Anne, when he’d eventually left the house. “Your father is a fine man, but he can be a little overbearing at times.”

      The girl didn’t reply, but sent her a careful glance—and in that, Emily thought she saw a glimmer of humour. “He cares about you, that’s why,” she added, still smiling. “Come now. Let’s go to my studio.”

      As they walked through the hallways, Emily glanced at the girl and thought to herself how strange it was to be walking there with a tiny and possibly reluctant protégé, just as Giatelli had done once with her. With her dark hair and slight body, Sarah Anne even reminded Emily of herself, and she felt her eyes fill with tears at the thought. Her home for unfortunate girls was one way for her to repay what Giatelli had done for her, but this was more… personal, more intimately connected to Emily herself, like a test she had to undergo to prove what she’d learned. I’m not going to let you down, Giatelli, she thought. But you may need to support me for a while, because I don’t really know if I’m doing it right.

      They reached the door to the studio. Emily pushed it open and stepped inside, inviting Sarah Anne to do the same. The girl lingered in the doorway, her hand against the frame as though this new, unfamiliar place scared her, and the sight caused the ghost of a memory to caress the back of Emily’s neck. She saw herself there, staring at Giatelli, who’d danced into the room, his arms splayed open, his smile wide, proud to show her his world. If he’d been hurt by Emily’s reluctance, he hadn’t shown it, and neither would Emily.

      “This is my studio,” she said, spreading out her hands and spinning slowly around to include everything, just as Giatelli would have done. “Do you like it?” She let her hands fall. “Do come in,” she said. “It looks strange, but it’s really just an ordinary room. I’ll explain.”

      Tight-lipped and with narrowed eyes, Sarah Anne took a step over the threshold, then another one. Her gaze fell on the easel as though the construction fascinated her, then slid over the paint-stained workbench with its collection of bottles and jars, brushes and putty knives.

      “My tools,” Emily explained. “And over there…” She pointed to the wall. “Over there are my paintings. You may have a look, if you wish.”

      Here, the difference between the girl Emily and the girl Sarah Anne was obvious. Emily would never have taken up the offer, whilst Sarah Anne sent her a dispassionate glance and went straight to the wall, where she squatted in an oddly primitive position, reached for the stack of paintings and leaned against it. She studied each painting closely, without revealing her thoughts or in any way reacting. When she was done, she stood up with remarkable grace and folded her arms across her chest while looking at Emily. With her short hair, closed face and standoffishness, she looked more like a boy than ever, and for a second Emily’s heart sank with sympathy for Lyndon, who’d tried so hard to make Sarah Anne dress like a girl but had failed miserably. If the girl kept dressing as she did, there was no telling what strange situations might crop up in the future. It was uncomfortable, too—not unpleasant, but… odd, forcing Emily’s insecurities to the surface. Stop it, she ordered herself. She’s just a child.

      “My idea with all this is that you paint something, anything,” she said, as assertively as she could.

      Sarah Anne frowned.

      “I want you to paint what makes you happy. Or sad. Whatever springs to mind. Things you’ve seen, things you like. Things you don’t like.” She hesitated. “Things that scare you.” When the girl still didn’t react, she felt her heart sink, but knew she had to persist. “I’ll show you.”

      She dabbed a few clots of paint on a palette and showed, on a piece of wood, how the different colours reacted when mixed with others. She painted a tree, playing with the different shades to create illusions of shade and light. The process calmed her nerves, and for a moment she was blissfully caught up with the wonderful feeling of doing what she loved. When finally she looked up, she found that the girl had moved. She now stood by Emily’s right shoulder, peering at the primitive painting.

      “Now I want you to try,” said Emily. She removed her painting and put the blank canvas in its place. “When you’re done, you may play with Daniel until your father comes to pick you up.”

      At the mention of Daniel’s name, there was finally a reaction; the girl’s eyes lit up.

      “You like Daniel?” Emily asked, her voice warm. “He likes you too. He finds having a cousin quite delightful.”

      Sarah Anne turned to the work table, eager to get started with what she must consider her duty, so she could be free to play with Daniel later.

      Emily welcomed the distraction and hurried to accommodate the girl’s needs. “We’ll start with the most basic colours,” she said gently, preparing the palette. “No need to make it too complicated, is there?” She straightened up and put the palette in Sarah Anne’s hands, while searching for the girl’s gaze.

      To her relief, she found a new sense of presence there, as if Sarah Anne was ready for the task.

      Always a start, Emily thought, smiling a little. “You go ahead, Sarah Anne. Meanwhile, I will go to the kitchen and tell Mrs Goodall to prepare a tray of refreshments for later. How does that sound?”

      Sarah Anne didn’t reply, but her determined nod told Emily that she wasn’t opposed to the idea at all.

      

      Emily returned a while later. When the girl heard the door open, she took a step away from the easel and placed her hands on her back, dutifully awaiting Emily’s judgment. It was, Emily reflected with amusement and concern, just as if she was waiting for the captain to tell her if she’d done a good job of swabbing the deck. Maybe that was how Sarah Anne saw the whole thing; as a job she had to do, but didn’t enjoy.

      “Let’s see what you’ve done,” Emily said, as gently as she could. “May I?”

      Sarah Anne took another step back: be my guest, she seemed to be saying. Emily rounded the easel. As her eyes fell on the painting, she immediately felt the tears prick her eyelids. “But this is lovely,” she exclaimed.

      She realised she’d expected Sarah Anne to paint the view—much as she had done herself, that first time when Giatelli had told her to paint something—but she should have known the girl’s mind worked in a different, more liberated way.

      Sarah Anne had painted a ship, balancing on top of a dark blue sea. From a pale blue sky dotted with fluffy white clouds, a yellow sun shone brightly.

      “That’s a happy painting,” Emily remarked, her voice thick. “Were you happy there?”

      Sarah Anne’s eyes met hers. After a few moments, she gave a small but detectable nod.

      Her father should see this, Emily thought, her heart pounding hard in her chest. On the other hand, she had a feeling Lyndon wouldn’t like the idea that Sarah Anne missed her old life, or even thought about it. It was all like a big, raw wound to him; he couldn’t accept the past, couldn’t accept what it had turned Sarah Anne into. Better if she put it behind her, he seemed to reason, forgetting that the past was seldom as merciful as that.

      Emily squatted, so as to come face to face with the girl. The bright eyes, one incredible shade lighter than Daniel’s, almost made her dizzy.

      “I know you don’t speak,” she said, “but I want to know more about your life on the ship. I want to know about your friends, the animals you’ve seen. Places you’ve been to. Maybe you could come here and paint those things for me? That way, I’d learn, but you wouldn’t have to speak a word.” Seeing no reaction in the girl, she hesitated. “Do you want to come back and paint some more?”

      This time, the nod was unmistakeably there. Sarah Anne’s eyes darted to the painting and her face took on an oddly intense expression. It was as though she wanted to imprint the image in her mind. This, Emily realised, was now her voice, her only way to talk; perhaps the only way she’d been able to communicate since she’d been taken from her parents.

      “Oh, Sarah Anne…” She sighed, her eyes filling with tears again. “You may come back here as many times as you like. Please come back.” So as not to embarrass the girl with her flow of emotions, Emily stood up and brushed her hands against each other, turning away. “Let’s end this session here, shall we?” she said cheerfully. “I have a feeling Daniel is eager to see you.”
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      When Lyndon arrived, the children were still playing. He was aghast. “It’s too cold,” he said. “They will fall ill.”

      “They are warm from playing,” Emily assured him, her gaze on their bright faces. Indeed, their cheeks blossomed, but more from effort than from cold. “They haven’t complained yet. I think it would be a shame to force them to be indoors, when they are clearly having more fun in the garden.”

      “Hm,” said Lyndon, but thankfully he let the subject drop. “So,” he said, turning to Emily. “How did you fare today? Any results?”

      She avoided his scrutinising gaze. “Nothing that would satisfy you.”

      There was a baffled moment of silence. “What is that supposed to mean?” he asked, finally. “There were results, then? What did she paint?”

      “Nothing in particular.” Emily clenched her hands and steeled herself to meet his gaze. “Nothing of interest.”

      “Maybe I should be the one deciding that, not you?”

      His tone wasn’t aggressive, but since he’d inhaled he appeared bigger, more imposing, and she took a step back, ill at ease. She didn’t like this new side of him—it reminded her too much of Charles. Perhaps it was the pressure of everything that had happened lately, but it was difficult to tolerate and she had a hard time hiding her dismay.

      “She paints happy things,” she said, forcing herself to sound civil. “Things she remembers from her trips around the world.”

      Lyndon stiffened. Just as Emily had expected, this was nothing he wanted to be confronted with. He remained silent for a while, then said curtly, “So it’s not working, then?”

      “I think it is.” By now, Emily didn’t care to hide her annoyance. “She has found a way to express herself, and I think you should let her. I hope you will allow her to come over for more sessions. Not for our sake—for hers. Don’t…” She drew breath and decided to say what had been on her mind. “Don’t suffocate her.”

      “Suffocate her?” The colour of his cheeks deepened. “What do you think of me?”

      When she didn’t answer, he too drew breath. “All right,” he said, raking a hand through his hair. “I will continue to bring her. At least it seems to be doing her good—I haven’t seen her so happy since… Well, never, actually,” he corrected himself. “Besides, her coming here might be good for something else entirely. I was thinking that maybe you…” He cleared his throat, somewhat embarrassed. “Maybe you could show her what it’s like to be a lady? You know what I mean.” He gestured towards her. “How to dress. Behave. You know.”

      It was highly ironic—with her past, she was the last person to teach manners to the daughter of an earl, and she wasn’t even sure she wanted Sarah Anne to change. But if it meant bringing the girl to a safe place, where she could be herself, then it was an easy promise to make.

      “I will do so,” she said, and even managed to look Lyndon in the eye as she said it. “You can trust me.”
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      December 12th, 1808

      “Hurry up, Annie!”

      Daniel’s voice puffed out in a cloud that slowly rose to the bright pink sky. Though she was running, Marijn couldn’t help following it with her gaze. The frail beauty was one of the things she liked about the cold weather. In every other way, she didn’t care much for it, and as she crossed the frost-bitten grass she cursed the stiff boots she’d had to put on to protect her feet. She’d thought herself foreseeing and sensible to put on leather boots stuffed with hay, but in retrospect it had been a bad decision, as they were both big and stiff, hampering her stride so much that she fell miserably behind. To her utter humiliation, Daniel had to stop and wait for her.

      He leaned over, hands on his knees, and panted slightly. “Everyone will see you if you’re going to be that slow,” he said accusingly. “I thought we were going to sneak off, but you’re worse than a clumsy tortoise.”

      She couldn’t resist the urge to butt him on the shoulder—not hard enough to make him tumble over, but almost. This brightened his mood and he giggled, butting her back so that she fell on her behind with a surprised oof. Lachie thought it was a fun game and gave a cheerful yap, sniffing her face and nipping at her fingers. She had to make an effort not to laugh as she scrambled to her feet and brushed off the frost from her behind, while taking the opportunity to catch her breath.

      “We’re nearly there,” Daniel said, as though reading her mind. He pointed to the large oak tree that towered in front of them. “There it is.”

      Its branches reached out like enormous arms above the swirling, steaming stream that led to Egham, Daniel’s secret hideout. Seeing it, she understood why—it was too far from Greywell for anyone to know about it, and so large that one could vanish completely in its crown; in the summer, but also now, in December, bare of leaves as it was.

      Leuk, she thought in Dutch because she, despite Lyndon’s efforts in hiring a governess to teach her English, reckoned that was her first language. For balance, she tried it in English as well: nice. Her fingers itched with the need to climb, and she met Daniel’s gaze.

      “Ready?” he said.

      She didn’t reply, but dashed off, leaving him to give a shout of indignant surprise. She wasn’t going to let him win this time.

      

      The tree trunk was cold and coarse under her fingers, and her feet immediately found support. She swung herself up onto the lowest branch, then hurled herself to the next one above it, then the next.

      “Hey, wait,” Daniel shouted. “Be careful.”

      He was telling her to be careful? She snorted silently. If anyone knew how to climb, she did. The crew of the Oranjeboom had told her she was the best climber they’d seen, and she knew it was true. With her light body, quick feet and total disregard for heights, she’d been invaluable for doing repairs on sails and ropes. The look on Daniel’s face when she peered down between the branches told her he’d noticed her talent too, and that he was both awestruck and a little frightened. Goet, she thought with pleasure. Finally, something I’m better at.

      It wasn’t as if they were competing. At least, not always. They still felt a need to prove their worth to each other, but it had got better with each week. Marijn sometimes found Daniel overbearing and arrogant in his efforts to show her that he was both braver and more mature—even though he was only older by a few months—but he was also exciting and fun. When at his best, he was a highly entertaining cousin, full of mischief and crazy ideas; like this one, for example. To run away had been his idea, and she’d gone along with it partly because of the promise of climbing and partly because she’d longed for a break from the stiff routines and stuffy rooms ever since she’d arrived at Rose Lodge. In these moments, she loved him.

      

      The bark was slippery with frost, but she climbed like a monkey onto the large branch that reached over the frothing stream. Tiny, ice-cold droplets sprayed her face when she leaned down, soothing against her warm skin. She swung one leg over to the other side, straddling it, and dangled her feet with gusto while laughing at Daniel’s terrified face.

      “Are you crazy? Come back here,” he hissed. “Uncle Lyndon will kill me if you fall and break your neck.”

      That was true. Marijn sighed, but obligingly climbed back to the safer area by the trunk. She’d already proven her point—won—and there was no need to overdo it.

      “You’re the bravest girl I’ve ever met,” Daniel said when she sat beside him on one of the largest branches, their backs against the trunk. “And I have met quite a few girls in my day. Mamma used to have tea parties in the past. The ladies would bring their daughters for me to play with, but they were all snooty and didn’t dare to soil their nice dresses. I hated playing with them. The boys too, if there were any. Even they were afraid to get dirty. They were nothing like you.” He sent her an appreciative glance. “Mamma doesn’t do tea parties anymore, so I don’t have to play with any of those children. Besides, you’re my best friend now. I don’t need anyone else.”

      Marijn sighed with contentment. She wanted to tell him that he was her best friend too, and for a short while contemplated whether she should, but decided not to. Nothing good would come out of revealing that she could talk, least of all for her, and besides, it had been so long that she might not even know how to do it anymore. In the past she used to sing to her monkey, Bart, when they were not in earshot of others, but when he died from old age she had stopped vocalising entirely.

      She dangled her legs and grinned at Daniel, hoping he understood what he meant to her anyway.

      “No, you’re a good person,” he continued philosophically, and adjusted the knapsack on his lap. “Odd, but I like that. It’s better than being normal.”

      Marijn wiped her nose, which had started to run in the cold weather. Then she pointed at the knapsack.

      “Oh, you want your reward, do you?” Daniel said tauntingly.

      She rolled her eyes and pointed again.

      “All right.” He laughed. “You’ll get it.” He stuffed his hand into the bag and hauled up a small bundle that, after he’d unwrapped it, revealed the most delicious contents: biscuits stolen from the kitchen the day before. One he gave to Marijn, one he popped into his own mouth and a third he threw to the dog, which had strategically positioned itself beneath him. Marijn had a feeling Daniel and his dog had done this before.

      They ate in silence, stuffing themselves with the treats.

      “Mmm,” Daniel said, swallowing the last crumbs. “Mrs Goodall’s shortbread is the best there is.”

      He was probably right in that. Marijn’s absolute favourite sweetmeat was stroopwafels, but the cook’s light and delicious shortbread came a good second. She closed her eyes to savour the last traces of sweet vanilla on her tongue. The air was cold against her cheeks, bringing with it the scent of damp soil and icy winds. The stream swirled beneath her feet, rushing, bubbling and roaring in her ears.

      This was life. She was meant for this, not to strut around in fancy dresses doing nothing. Why couldn’t Lyndon understand that? She tried to do as he wanted, had even tried to wear a dress once, but she’d felt so awkward that even he had noticed. After that, he’d allowed her to dress as she wished, as long as it was within the boundary of their home—and that was where he kept her. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t noticed. He never took her with him anywhere, save for Greywell. He never introduced her to strangers. Because he was ashamed of her, of course, and she said nothing about that. She was different and would never be like the rest—and only Daniel dared to say that to her face.

      There was nothing wrong with Lyndon. He tried his best, and she didn’t mind it that he was sometimes too strict. She preferred to think of him as a captain, like the one who’d ruled on the ship where she’d worked, and almost enjoyed his many orders and strict rules. The only thing she didn’t like—or rather, hated—was when he called her his daughter. She knew he was right, but it still didn’t feel right. When he talked about how she used to sit on his lap when she was little, or asked her if she remembered how he’d sing her to sleep, she would tense up with fright. She didn’t want to remember those things, because with them, came all that was dark and frightening, and she had to keep them away at all cost. She felt sorry for Lyndon, but couldn’t, and wouldn’t, change.

      A low, warning bark from the dog woke her from her thoughts. It seemed it had done the same with Daniel, for when she looked at him, his fair brows were furrowed in concentration.

      “Look,” he whispered. His face was so near that the cloud of his breath met hers. “Over there.”

      She followed his gaze. Someone was walking along the riverbank. Slowly, but deliberately, as though the person was looking for something. She recognised him, and so did Daniel.

      “Isn’t that the stable groom your father hired last week?” he hissed in her ear. “What is he doing here?”

      She wondered the same thing, and shuddered at the sight of the tall, gangly man. If she’d had the choice—and the ability to voice that choice—she would have told Lyndon not to hire him. She knew Lyndon had almost decided not to, but the man had begged and pleaded, and Lyndon had needed the help, as Rose Lodge had started to grow and prosper and they could use the extra pair of hands. Fair enough—he had started working for them and he probably did his best, but there was something about him. It wasn’t just the scar running along one side of his face, distorting his eye into a horrifying, slanted slit. No, there was something else, something… menacing. The way he looked at her sometimes made her shudder with fright.

      She swallowed and grasped the branch harder, as though she was about to fall, which she wasn’t, for it was a sturdy branch and she was sitting comfortably.

      Lachie was on his hindlegs now, letting out a growl that could be heard over the noise from the stream.

      “Lachie, hush,” Daniel said, but the dog wouldn’t listen.

      He knows, Marijn thought, and drew back against the trunk. And there—woof! —the first warning pierced the silence. The man stopped and straightened up. His face turned slowly to the tree, displaying the horrible, disfigured features. Marijn held her breath and closed her eyes, but opened them again when Daniel’s hand landed on her arm.

      “Hey,” he said, and smiled at her. “Don’t be scared. It’s just one of your father’s workers. But he shouldn’t be here, should he?”

      No, he shouldn’t, and there was no reason why he would venture this far from Rose Lodge without a specific errand. He followed us, she thought. By now, she was shivering so badly the whole tree seemed to shake.

      “I’ll tell him,” Daniel continued.

      She wanted to shout to him to stay, but he’d already started the climb down to the ground. Sweating despite the cold, Marijn pressed her back against the tree and tried to make herself as small and invisible as possible.

      She heard Daniel’s voice, flat in the silence, as he called out to the man. A short reply, from a distance, and a few more minutes of silence. And then, the man was just beneath the tree.

      “Master Daniel,” he said. His voice rasped against Marijn’s nerves. “Are you here alone? I thought I saw two children. You and the wee colleen?”

      “I’m the only one here,” Daniel said. Maybe he sensed something bad as well; maybe that was why he lied, but Marijn didn’t think so. He was trying to protect her, knowing that Lyndon would be angry with her if he found out she’d left Rose Lodge without his permission. “And you? What are you doing here? Are you not supposed to be at Rose Lodge?”

      Here it was, the arrogant attitude that Marijn normally couldn’t stand, on full display. She suddenly found it both admirable and impressive. She couldn’t hear what the man answered, but she saw him tilt his head to peer up among the branches. Carefully, she slid to the side of the trunk, away from his field of vision. Thank goodness she’d dressed in dark clothes and an old slouch hat; she almost completely merged with the colour of the tree.

      “I suggest you return now,” Daniel continued, “or I will have to report this to my uncle. There are plenty more men who would like to have your job, so if you value it, you should do as I say.”

      Be careful, she pleaded. From her position, she could see the man slowly clench his fists, and it seemed as though he contemplated some option, whatever it might be, before finally taking a step back.

      “Keep quiet about this, if you please,” he said gruffly. “I only came to make sure you were safe. The stream is a dangerous place and we wouldn’t want anything to happen to you, eh? But I swear I saw the girl, too…”

      Daniel folded his arms across his chest. “And I told you she’s not here. Off you go!”

      The man regarded him for a minute more, then threw a hasty glance at the growling dog before, muttering some curse or another, he turned on his heel and started to pace back along the riverbank.

      Daniel remained where he was, his back straight and soldier-like, until he was sure the man was gone. Then he looked up, searching for her among the branches. She waved to him and he lit up in a smile.

      “All’s well, Annie,” he said, his voice low. “You can come down.”

      When she stood beside him, he shook his head in dismay. “What a strange fellow,” he said. “Why would he take it upon himself to make sure we were all right?” He snorted and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Let’s go back.”

      That sounded like a good idea.

      This time, despite her clumsy shoes, Marijn was faster than Daniel back to the house. From that day on, she promised herself, she would never leave the house without letting Lyndon know where she was.
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      February 10th

      There was a man, Malcolm Kerr was his name, who delivered cornflour and other commodities to Rose Lodge. He lived in the area, about a day’s ride away. As far as Lyndon knew, he owned some land, along with the mill where he produced his flour. He wasn’t wealthy, but he was not poor either. And he wasn’t young, but at the same time not old; a handsome bloke, built like an ox, with hair the colour of matured rye and eyes as blue as the sea.

      He also had his eye on Megan.

      Lyndon had noticed that, every time the man came to visit, he’d search for her in the hope she’d be around; how he’d ask for her in order to have a chat. Megan didn’t seem to mind the attention, and seemed to await his visits almost eagerly. As the weeks went by, Kerr started to turn up unannounced, without any goods to sell—first once, then again and again. Each time, he asked for Megan, and each time, she ran to meet him. They would stand at the kitchen entrance—the only place Kerr was allowed inside the house—and giggle and chatter like girls at a tea party.

      Finally, Lyndon had had enough and confronted the man. What were his intentions with Lyndon’s maid? People were talking—did he want to bring shame on the girl?

      Kerr replied coolly that he couldn’t bring any more shame on poor Megan than Lyndon had already done, at which Lyndon asked him to explain what he meant.

      “Well,” Kerr answered, “word is, you’ve bedded her, and seeing the way you act in her company, I think you have. But no more; now it’s my turn. Only I’ll know how to treat her like a real man.”

      Seeing red, Lyndon punched him in the face, and Megan, who had been waiting outside the room, heard the row and came running. She helped Kerr to his feet and asked Lyndon what in the Madonna’s name he thought he was doing. Still angry, Lyndon told them both to sod off, and walked away.

      He and Megan didn’t speak for two days. Not that they had done much speaking recently, for their relationship had turned frosty since they last time they’d—accidently—slept together, but now it was even worse, her ice impenetrable.

      On the third day, she asked to see him in private. He showed her to his study, where she declined to sit, placing herself next to the door, her hands behind her back. She was pale but her shoulders were straight, her eyes hard like shimmering jewels. What she had to tell him was that Kerr had proposed, and that she had accepted.

      It wasn’t unexpected—he’d suspected this was what the man had meant by saying he’d treat her like a real man. He realised, however, that he hadn’t expected Megan to say yes.

      “Marry?” Lyndon said, his face stiff. “What on earth for?”

      “He asked.”

      He asked… Lyndon drew his fingers through his hair, refraining from asking her if that was all it took for her to run off and marry a man. “Do you love him, then?”

      “Love?” She averted her eyes, her mouth a thin line. “He’s a kind man who wants what’s best for me and Bridie. He’ll care for us, I know that.”

      “What kind of reason is that?” He wanted to grab her, to shake her into looking at him. “You’re marrying him for comfort?”

      “No,” Megan said, and looked up. Her eyes were dark with fury, so intense that he took a step back in sheer surprise. “I’m marrying him to put a stop to the gossip, to protect myself and Bridie from the whispers of everyone who thinks I’m nothing but your whore. I’m marrying him to give Bridie a father, because I’m tired of being alone and I’m tired of worrying about what will become of us. I’m marrying him to get a home. Is that so hard to understand?”

      There was a moment of silence, a moment during which it felt as though he was falling freely through the air. “If this is how you feel,” he said, at last, “then why haven’t you told me?”

      “Would it have mattered?” Her gaze pierced him. “Would you have done anything to change it?”

      Would he? He tried to come up with the answer, but his mind was too jumbled, his thoughts a chaotic, tangled skein, and he couldn’t for his life figure out what he felt—though whatever it was, he was sure he’d never expected, or intended, to lose her. Maybe that was the worst part, that he’d taken her loyalty for granted, while telling himself she had no regard for his feelings and even getting angry with her for it. It was he who had disregarded her feelings—and now she’d had enough.

      Discouraged by his silence, she looked away, her lips trembling. “Once we’re married, Bridie and I will move to his farm. I will help him with his mill and be a good wife.”

      “And you will be happy like that?” He heard the words from a distance, as though it wasn’t him talking. “Think about it, Megan. A whole life without love. Is that really what you want?”

      “Yes,” she said, her temper flaring up again. “I’m done with love—it only hurts, anyway. I want to feel safe. I want to belong to someone, without the shame and guilt and all the secrecy. Can’t you understand that?”

      “It’s never bothered you before,” he blurted.

      It was a ridiculous thing to say, but the only thing he could think of, and she reacted as he’d expected. After one last, very telling look that made his ears burn, she reached for the doorknob and pushed the door open—and she was gone.

      Well, that was that, Lyndon thought. He walked to the table and poured himself a glass of whiskey. He gulped it down in one go, then had another. Felt sorry for himself, and was angry at himself for feeling that way. In fact, he should be happy, because she’d solved a dilemma, lifting the burden of guilt from his shoulders. But he wasn’t happy, not at all, and the guilt, along with a sense of defeat, was worse than ever. You had it, and now you’ve lost it, he thought—and the worst part was that there was no one to blame for that than himself.

      

      A bottle of whiskey later, he staggered to his bed chamber. Everything swayed, the whole world and most of all his head, and he had to drag himself along the wall to stay on his feet.

      “Kerr,” he growled, while he fumbled with the door handle. “Idiot. Jackanape. Bloody… son of a whore.”

      He lurched to the table, grabbed the nearest object, which happened to be a pewter vase with a rose in it, and hurled it across the room. It crashed against the wall beside the bed and rolled under with a pitiful rattle, leaving a trail of water along the wall.

      “See how you like cleaning that up, Megan O’Connell. You fickle, good-for-nothing bitch.” It didn’t feel quite as good to curse her. In fact, it felt very, very bad and he regretted it instantly and intensely. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry.”

      With a sob that racked his body, he sank down on the bed and bent over his knees, his face in his hands, every breath a tormented moan. He should be happy for her—that was what he told himself over and over again, hoping that at one point he’d actually believe it. Kerr could give her what she wanted, and he would be happy too. Megan was a good woman and any man should be happy to have her.

      Any man.

      Not Lyndon. Kerr was the one who would enjoy her presence, who would laugh with her, share her thoughts and her life; the one who would run his hands over her soft, lovely curves. Give her another child…

      The thought smashed into his guts like the kick of a boot. He flung his head up, gasping for air, but the reaction had already started and couldn’t be stopped. He knew the signs, could almost count them as they followed: the shrinking of his lungs, the exploding pacing of his heart—quick, sickening beats that made him want to throw up. He bit his tongue and tasted blood.

      “N-no. P-please d-don’t…” He slid forward, onto the floor, wrapped his arms around his upper body and rocked slowly back and forth. He could hear the rush of blood in his ears, and the spasm of his contracting lungs along his spine threatened to break it in half.

      I’m dying, he thought. There’s no way I can survive this.

      But he did. Somehow, he did. Perhaps he’d been unconscious, but when he opened his eyes again he was lying on the floor, his cheek against the wood. His shirt was wet with sweat and clung uncomfortably to his body. He was stiff and his joints ached.

      An attack. He’d thought he was rid of them. Hadn’t suffered them for over a year. But now this happened. Would it stop here, he wondered, or would he now have to suffer them regularly, like in the past? As if things weren’t bad enough as they were…

      Heavily, he got up on his knees. Under the bed, he spotted the gleam of the vase he’d thrown. It always helped to do something meaningful and he didn’t want to leave it there, as it would most likely be Megan who’d clean it up. No matter what he’d said, he didn’t want her to know what he’d done; that he’d lost his temper like this. He slid an arm under the bed and reached for the object. The metal was cold and clammy under his fingers, but his knuckles touched something else, beside it. Another object: a rectangular wooden box. At first he wondered what it was, but then his memory caught up with him. This was the box that Lady Emily had given him almost a year earlier, at Greywell. She’d seemed so serious about it, but he’d taken the decision not to open it and then forgotten all about it.

      He reached for it, shuffled onto his bed and sat there, exhausted and wet with sweat, his head pounding as though worked over by the forgers from hell. It can’t get any worse, he thought, staring at it. This is as bad as it gets. If you’re going to do it, do it now.

      Carefully, he slid his thumb under the tiny, curved hinge. It popped open, revealing the content. The letters. Not many, five in total, neatly piled and tied together with the green silk ribbon. The handwriting, so terrifyingly familiar…

      It wouldn’t have been so terrifying, he realised, if it had spelled something other than the name of his brother—but that was exactly what it did. These were letters written by Eileen to Charles. A one-sided exchange, since his replies had gone to Eileen. Knowing her, she’d probably got rid of them, afraid of Lyndon finding out. His hands shaking, he lifted out the first letter and started to read.
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      He barely recalled how he got there, but suddenly he was in front of Megan’s door. He had probably walked, but in his confused mind he couldn’t remember. The door appeared and there he was, pounding it with his fist as though the house was on fire.

      Maybe she thought the same thing, for she called out, her voice sharp and annoyed. “What is it? What do you want?”

      “Please let me in,” he called out. “I need to talk to you. Please, Megan.”

      “I have nothing to say to you.”

      “But I have. Please.”

      He waited. A minute went by. Two minutes. Then finally he heard the shuffling of footsteps from the other side of the door. The door slid open and they came face to face. Her eyes were swollen from tears, her mouth a thin, angry line. She showed him inside, then folded her arms across her chest.

      “You have my attention, my lord,” she said frostily.

      He sighed. “Don’t call me that. I’m Lyndon. Lyndon. Not your…” He stifled a hiccup with his hand. “Not your lord.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Have you been drinking?”

      “A little.” As though provoked by her words, the room suddenly swayed and spun, and he had to put a hand to the wall to steady himself. “Just a little. Or maybe a lot. Who cares?” He rubbed his hand over his face. Burped, felt the sour taste of whiskey burn in his throat. “I feel awful.”

      Was there an ounce of sympathy in her eyes? Hope? He couldn’t be sure—perhaps it was just his imagination, or wishful thinking.

      It attacked him then, the grief. He took a step towards her, slumped on his knees, placed his arms around her legs and pressed his face against her thighs. “Don’t marry Kerr, Megan,” he mumbled into the fabric of her dress. “Please, please don’t marry him. I need you. You mustn’t leave me.”

      He could feel rather than hear her draw breath. Very carefully, she put her hands on his shoulders, urging him to stand. He did so, with effort—she had to help him, but didn’t seem to mind. Gravely, she met his gaze, as if searching for some answer there.

      “I’m such a fool,” he said. “Such a selfish, stupid fool. I didn’t want to see the truth, but it’s there. I know that now. I can’t live without you, Megan.”

      She didn’t say anything. Nothing had changed in her expression, save for an added glimmer of contempt in her blue eyes.

      “What?” he said, throwing out his hands. “What did I say?”

      Her mouth twisted in an acrid smile. “You can’t live without me, but you don’t want to live with me.” She turned her nose up. “It’s too late. I have made up my mind. I’m marrying Malcolm.”

      “But is it what you want?” He probably sounded desperate, but didn’t give a damn. He needed to make her understand that it was a mistake. “I mean, for God’s sake, Megan… Malcolm Kerr?”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He has about as much personality as a wooden block, that’s what’s wrong. You will never be happy with him.”

      “You are the one to decide what makes me happy?”

      “Yes. I know you, Megan. He’s not the man for you.”

      “And you’d know that?”

      “As a matter of fact, I would.”

      She rolled her eyes, a gesture meant to show her nonchalance but that only spoke of her pain. “Why are you here?”

      “To tell you that you’re making a mistake. That you should be with me, not him.”

      She snorted. “Words. That’s all they are. Don’t you think I’ve heard them before? Don’t you think I know how empty they are? Of course you don’t want me to be with him, because when I’m gone, who is going to satisfy your needs?” She snorted, her eyes turning cold. “At least your brother was honest about his intentions.”

      Ice filled Lyndon’s blood, chilling him from top to toe. How can she compare me with Charles? he thought, jarred and angry. How can she even mention the two of us in the same breath? Then he thought about his behaviour these last few weeks. His words to Megan about why he couldn’t marry anyone, his justifications, which had all been founded on his vague declaration of loyalty to Eileen and his vow to be a good father to Sarah Anne. All nonsense—and though he knew why he’d had to say them, he also understood how he must have come across to Megan.

      “I’m a fool.”

      She didn’t respond, but her silence held no protest, either.

      “I’m a fool and you have to forgive me.” He drew breath. “I love you, Megan.”

      Still no response, but now, at least, he had her whole attention. She stood before him, holding her breath.

      “I’m sorry for not having told you sooner, but I do. I loved you from the moment I saw you on the stairs of Harcourt House. You were like a… a beautiful fairy, and when I got to know you, I discovered more sides of you that I came to adore: your humour, your warmth, your inner strength… everything about you. I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone else.”

      Her eyes, always so expressive, narrowed. “What about Eileen?”

      It was a difficult question, demanding honesty and an explanation. He wouldn’t fail Megan this time, and answered truthfully, openly.

      “My vow to her was based on my bad conscience. I may have been fond of her once, and she may have felt warmly for me, but our feelings had no depth, and they were sprung out of necessity. I realised that this evening. Or, rather, I’ve always known, but I’ve never wanted to admit it. Today, my illusions crumbled. I’m… free.”

      Megan’s eyes had widened. “It’s a long story,” he went on, “and I’ll tell you all about it, but for now, I’d rather focus on us. I… I’d like to know how you feel about me. If you would please tell me?”

      Her gaze didn’t falter, though the sharpness of it was blurred by sudden tears. “I love you,” she whispered. “When you collected me at Kilmainham gaol, you showed such kindness and strength. I knew I was a burden, but you never showed it, and later, after you’d brought me back to England, I discovered that I enjoyed your company. All the time. That’s when I knew I loved you. It’s grown stronger ever since.”

      “And still you wanted to leave? Marry someone else?”

      “You know why.” She made a grimace. “What you felt for your wife, is what I feel for Malcolm. I’m fond of him because he’s kind enough to want me. My feelings are sprung out of necessity.” She swallowed. “I think I would have had a decent life with him. But… but not a happy one. Because there would always have been you.”

      “Oh, Megan…” Lyndon groaned. He reached for her and pulled her close.

      Without resisting, she eased herself against his body and rested her head on his chest, showing without a doubt that she belonged there.

      “Can you forgive me?” he asked.

      “I think so,” she whispered.

      “So…” She didn’t continue, so he asked her gently what she’d been about to say.

      “I was wondering… What now?”

      “What now?” He smiled. “You really think I’m going to let you run off and marry someone else?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Her honest reply sent a painful pang of guilt through him. You’ve been a selfish, heartless prick, Lyndon, he thought with dismay. Worse than Charles. “Well,” he said, trying to keep his voice light, “I’m not. That’s why I’m asking you if you would consider marrying me, instead?”

      She fell still in his arms. He couldn’t even feel her breathe.

      “Are you serious?” she asked at last, murmuring it against his chest.

      “I’ve never been more serious in my life.”

      She raised her head and looked up at him. “You’re proposing? That’s a proposal?”

      “It is.”

      Stillness. Then she shook her head, her mouth twitching with a subdued smile. “Lyndon Stanford,” she said, “I don’t know whether to kiss you or hit you.”

      “Do both?” he suggested, and smiled too, before growing serious again. “You have every right to be angry with me. There’s no excuse for my behaviour, nothing I can say to make it better. But I can try to do better, and above all, I can do the right thing—the thing I should have done a long time ago, which is to tell you how I feel and ask for your hand. I love you and I can’t live without you. Would you please be my wife?”

      He could see she was trying to be stern, but it only lasted for a moment before the smile was there, lending a warm glitter to her eyes.

      “Yes,” she breathed. “There’s nothing I’d want more.”

      As she led him to her bed and they fell on it, embracing, their lips locked in a heated kiss, he briefly thanked his attacks for showing him the way. If he hadn’t suffered the latest one, he would never have found the small wooden box, and he’d never have seen the truth.

      Life was strange and frightening—and utterly wonderful, sometimes.
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      The next morning, his head still pounding from the excess of whiskey the night before, but his heart light with joy, Lyndon went to Emily to tell her the good news.

      At first, her jaw fell open and she stared at him in shock, but, well-mannered as she was, she soon managed to collect herself and gave him a sincere smile. “That is good news indeed,” she said, with a wondering look at his beaming face. “And here, I thought the rumours were false…”

      Lyndon gave an amused grimace. “I didn’t know you listened to rumours, dear sister-in-law.”

      “It’s impossible not to, at times,” she responded, mirroring his expression. “I have to admit, it worried me to hear them. Megan is very dear to me and I don’t want her to get hurt.”

      With unease, he once again thought back on how he’d behaved, and how nearly Megan had slipped through his hands. He would never have forgiven himself for that.

      “Trust me,” he said, leaning forward to catch Emily’s gaze and make sure she saw the sincerity in his eyes. “I love her more than life itself. I’d rather hurt myself than her.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Emily smiled, and though there was a shadow behind her smile, he knew it wasn’t directed at him, but was an expression of the grief she felt over not being able to share such bliss with her French friend. “What a happy turn of events.”

      They engaged for a while in wedding plans. Megan wanted a spring wedding, which for some reason made Emily look unhappy again, though she tried to put on a brave face and pretend it didn’t affect her. Again, Lyndon assumed it must be the Frenchman, present in her thoughts—but that didn’t explain the faint grimace of dismay. He was about to ask her, but she had already arranged her features into a more suitable expression.

      “You are most welcome to perform the ceremony in the Stanford chapel,” she said. “I think it would make Father Nicholas very happy.”

      “Indeed. He’s a good man, Father Nicholas. I remember him from my childhood. Always polite and kind, even when he tried to save our poor lost souls”

      Emily looked slightly scandalised and Lyndon smiled, a hint of mischief in his eyes. “Nothing too bad,” he said to calm her, “but we were boys, and boys… do things.”

      “I see,” she said, and arranged her dress in neat folds over her knees, looking down at her hands. “I don’t think I want to know, actually.”

      He laughed. “I will spare you, sister-in-law. All I can say is that we had fun.” Then he grew serious. “Life certainly has a way of steering you in strange directions, hasn’t it?”

      Emily looked up, her eyes wide. “I agree,” she said. “One never knows what will happen.”

      “That’s true.” He glanced at her in sympathy. “You are a very composed woman. It’s easy to forget that you have been through a great deal recently. How are you faring?”

      She gave him a fleeting glance. “Oh, I’m doing well,” she said absent-mindedly. He didn’t believe her. “It’s just… hard sometimes.”

      “You know you can always ask me for help, do you not?”

      “Yes.” Her smile was sad and bitter. “But you have enough on your plate, and some things you can do nothing about.”

      “Try me.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      He regarded her for a moment more, but the tilt of her chin told him she wouldn’t tell him. With a sigh, he let the subject drop—at least for now, but he hadn’t given up—and raised the corners of his mouth into a friendly smile. “Enough about that. Let’s speak about Sarah Anne. I’ve been meaning to ask you for some time… how are your sessions going?”

      In truth, he wasn’t very interested. Emily had tried to tell him about it before, but he’d been too occupied with other things to really listen. Sarah Anne had made no progress, he’d gathered—she continued to wear her breeches and generally acted like a wildling. The painting sessions, however enjoyable, seemed to be an utter waste of time. Still, he supposed he had to ask again, and Emily seemed to appreciate it, for she lit up considerably.

      “It’s going very well, thank you for asking. She’s such a good little student. Would you like to see what she’s done?”

      Not really. “Yes please.”

      She rose and gestured for him to follow, eager in her movements. It struck him that she was inviting him to join her in her studio. This was a treat—so far, he hadn’t been allowed inside, her explanation being that it was her sacred place and that she preferred to keep some things to herself. That she was taking him there now indicated that she had reached a level of trust or, more likely, perhaps, that she was trying to make him forget the conversation about what was going on in her life.

      

      Emily’s studio was a remarkable room and Lyndon was more fascinated by that than looking at the paintings she presented, all done by Sarah Anne and all depicting silly things like ships and oceans with jumping dolphins, parrots and monkeys. The images filled him with unease, reminding him of a time in their lives he didn’t want to be reminded of.

      “She’s getting really good,” Emily said. “Look at the details. She has an eye for catching them.”

      But to what end? Ridiculous, was what it was.

      He hummed in fake appreciation, while admiring the excellent architecture of the room and especially the glorious large windows. Finally, Emily placed the paintings on the table, so hard that he looked up in surprise.

      “May I show you something?” she said.

      Her voice was calm, but he could hear the restraint, the underlying anger, and it further surprised him, since she had never shown any such emotions towards him before.

      “Of course.” He followed her with his eyes as she walked to the wall where she kept her other paintings, and felt his heart quicken with excitement.

      So far, he’d seen none of her art, save the drawing she’d made for him when he’d first met her, which had been simple and crude but still proof of her skill. He had a feeling there was more to it than that.

      When, after a bit of searching, she presented him with the first drawing, he felt his jaw drop. What she held in her hands was a portrait of a man, dark and brooding, with flashing eyes and a proud posture that spoke of both strength and passion. The exotic quality of him made Lyndon realise who this was.

      “Giatelli?” he said, unsure if he’d correctly pronounced the name he’d only heard a couple of times. However, the way Emily started was enough to tell her he had. “This is he, is it not?”

      She nodded, her eyes large and frightened. “How do you know his name?”

      “You have mentioned it before. You, Mrs Goodall... By mistake. Who is he?”

      “Was.” Lovingly, as if it were the man’s face and not a simple painting, she ran her hands along the edges. “He’s dead. But he was my friend, and my… my guardian.”

      “Guardian?” He frowned.

      “Yes.” She swallowed. “Thanks to him, I’m alive today. He saved my life and took me under his wing. He was the one who taught me to paint.”

      “I see. And why are you showing me his portrait?”

      “Because…” She frowned, as though she wasn’t sure of it herself. “I wanted you to see the man who made me into who I am today. What I mean is that… people can change. With the help of kind people, and with trust, they can change and come out stronger than they were before. Giatelli did that for me, without asking anything in return.”

      Knowing she was trying to teach him some kind of lesson, Lyndon felt the pang of resistance almost physically. Sarah Anne wasn’t Emily. And had he not already tried to help his daughter, giving her the chance of returning to normal, and received nothing but unfriendliness in return? It wasn’t as though he was asking much of her, either—he only wanted Sarah Anne to stop acting as though she was still a mute and a dumb ship’s boy. Emily was wrong; Sarah Anne wouldn’t change. She was a stranger and would so remain, no matter how many silly paintings she produced.

      He closed his mind to Emily’s pleading eyes and focused on something else, pointing at the painting of the dark man. “Did Megan know him?”

      The notion that she had known him wasn’t pleasant. This was the kind of man whose attraction was evident, not in his looks but rather in his ways, which was sometimes even more alluring to women. He already knew Megan had had quite a few lovers in her young life, so who was to say this man wasn’t one of them?

      But as it turned out, he was fortunate.

      “No,” Emily replied. “I lost him before she came to my household.”

      “Lost him?” Lyndon eyed her enquiringly. “You speak of him in such fond terms… Pardon me for my frank question, but were you two…?”

      Calmly, she removed the painting from his sight and placed it back against the wall. “We were never romantically involved, no,” she said, still with her back turned. “He asked me for my hand once, but I couldn’t accept.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because of your brother.” She turned around and shot him a sharp glance. “He ruined a lot of things for me.” Seeing Lyndon’s surprise, she shrugged. “I’m surprised you haven’t worked it out already.”

      “Worked what out?” When the realisation hit him, Lyndon’s face grew hot. “Ah,” he said. “He…?”

      “Yes,” she said, her lips thin. “I don’t want to speak about it, but I can say that what he did almost destroyed me. Giatelli taught me how to trust. He taught me kindness and respect, where I’d only seen brutality and dishonesty before. I will always carry the past with me, but he gave me the means to handle it. My painting, for one.” She flicked her wrist, a dismissive gesture. “It’s not about Sarah Anne making paintings of what she suffered, Lyndon. Maybe she never will. It’s about her expressing herself in the way she wishes to, and being comfortable doing so. That’s how she will cope. You need to… you need to respect that. To give her that freedom.”

      Unable to bear her gaze, he looked away. “I see,” he murmured. “I’ll keep it in mind.” He sighed. “I’m not handling this very well, am I?”

      “As long as you’re trying. It’s not easy for you, either.”

      He laughed—a short, snorting sound. “No, by God, it’s not. I never thought it would be, but I never imagined it would be so bad.”

      Emily took a careful step closer. “You’re not bitter, are you?”

      “Bitter? Why would I be?” When he saw her face, he understood. The letters. She’d read them. “Oh… Because she’s not mine, you mean?”

      “You don’t know that,” she said quickly. “But I just thought…” She swallowed, the colour of her face deepening. “You have never mentioned it, but… surely, it must be there, weighing on your mind?”

      When he didn’t reply, she shook her head. “I’m sorry… Maybe you don’t want to talk about it. Please know that your secret is safe with me. I haven’t told anyone, and I never will.”

      “Thank you.” He sighed, his shoulders slumping. “I didn’t know before yesterday.”

      Her eyes widened, urging him to explain.

      “I’d put off reading the letters, but yesterday… it was time. It was worse than I’d expected, but not much.”

      “Oh goodness… I’m so sorry.”

      “Yes, well…” His mouth twisted in a grimace. “It’s the way it goes, I suppose.”

      Discreetly, she pushed a stool in his direction and fetched one for herself. Side by side, they sat, facing the large window. It had started to snow, but only slightly, like feathers floating to the ground.

      “Did you know they loved each other?” she asked carefully.

      “Yes. I’ve always known. Charles met her the first time he was stationed in Ireland, while interrogating her father about the rebels in the area. He fell in love and started to woo her, and her father was all too happy for her to marry an English lord, of course, so he asked them to go to England to get Grandfather’s blessing. That’s where it ended. Grandfather refused to even talk to Charles about marrying Eileen, and threatened to disown him if he disobeyed. Charles, being Charles, thought he could outwit Grandfather, so he made Eileen pregnant—or maybe it happened by accident, I don’t know. In any case, he expected Grandfather to soften at the thought of a grandchild, and went to Harcourt House to ask, once again, for his blessing. That didn’t go too well. Grandfather was furious and wanted to disown Charles on the spot, but Charles made him reconsider, by promising never to go near Eileen ever again. So, there she was, stuck in a foreign country, alone and desecrated. Terrified.”

      Lyndon sighed. “I felt sorry for her and offered my protection, which she accepted.” He looked down at his hands, felt the bitterness push itself through his being. “During the weeks that passed, she became totally dependent on me, almost to the point where she couldn’t be without me for a second. I didn’t understand why, at first—to me, she was Charles’s woman—but after a while it became clear that she had an eye for me. She… adored me.”

      His gaze moved to the window, lost itself in the flurry of snow. “She was a beautiful woman and I soon fell in love with her. Or, rather, I fell in love with the feeling of being needed.” He smirked. “I suspect she used me, but I can’t say I blame her—her situation was truly awful and I think anyone would have done the same. It only took a few weeks before she coaxed me into marrying her. By then, I was head over heels in love, or so I thought, and would have done anything to have her. I should have married her immediately, though. Eloped. I didn’t—I was too proud, too full of my own importance. I went to Harcourt House and told Grandfather that she was my intended bride and that he had only to accept it.”

      “And… how did he react?”

      Emily’s voice, though gentle, startled Lyndon. He’d forgotten she was there—had almost, for a second, thought himself back at Harcourt House, haughty and rebellious, on his way from his grandfather’s study.

      “As expected,” he said, with a shrug. “He told me I had no part in the family anymore. I was told to leave the house immediately, which I did. Or at least I tried to.” He drew breath. “I made it to the hallway. There, Charles caught up with me. He’d heard everything, and came charging at me like a bull. Struck me down before I could react and screamed to me that I had betrayed him. And then… he let me have it. I thought I was going to die there, beaten to death by my own brother.”

      From the corner of his eye, Lyndon saw Emily slowly put her hand to her mouth, shortly before he heard the breathed Good God.

      “While that was going on, I saw Grandfather and Buckley standing there in the background, leering with glee,” he continued flatly. “After a while, Grandfather ordered Charles to stop—and so he did, and I was finally able to leave.”

      He paused, remembering the hideous ride back to the little house he’d shared with Eileen. How, numerous times, he had lost consciousness and slid off his horse, waking up in agony on the cold ground.

      “Eileen was devastated. Maybe it was the shock that caused her to lose the baby, I don’t know, but it happened soon after Charles had attacked me.”

      Emily winced, and he shrugged tiredly. “We married, anyway, and I took her to Ireland, where we settled down. It was some time before she fell pregnant again.” He tossed his head in Emily’s direction. “You know how long,” he said acridly. “Exactly as long as it took for Charles to find his way back into her arms. There’s not a shred of doubt that it happened—she said so plainly in the letters. He was transferred to Ireland to fight at Vinegar Hill, but before he went, he sought her out and gave her a child. How much clearer can it be?”

      “You don’t know,” Emily said. “She said she hopes it’s his, not that it is.”

      “I know it’s true,” Lyndon said. The words he was about to say burned in his throat, tasting foul. “When Charles attacked me, he made sure to… stomp me… there.” He gestured feebly at his groin. “To ensure I’d never give her a child.”

      Emily put a hand to her mouth. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

      He nodded. “When she got pregnant, I was of course elated, thinking I still had the ability. But now that I’ve read the letters… I know better.”

      She was quiet for a moment, fighting to find the right words—if there were any at all. “You… you never… You didn’t bed her?”

      “I did, actually. We bedded lots of times.” He looked straight at Emily, hoping, as silly as it was, to shake her with his candid words. “Including the day before I went to Vinegar Hill. Which would have been a few days after Charles had bedded her.”

      He remembered it vividly, because she’d suddenly seduced him—a strange and rare action, and the act had been more passionate than he’d ever experienced with her before. Now that he’d read her letters, he understood it was because she’d wanted to make sure there would be no doubts, in case she was already pregnant by Charles.

      “Sarah Anne is his,” Lyndon said, replying to Emily’s silent question. “I know that.”

      They stared out at the snow again.

      “September 1798,” Emily said, at last. Her voice was empty. “The night before he went to Ireland to fight at Vinegar Hill. That’s when he… when he… made me with child.”

      “Bastard,” Lyndon said between his teeth, admittedly not because of what Charles had done to Emily, but because in two encounters, with almost no time between them, he’d managed to make two women pregnant.

      “It’s strange to think that he went from me… straight to… her,” Emily said, and though Lyndon wasn’t looking at her, he could tell she was blushing profusely. “But while he didn’t treat me well and loathed me, he obviously loved her and… and made her feel loved, too. I didn’t know he could love like that.”

      “I saw him with Eileen, before he spurned her,” Lyndon admitted heavily. “To me, it’s no surprise.”

      The letters further proved there had been deep and real affection between Charles and Eileen, and he seemed to have made her happy, and she him. Lyndon took a deep breath. It tore through his being, ripping him apart.

      “I’m glad he loved her,” he blurted, and felt her surprised gaze burn on his skin. “Because… I…”

      “What?” she said gently, when he wouldn’t continue.

      He took another couple of strained breaths, fighting to regain his composure, without succeeding much.

      “It’s good to talk about these things, Lyndon, even if it’s difficult. It will eat you up, otherwise.”

      Maybe it already had? But she had a point. Perhaps it was time to confess, not least to himself. He took a deep breath, and those shameful words that he’d never dared to say, even to himself, slipped out. “I never loved her.”

      There. It was out, like a large boil that had suddenly burst, revealing its stinking contents. Emily said nothing; it seemed almost as if she’d expected it. Her calm gave him the courage to continue, with words that flowed surprisingly easily over his lips.

      “At first, I did feel something for her, but I think it was more infatuation, and maybe triumph, because I got her when Charles couldn’t. After a while, those feelings faded and I started to pity her. She was a… needy woman. Nothing was ever good enough. I was heartless and selfish and didn’t care about her—that’s what she kept saying, all the time. Back then, it annoyed me, but lately, I think I understand her. She must have sensed that I didn’t love her, and it frightened her, because I was all she had. She didn’t want me, but she needed me, if you understand?”

      Emily nodded.

      “In the end, I caught myself wondering how I’d ever escape this prison of a marriage. And then… then she died.” His words fell like the snow outside the window, only not white, but black as soot.

      Emily reached out her hand and touched his arm lightly. “It’s all right,” she said, like a mother to a child who’d fallen and hurt a knee. “When Charles died, I first thought I had caused it to happen, just by wishing for it. But it doesn’t work that way. It wasn’t my fault Charles died, and it wasn’t your fault that Eileen died.”

      “I know that now. And logically, I’ve always known, but it didn’t make the guilt any less heavy to carry. After she died, I tried to be the loyal husband she’d deserved while she was alive, thinking I would make up for my shortcomings. But then I found those letters, and I realised I’d done all I could. We both did the best we could, but it would never have been enough. We weren’t meant for each other. I’m glad I found out, before it was too late.”

      With unease, he thought back to how he’d nearly lost his chance of happiness with Megan, and all by his own hand. An innkeeper’s wife had saved him from killing himself, her words sparking something in him. He preferred to think it really had been Eileen’s doing; her soul returning to tell him to let go and move on.

      “I’m glad you’re finally happy now,” Emily said decisively. “You deserve it.”

      “Thank you.”

      She smiled and slid off the stool, indicating that their talk was over. “I’m afraid I have to see you out, dear brother-in-law. I’m expecting a visitor.”

      He waited for her to explain who her guest was, but she didn’t continue. The slight wrinkle over her nose told him she wasn’t looking forward to the visit, and he wondered if he should press her, but decided not to—it was none of his business and besides, it was time for him to leave.

      “That’s fine,” he said. “I will tell Megan to come by one day.”

      “Please do. And ask her to bring Bridie. Daniel loves playing will her.”

      “I will.” On impulse, he reached out and gently took her arm.

      She seemed surprised at first, but then allowed him to pull her close. The embrace was warm and comfortable, and he felt in that moment how much he appreciated this woman who’d been through so much and still had her warmth and compassion intact. A wonderful friend she was, the sister he’d never had.

      When he let her go, he noticed she had tears in her eyes, and knew she felt the same way about him.
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      That particular day when everything happened, Marijn had decided to paint one of the women she’d met on her travels. She had always admired their beautiful brown skin and colourful clothes, their wooden bracelets and large earrings, and knew Emily would enjoy seeing the result, since she took pleasure in learning about Marijn’s life before she came to Lyndon. This was definitely the best thing about Emily, her way of pretending to be excited over Marijn’s sorry attempts, which came nowhere near the excellence of her own paintings. Marijn liked Emily, and envied Daniel for having her as a mother. On the other hand, she liked Megan as well, and a few days ago Megan had told Marijn she was marrying Lyndon, which would make her Marijn’s mother.

      Marijn was content with that. When Lyndon was with Megan, he seemed calmer and happier—kinder. Megan had that effect on people.

      “You’re dripping paint on the floor, Sarah Anne,” Emily said, behind her back.

      Marijn looked down and noticed the dark spots of umber beside her right foot. This annoyed her; she always wanted to behave well when she visited Greywell, but seemed unable to, often getting too caught up in her own thoughts to stay focused and well-mannered.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Emily said with a smile. “I will help you wipe it up.” She plucked a rag from her seemingly endless supply, poured a generous amount of turpentine on it and approached Marijn. “You remind me of myself, when I was a young girl,” she said, as she stooped to clean the spot.

      The sharp tang of turpentine wafted to Marijn’s nose and she sniffed a little more, since she enjoyed the smell, while listening to Emily. The subject was interesting. Marijn wanted to know what the refined and self-controlled Emily could possibly have in common with her.

      “I had a friend who used to scold me for dripping paint on the floor,” Emily said, her voice a little strained, as she was bending down. “He was never angry with me, though, only amused. I had my head in the clouds, he used to say. Just like you, it seems.”

      She smiled at Marijn, whose lips twitched a little as well. Oh, it was so hard to hold back on her reactions, so difficult not to respond with laughter or smiles. Sometimes, she wondered why she did hold back, as there seemed to be no reason—at least none that she could remember—but it was difficult to change and the mere idea caused her stomach to coil up and hurt. Better to pretend she didn’t understand, though by now she suspected she fooled no one.

      Emily had finished wiping the floor. She returned to the workbench to put the dirty rag in a large glass jar. “Better get started on your painting,” she said, with her back turned. “Your father will be here sooner than you think.”

      The door opened. A fat man, fatter than anyone Marijn had ever seen, his grey vest straining over his belly, stepped inside. When he saw Marijn, he froze. They stared at each other, Marijn without breathing, unable to decipher the feelings that rushed through her and made her body stiff like a board. I know him, she thought, her mouth dry. Yet I have never met him. How can that be? Even stranger was that he seemed to know her, too.

      By now, Emily had turned around and seen the man. Her large brown eyes went dark with annoyance, but her voice was polite when she spoke. “Buckley… What are you doing here?”

      “You’re asking me what I’m doing here?” His mouth twisted with dismay. “My portrait? Remember that? I want you to finish it.”

      “I asked you to come back on Wednesday.”

      “And I decided to come today. What’s this?” He pointed at Marijn, who followed the movement, her eyes fixed on the ring that adorned his index finger. The large ruby at its centre glittered. Blood red, she thought, and without her knowing why, the words made her heart race. Blood red.

      “That’s Sarah Anne,” Emily responded. “Lyndon’s—”

      “I know who she is,” he snapped, without taking his eyes from Marijn. “What is she doing here?”

      A tremble ran through Marijn’s body down to her legs, making her knees wobble. She had to grab the easel so as not to slump to the floor. Wide-eyed, she stared at the man, not understanding the fear that spiked through her body, but knowing she would do anything to get away from here.

      “I’m tutoring her.” Emily seemed to have picked up on the strange atmosphere. Her eyes darted between Marijn, who must be deathly pale by now, and the profusely sweating man.

      Buckley, was that what she’d called him? Buckley. Marijn’s skin prickled as though she was cold, even though she was sweating from fear. When she flexed her hands, her palms were so clammy they were almost wet.

      “Tutoring?” the man said. “Well, I will have none of that.”

      Marijn stared into his eyes until they were all she saw, two shimmering pieces of stone, like onyx. Save me, she heard a voice in her head say—a feeble voice, like that of a very small child. Help me.

      “Send her away.”

      “Send her away?” Emily repeated, her mouth slightly open. “I can’t do that. In fact, I refuse.”

      “Allow me to do it, then.” He pointed at the door. Again, the light fell on the ring on his finger.

      Bile rushed to Marijn’s throat, making it constrict convulsively.

      “Get out this instant, you filthy rat, before I throw you out by the neck.”

      Marijn stared at him, frozen to the floor—she heard him speak, but the words held no meaning.

      “Please,” said Emily. “There’s no need to be unpleasant.”

      “Didn’t you hear me?” His chin quivered, and he wiped the sweat from his upper lip. “She needs to go. Now.” As if he couldn’t wait any longer, he strode up to Marijn and grasped her arm. His fingers closed around her flesh, hard and relentless.

      As he pulled her to his huge bulk, she lost her grip around the easel. It fell with a crash, but she only heard it faintly—he’d pulled her to him with such force she had to put out her hands to shield herself from his body. His flesh underneath the fabric was warm, and he smelled of fear and anger. Swiftly, one hand around the back of her neck, he leaned over her and put his mouth to her ear.

      “One word about me and I’ll kill you,” he hissed, so swiftly she thought she’d imagined it—but of course she hadn’t. She winced in terror when he grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her with him towards the door.

      Emily followed. “Stop!”

      Marijn couldn’t see what happened. She only knew that one moment her hair was caught in his vicelike grip; the next, she plunged forward with such force she fell on her knees. When she turned around she saw Emily, tall and furious, glorious in her anger, her hands still raised, holding the piece of wood with which she’d struck the man. “Don’t touch her,” she growled.

      The man’s eyes darted between Emily and Marijn. “Why is she here? She shouldn’t be here,” he said, panting slightly, a hand over his shoulder where he’d been struck. There was something strange in his voice; it sounded oddly whiny, as though he felt sorry for himself. “She should be dead.”

      “Leave her alone. Don’t ever touch her again.”

      Without taking her eyes from him, Marijn scrambled to her feet and took a step closer to the door. He didn’t follow, possibly because he didn’t want to suffer another blow from Emily.

      “Sarah Anne, no.” Emily reached out her hand. “Stay with me. It’s fine, he’s leaving.”

      But Marijn had had enough. With a last look at the man, she dashed towards the door, yanked it open and fled.
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      The leaves, brittle with frost, crunched under Marijn’s feet like broken glass. As she ran, she wiped the snot and tears from her face to keep her vision and breathing clear, but it didn’t help a whole lot and her breathing had turned into laboured squeals, forced through sore airways. When she swallowed, she tasted blood, but she pressed on, knowing that if she stopped she’d die, killed by the man at Greywell.

      It was him. She knew that now. The man that Mr O’Shea had been so terrified of; the man who’d spotted them hiding in Dublin, as Mr O’Shea was on his way to Uncle Cees’s office. The images of him kept coming, images from her memory that were impossible to stop, pulsing with bright, blinding light through her head. She remembered his eyes, his face, the ring on his finger, shimmering red. And she remembered Mr O’Shea’s fear, his utter terror. That terror was hers now and it drove her forward, made her fight her way through shrubs and bushes, cutting her arms on the sharp branches, her feet numb against the freezing ground.

      After a while, despite her intentions, she had to stop to catch her breath and allow her heart to slow down before it exploded in her chest. Meanwhile, she tried to make out some sort of direction, but it was impossible here in these woodlands. The English sky wasn’t good for scouting, either. Tilting her head, she only saw black branches stretched against a lowering sky: no sun, no stars, no moon. Nothing familiar to cling on to.

      New tears welled up in her eyes and rolled large and warm over her cheeks, tickling her chin on their way to her neck. She hated crying. Never cried, hadn’t done it since the day Mr O’Shea had found her under the table in her house.

      The sudden weakness washing over her made her squat and place her head between her knees. All sounds disappeared, drowned in the whooshing of her own heartbeats. I have to get away, she thought, and spat at the frozen ground. She straightened up, put her arms around her shivering body and tried to peer through the dense line of trees that lay ahead. She couldn’t even tell which way she’d come, if she was far from Greywell or still close.

      Daniel had always teased her, saying she was a slow runner. She needed to be fast now. And she needed to know in which direction she was heading. She took a step forward and a twig snapped, the sound sharp as a gunshot. She stopped, her head raised and her arms stiff along her body, her fingers splayed. I didn’t do that, she thought, her heart pounding. I didn’t step on anything.

      Carefully, she looked around, over her shoulder—and there, someone had approached from behind one of the trees. She jumped back, nearly fell, and he held out his hands as if to calm her. His mouth, distorted by the scar running along his cheek, was twisted in a grin that was possibly meant to be friendly.

      She felt her heart pound at the base of her throat. It wasn’t the fat man, but that was hardly a consolation; she feared this one just as much. The memory of him, how he’d asked for her that day by the tree, was still vivid in her mind.

      “There now,” he said. His chest heaved and his breath came in short, swift puffs, revealing that he too had been running. “Don’t be alarmed, girl.”

      She watched him with narrowed eyes. Took a step back when he took one forward.

      “It’s only me, good ol’ John. You know me, I work for your father? No need to be afraid.” He tutted and crouched somewhat, as though to make himself smaller and less frightening. “I saw you take off from the house. Ran like a fiend, you did. It’s not safe for a little girl to be travelling alone, you know. Dangerous things out there, dangerous people. That’s why I came after you. To help…” The gleam in his eyes defied the kindness of his words.

      A chill crept down Marijn’s back, slowly spreading inside her body.

      “You’re not afraid of me, are you?” he said, attempting a smile. “I’ll be nice. Very nice. Take my hand and we’ll walk together. I’ll go wherever you want.” He held out his hand.

      Instinctively, she withdrew a step, caught her foot in a root and stumbled. The shock of almost falling made her lose her focus and, in a flurry of panic and confusion, from the corner of her eye she saw him move.

      He dashed towards her, threw himself at her and caught her, his hands like a clamp around her leg. “Got you,” he growled, and dragged her on her back towards him, disregarding her struggle to free herself. “Thought you’d get away from me, did you? Oh no. You’re not going anywhere, not this time.” He locked her down with his legs, grabbed her hands, forced her arms over her head, grinned at her helplessness. “See, I always win. I’m not like the others, see. I’m smarter, I know how to keep my wits. Managed to stay away all this time, so they couldn’t get me—and now I will get you, as it was meant to be. You have no idea how much I’ve longed for this. Ruined my life, you did, you wee fiend. You and Neil. If he hadn’t come up with that stupid idea to save you, he would have been alive now. All the others too. But I’m not going to die. You are.”

      She squirmed under him, arched her back and opened her mouth. Her scream rang through the stillness.

      “Shut up.” He put one hand over her mouth. With the other, he searched the ground until he found what he’d been looking for: a stone, slightly larger than his hand. Fear spiked through her body, making her stiffen. “Good girl,” he grunted. “Keep still now, just keep still…”

      But she wouldn’t, of course. As the grip around her mouth lessened, she had just enough wriggle room to move her head to the side. Her teeth closed around his pinkie, her jaws clamping shut, and immediately she heard the sickly crunch of his joint and felt warm blood against her tongue as she ground her teeth through the soft tissue.

      The man screamed in pain and jerked backwards, leaving her to kick him off and twist around. She got up on her feet and started running, praying her legs would hold. Hard branches whipped her in the face and tore at her clothes. Her lungs burned, but she kept going—blindly, without looking back.

      

      That she found the right way back was mere luck. Since she didn’t know where she was, it was nothing short of a miracle that she stumbled out on the road just a short distance from the search party, so close to Greywell she could see the roofline over the treetops beyond the road. And it was Lyndon who saw her first, Lyndon who cried out, pointed at her and urged his horse onwards to come and save her.

      She ran towards him, tears streaming down her face, panic crawling under her skin. “Da!”

      She screamed the word, over and over again, until he was there beside her and able to scoop her up in his arms. She clung to his neck, sobbing violently against it, and fought him when he held her out to look at her.

      “It’s all right,” he cooed, “I just want to have a look.” At the sight of her face, his eyes widened in shock. “Annie,” he whispered. “Good God, sweetheart… What happened?”

      She fell against his chest again, huddled there, protected by his coat and the warmth of his arms. “She’s bleeding,” she heard him say. “She’s hurt. We have to get her back and—”

      One of his men interrupted him, “I don’t think that blood is hers, my lord.”

      “Looks like she’s bitten something,” someone else supplied. “An animal?”

      She shook her head weakly. “Man,” she murmured.

      “What?” Lyndon held her away from him again, staring in wonder at her face. “Did you just say ‘man’?”

      “She did,” another man said. “I heard it too. She bit a man?”

      She nodded, and felt Lyndon draw his breath. “Where? Is he still out here?”

      She nodded. “Did he follow you?” Another nod. “What for? What did he want?”

      She shook her head and recoiled, too scared even to acknowledge it to herself.

      “Do you know him?” But she’d reached the limit of what she dared to say, and Lyndon straightened up. There was a hard gleam in his eyes and his mouth was the angriest she’d ever seen in him. “She came from that direction,” he said, pointing. “Go there. Find him and take him to Horsemonger Lane. Don’t bring him to Greywell, whatever you do. We don’t know what kind he is and I don’t want him near any of my people.”

      My people. She liked that. It made her feel safe.

      Her limbs were limp and heavy, as though filled with warm water. Vaguely, she heard the sound of hooves as the men galloped away down the road. When they had faded completely, she felt how Lyndon tightened the coat around them both. The last thing she remembered before dozing off was how he burrowed his nose into her hair and uttered a deep sigh of relief.
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      Sarah Anne lay limp in Lyndon’s arms until they reached the house. Then, as if she felt its presence, or a shift in the pace, she stirred and looked up. At the sight of the house she stiffened and thrust herself backwards until she nearly fell off.

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” It didn’t feel right to subdue her and he wanted to let go, his grip becoming so hesitant that she almost slid from him onto the ground. “There’s nothing to be afraid of, Annie.”

      Dumbstruck, he sent Emily, who’d appeared on the staircase with a worried look on her face, a helpless glance.

      “She thinks Buckley is here,” she said, her tone clipped. “Let her know he’s gone.”

      “Ah… of course.” Why hadn’t he thought of that? Buckley, the damned idiot who’d been the one to scare Sarah Anne from the house in the first place. Lyndon would deal with him later. “Hush,” he murmured in Sarah Anne’s ear. “He’s gone. The bad man who was here before is gone. He will never come here again. Not here, and not to Rose Lodge. I’ll make sure of that.”

      He certainly would. What on earth had got into the man, treating Sarah Anne in such an outrageous manner? Emily had told him everything—including how she’d struck Buckley with a piece of wood to make him let go of the girl. Lyndon would be forever grateful to her for that.

      His words seemed to help. Sarah Anne stopped struggling, her brittle shoulders relaxing. The haunted look on her face remained, however. Lyndon threw a concerned glance at her bloodied mouth and knew that Emily harboured the same, intensely frightening question: what on earth had happened?

      “Wilkins, will you help her down?” he murmured to the steward, who held out his arms. Immediately, Sarah Anne grasped Lyndon’s neck, showing with fierceness she wasn’t going to let anyone else come near. Despite his worry, it made him feel a little honoured. “Never mind,” he told Wilkins. “I’ll manage.”

      

      They placed Sarah Anne on one of the settees in the grand salon. Emily helped Lyndon clean her face and tried to feed her some chicken broth, but the girl refused to eat, clutching Lyndon’s hand as if she never wanted to let him go. As before, the display of trust felt like an honour, but it was also more than a little concerning.

      “I know you can speak,” he told her. “You called me ‘Da’, so I know you have a voice.”

      A light hand pressed his arm. Emily met his gaze, her eyes encouraging, her smile full of wonder. He nodded, couldn’t hide his pride and didn’t want to. Sarah Anne had called him ‘Da’, willingly acknowledging him as her father. It was enough to make him cry with joy—but all that had to wait until later. He turned to her again. “You have to use that voice to tell me what happened, sweetheart. What did the man do?”

      She pressed her lips together.

      He exchanged a glance with Emily, noticing her ashen skin. It was clear what she was thinking, and although he’d tried to banish the thought from his mind, he had to shoot a glance at the girl’s wrists and arms, where dark blue and angry red bruises were beginning to form. The only thing of comfort was that the girl’s breeches were intact and still tightened at her waist with a strap. No blood, no ripped clothes—but what did that mean, exactly? They couldn’t tell for sure if she was untouched, and with a lack of any other apparent motive, what else were they to believe?

      Lyndon swallowed. “I should never have told them to send him away,” he whispered, with a despairing glance at Emily. “I should have told them to bring him here to tell us what he’s done to her.”

      She shook her head. “You made the right choice. The man who attacked her, whoever he is, is a criminal. He must be locked up, and shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near her. Near us,” she corrected, folding her arms over her chest with a shudder.

      “You’re right.” He exhaled, drawing a hand through his hair. “I should go there. Ask him.”

      “No, you mustn’t leave.” Emily’s eyes were as soft as her words. “Your daughter needs you more right now.”

      She was right. He flexed his tingling fingers in Sarah Anne’s vice-like grip. She had curled up on the settee and her eyelids were heavy, but she refused to sleep. Each time her head tilted forward, she tore herself awake with a jerk, her eyes wide open in fright.

      He reached out and stroked her hair gently. “Whatever happened, it must have been terrifying,” he said to Emily, his voice a murmur. “I’ve never seen anyone in such a panic.”

      “No…” Emily’s eyes grew remote. “It’s all very strange. First Buckley’s behaviour—I swear he was frightened by her. Terrified. And now this… I wonder if it’s connected, somehow?”

      Lyndon frowned. “How could it be? Buckley left. It wasn’t he who attacked her. It can’t have been. And why would he?”

      “I know. But still…” Her gaze travelled to Sarah Anne, who looked as though she was sleeping, but kept her eyes half-closed and had a vigilant look about her that told Lyndon she was listening. “I wonder…”

      So did Lyndon. He tried to slide free from Sarah Anne’s hand but failed—she gripped him even more tightly. They sat like that for a while, until Daniel made a ruckus outside the room, wanting to know why they wouldn’t let him in and saying that he wanted to see his cousin.

      Emily excused herself and got up. Lyndon heard her mild voice outside the door, explaining to him that Sarah Anne had been through something dreadful and needed to rest. Though Daniel grumbled it wasn’t fair that he was kept outside, he seemed to accept this, with Emily’s promise of telling him what had happened later. His voice faded and Emily returned, looking troubled but composed.

      “And now?” she said, with another glance at the child. “What do we do?”

      “She’s feeling a bit better, I think. I suppose I’d better take her back to Rose Lodge.”

      “Yes, but first…” She chewed her lower lip.

      “Anything the matter?”

      “No…” She peered at him. “I was just thinking… Do you mind it if I try something?”

      “Like what?”

      “You’ll see. But I need Sarah Anne. Would you mind waking her, and following me to my studio?”
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      Emily’s idea was clear and concise; she was going to put Sarah Anne in front of a canvas and ask her to paint what she felt. Only that. Lyndon, aware of the ‘results’ from all the past sessions, managed not to roll his eyes and agreed to the experiment. Sarah Anne seemed even less inclined to participate, but after a bit of coaxing she finally let go of his hand—thank God—and watched warily as Emily mixed paint and arranged the easel, the stool and the palette. She placed Sarah Anne in front of the canvas and moved away so she and Lyndon stood behind the easel.

      “Only you will see what you paint now, Annie,” she said. “Paint everything you feel. Don’t worry about getting it wrong or right. Paint with your heart.”

      But Sarah Anne remained immobile where Emily had put her, staring at the canvas.

      “And now?” Lyndon said. “She’s not doing anything.”

      “Wait.”

      They did wait. Two minutes. Five. Then, hesitantly, Sarah Anne raised her brush and dipped it in the paint. She dabbed it on the canvas, carefully. Took some more paint. Her movements grew a little more confident.

      “That’s right,” Emily said softly. “Keep going.”

      More waiting, but at least now Sarah Anne was working—rather furiously, it seemed. The air in the room was so chilly Lyndon shivered, or maybe it was the shock that was beginning to wear off. He longed for Megan, regretting that he’d left her behind at Rose Lodge. He could have used her sunny smile and warm embrace now.

      At last, Sarah Anne took a step back. She was pale and sweaty, her shoulders lowered in fatigue. A streak of paint glowed red on her cheek, and when she raised her hand to wipe her nose she got a new one, though this time it was black.

      “Well done,” Emily said. “May we have a look?”

      The child’s mouth turned thin and determined, and she nodded. Though Lyndon was still convinced this was all nonsense, his heart pounded with anticipation as he approached the painting. At least she’d done something, and she had looked so intense while doing it that maybe it was something useful.

      “Let’s see now,” Emily said. “What have you…?”

      They regarded her work in stunned silence.

      “Good God,” Lyndon whispered at last.

      “Yes.” Emily swallowed. “I think we know who followed her, then?” She pointed at the man in the foreground. Though crudely painted, the previous lessons had made Sarah Anne surer of the craft, and it was easy to make out the scar on his face. “I’ve seen him around Rose Lodge. One of your workers?”

      Lyndon, his throat constricted, nodded. “We’ll know for sure later, when the men return, but… I think so.”

      Sarah Anne had painted him standing over a body. It could have been Sarah Anne, with that dark, curly hair, but it wasn’t. The bright red stripe over the figure’s throat, the pool of red underneath the head, told them this was someone else.

      “Eileen,” Lyndon whispered, then looked up at Emily’s pale face. “He’s bloody well one of them. He must have heard that Annie was back and followed her here.”

      “I think so. And look…” Emily’s hand was light on his arm. Her eyes were large with shock as she pointed at the background. Sarah Anne had painted an inferno of fire and smoke, angrily red and yellow with black streak. “Look at that. There’s someone standing there, in the fire.”

      Lyndon leaned closer. A figure, yes, he’d noticed that, but it was so small, and partly covered by smoke, that it was difficult to discern who it was. He’d assumed it was Sarah Anne herself, but… it wasn’t. It was a man, standing with his arms splayed out like a ruling king. Sarah Anne had put some effort into painting his fingers, which were covered with rings.

      Lyndon stared at them until his eyes burned. There was no question in his mind who this was, and Emily voiced it.

      “May the Lord save us all,” he heard her whisper. “It looks like Buckley.”
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      A guard arrived to show Lyndon into the damp building. Unlike Kilmainhaim gaol, there were no fancy offices for the guards or sheriffs to take a break from their job. At Horsemonger Lane Gaol, there wasn’t much of a distinction between those who were imprisoned and those who worked there. In every other way, it was a prison like any other, smelly and damp, the hay strewn on the floor rotting in the foul air.

      “Tis them bloody walls,” the guard grumbled as he led Lyndon through the dark corridors. “Keep the chill in and the warmth out. Messes with your health quite a bit, let me tell you.” He placed a grim finger to one nostril and blew hard, sending a plug of green and unhealthy-looking phlegm through the other one. Then he gave a shrug, reached for his key chain and searched through the vast array of keys until he found the right one. “But you can’t complain, eh? Tis a job. Keeps you fed.”

      “I suppose.”

      They passed some cell doors, and though Lyndon really preferred not to think about the time when he’d come to collect Megan and the shock of seeing her, he felt the unease like a spider running along his back.

      “For your convenience, we have moved your fella to our interrogation room.” The guard gestured towards a door at the end of the corridor. “He’s in there now, waiting for you.”

      “Thank you, but please don’t call him my fellow,” Lyndon murmured.

      “Sorry, sir. Thought he had a connection to you.”

      “We don’t know that yet.”

      “Right.” The guard struggled with the key before the old, rusty lock finally gave in and he could push the door open. “Here we are, sir.” With inappropriate amicability, he gestured for Lyndon to step inside. “I shall leave you alone, but I will be nearby. Remember…” He winked. “The walls are thick and I shan’t hear anything at all, unless tis you who calls out. Should you wish to engage in some more… physical interrogation method, I mean.”

      Physical interrogation method. Lyndon thought about the expression as he walked into the dark cell. Charles had once called it persuasive extraction, but they were all fancy words for torture. Charles wouldn’t have thought twice about using that method here—not because he would expect it to help, but because he would want to see his victim helpless and in pain. Nobody crossed Charles, and nobody harmed his child. Strangely enough, this notion comforted Lyndon. I’ve got your back, brother, he could hear Charles say. Be ruthless.

      

      The dungeon held only a rough table and two benches. Right at the back there was a rather large rectangular window, which was probably the reason it was so cold in there that not even the coals glowing in the crude fireplace could warm it. The grey light sifted over the prisoner’s bent head and slumped shoulders. He was pressing his hand against his chest, and the hand was wrapped in bloodstained rags. Sarah Anne seemed to have made a good job of incapacitating him.

      “John.”

      The prisoner raised his head, but not very much.

      Lyndon stepped closer. “That’s what you call yourself, in any case. I’m guessing it’s not your real name.”

      The prisoner’s eye, the one that wasn’t shut by a scar, gleamed at him. “I’m not talking to you. Why should I?” He grinned. “I know she doesn’t talk, eh? So as far as I’m concerned, good sir, I just happened to run into your daughter in the woods as she was running away from you. I tried to help her and the wee beast attacked me. That’s what happened.”

      “And we both know that’s not true.” Lyndon folded his arms across his chest. “She’s started talking. She says that she remembers you from the day her mother was killed. We can prove it, too.”

      That was a lie, of course, but it seemed to work impressively well. The prisoner’s jaw went slack, and Lyndon continued: “Give me all the information you have, and I might consider putting in a good word with the judge. If not…” He shrugged. “It’s up to you.”

      The prisoner didn’t answer, but swallowed so the Adam’s apple bobbed under the thin skin of his throat.

      “Shall we try again? Your real name?”

      There was a moment’s hesitation, followed by a dejected sigh. “Brian,” he muttered. “Brian Dunne. That’s my name.”

      Dunne. An Irish name. Not that Lyndon was surprised. He’d heard the Irish lilt when the man had come asking for a job, but hadn’t given it much thought. People, and perhaps Irishmen in particular, moved around, looking for work where they could get it. It was just that this man had been able to creep so close to his family, and Lyndon hadn’t suspected a thing.

      “Where are you from?”

      “Are ye daft, man?”

      “I meant more specifically. Are you from Kilkenny?”

      The prisoner shrugged. His shackles clinked merrily in the silence.

      “Did you know a man named Neil O’Shea?”

      “O’Shea, aye.”

      It wasn’t a confession, but it was still a punch to Lyndon’s gut—the connection was there, just as he’d suspected. He slumped on the bench on the opposite side of the table, put his hands on his lap and stared at the hunched figure, hoping to meet his gaze, but the prisoner refused to look at him.

      “Why?” he asked. “Why did you do it?”

      Finally, a quick glance. Sly. “When you’re desperate, you do funny things.”

      Raping, pillaging, murdering. Funny things.

      “Did you get paid to do it?”

      The prisoner snorted. “You seem to ken already, so why are you asking?”

      Lyndon’s hands curled up on his lap. “Remember what I said. You need to tell me everything you know, or I will let you hang.”

      Dunne snorted again, and turned his face away. “Twasn’t me who killed her, eh? I didn’t kill any of them. Aidan did everything. That’s what the judge should know; that’s what you must tell ’im.”

      “It doesn’t make you innocent,” Lyndon said. “You were involved.” He couldn’t get the images out of his mind, of how the man, this disfigured, scarred creature, had towered over Eileen while he raped her. His face, that of a despicable, dirty stranger, was one of the last faces Eileen had seen before she died.

      “So you got paid to kill my wife and child,” he concluded. “You and your mates. Who ordered the job?”

      Dunne squirmed on the hard bench. “Leave no survivors, Aidan said,” he whined. “No witnesses. And then Neil goes off and saves one of them. We all thought he was crazy.” He looked up and his eye widened, as though he had just remembered that Lyndon was there. “We were only following orders, sir.”

      Lyndon nodded. He felt strangely detached, as if he were watching everything from the outside. “Would you care to tell me about it?”

      “Why would I?”

      “To save your soul? See, I don’t think you’re a murderer. Not really. You were forced to do things you normally wouldn’t do, and now you have to suffer for it. Why not grant your soul—and mine—peace, by telling the truth?”

      This proved a good enough argument. Dunne shrugged and started talking.

      They’d been a band of five, common thieves, all of them. As Lyndon suspected, none of them had done any greater deeds in the way of lawbreaking. One of them, Deaglan, claimed to have once robbed and murdered Irish travellers along one of the routes to Cork, but he lied about everything and few believed his story. They were constantly hungry and out of money, and most of them had large and constantly growing families to provide for. The only way to do that was through thieving, fiddling and robbery.

      They’d set up camp by the banks of the River Boyne, hoping to catch some trout to fill their empty stomachs before heading into the town of Trim to fill their pockets from unsuspecting victims at the market place.

      “That’s when Aidan showed up,” Dunne said. He eased his hand from its grip against his chest and adjusted the bloodied bandage with a grimace of pain, his chains clinking. “Came running down the banks, shouting something about getting rich. We laughed at him at first, but he was dead serious. Told us he’d been roaming the town market when he laid eyes on this fine gentleman. He had expensive clothes and looked wealthy enough, so Aidan tried to pick his pocket.”

      It hadn’t worked out. Somehow, the gentleman understood what Aidan was about to do and pulled a small pistol, which he discreetly pointed at Aidan. If you want money from me, you will have to work for me, he said. It was either that, or the gentleman calling the militia. Aidan knew the latter meant a grim future indeed, and had asked what kind of work the gentleman meant.

      “Aidan was told to collect a few trusted men and go to a farm near Aghaboe. There, we were told to do whatever we wanted and take whatever we wanted, ours to keep or sell. The most important thing was that we left no survivors. When this was done, we’d present the gentleman with evidence and get further rewards for our hard work.”

      Lyndon blew the air slowly through his nose. It shouldn’t pain him to hear this, since it was nothing he hadn’t known, but it did pain him, more than he could have imagined. The man was talking about his wife, his child, his staff… Human lives, that for this gentleman had been reduced to a means to serve himself.

      “We waited a week,” the prisoner continued. “The gentleman had given us some money to buy horses and weapons. We did. Then we drank quite a bit, to raise our spirits. None of us wanted to do it, sir.”

      “So why did you? Why not just take the money he’d given you and leave it at that?”

      “Because the gentleman held Aidan to his promise. He forced him to give details about us—where our families lived, that kind of thing. If we failed…” Dunne shrugged. “We arrived there at dawn. Aidan was the leader, so he went in first and we followed. We killed the men first and brought the women outside.”

      Jesus Christ… Lyndon closed his eyes for a moment. The images ran through his head, feverish and unstoppable. The terror must have been unimaginable.

      “Where was my daughter when this was going on?”

      “I don’t know, sir. Hiding, I think.” He shrugged. “We… um… finished our business…”

      “You mean raping the women and then killing them?” Lyndon stated calmly. “No need to gold-plate things, is there? What happened next?”

      “We went back into the house,” Dunne said, without taking his eyes from his hands. “Took what we wanted and packed the horses. Neil went back inside to set fire to the house. That’s when he found her. Your daughter. He took her out and said that we had to save her. Aidan was furious; scared, I think. We weren’t supposed to spare anyone. But she was a pitiful, lovely wee thing, cried for her mama, and… I suppose he weakened. He told Neil to take the colleen with him before he changed his mind. Neil set off, the rest of us took care of what was left at the farm.” The prisoner made a foul grimace. “Everyone except Neil went to the meeting afterwards. We met the gentleman at an alehouse in Dublin and gave him the evidence.”

      “What kind of evidence was it?”

      Dunne squinted at him. “A silver locket, sir. The one your wife had on her. Aidan ripped it from her neck.”

      Lyndon nodded. Tears pricked his eyelids, hot and insistent, but he didn’t want to cry; not here, in front of that man. He knew which locket Dunne meant. He’d given it to Eileen himself.

      “It was Deaglan who nattered, the dim-witted idiot,” Dunne continued, his voice tinged with scorn. “Told the gentleman what happened with the girl and begged him for forgiveness. Have you heard of such a thing? It’s like asking the Devil himself to save your soul.” Dunne snorted. “The man went mad, of course. Told us exactly what he thought of us and finished off by saying we’d regret it. He made us tell him where Neil lived. Aidan lied, which surprised me; twas a nice thing to do, I reckon. Then the man stormed off. Deaglan was the first to die; a week later they found him with a bullet between his eyes. A bullet,” the prisoner repeated bitterly. “Clear as day who it was that took him—who else would waste ammunition like that? That was a warning, if I ever saw one. After that, he picked us off one by one. Next was Ronan—he drowned, was the word, but who drowns in knee-deep waters? Then Aidan, who suddenly got accused of poaching. Poaching…” He guffawed. “Who goes poaching when you have more money than you can count? After that came Neil… bludgeoned to death. But the devil of a man didn’t get me, oh no, sir. I’m smarter than that. Knew how to keep away.”

      He leaned back and studied Lyndon’s face, sucking pensively on his rotting teeth. “A few months ago, I heard the news. That you’d found your daughter and brought her back to England. So… I thought I’d pay you a visit. Finish the job and let the gentleman know that it’s been done. Maybe then he’d let me off the hook, ken? I don’t particularly like having a price on my head, see?”

      Lyndon nodded. “Do you happen to know this man by name?”

      “Of course. Not that I’ll tell you. You think I’m as daft as Deaglan?”

      “Yes, I do,” Lyndon replied. “You’ve just confessed to murdering my wife and servants, and to attempting to murder my daughter. I’m not a nobody, you know. I could get you hanged for that confession alone. In fact, I don’t even need that confession to get you hanged.”

      The prisoner stared at him. “You promised,” he said hoarsely.

      “So did you. You were going to tell me everything.” Lyndon shrugged. “His name, please.”

      “You ken him well enough. Roland Buckley. Your relative.”

      There it was. Lyndon had prepared himself, but his stomach dropped anyway, like a fall through free air. Buckley…

      Buckley, desperate for the legacy, determined not to have Charles breed, as a way to get his share. Most probably, this had been his plan all along, ever since the day he’d heard the rumours that Charles was impotent. He’d probably found and read Eileen’s letter to Charles, and worked out that if it came to it one day, Charles might claim Sarah Anne as his own, which would impede his plans. He’d then, some years later, come up with a plan to force Grandfather Stanford to disinherit Charles, by setting up the contract where it was stated that Charles had to find a wife and produce an heir to be able to claim his heritage. This had backfired when Charles found Emily and Daniel. For a while, it seemed, he’d bided his time… until now, when he’d upped the stakes even further, in a desperate attempt to claim the legacy.

      Lyndon knew it all now, every little sliver of information. Emily had revealed not only that, but also how Buckley had admitted to killing Grandfather Stanford and then blackmailed her into marrying him.

      Lyndon could feel his chest swell with fury, as if he was growing into a giant. He closed his fists, wanting to hit something—preferably the prisoner, but anything would do.

      “He has the locket,” the prisoner said, interrupting Lyndon’s thoughts. “And other things from people he’s killed. It’s his way. He’s collecting them. If you need proof, I mean.” He shrugged somewhat sullenly. As if Lyndon had asked why he was suddenly so generous with the information, he muttered, “I reckon, if I’m to have a chance of surviving, you have to get rid of him first. He’s one of a kind, that one. You’ll see. Getting him hanged will be easy.”

      Lyndon shook his head. “How do you know all this?”

      “How do I know? Talked to him, of course. Right before Deaglan opened his big mouth. He was a pretty decent bloke, bought us a pint each, chatted with us like equals. He was in a splendid mood because of… what we’d done.” Dunne sent Lyndon a careful glance. “I reckon he wanted us to know that he was one of us, what with the killing and all that. He told us some bad things, let me tell you. Apparently, he started doing nasty stuff when he was a young bloke. Set fire to your house, eh? He told us that with a grin on his face. Said he was sorry he didn’t kill you both as well. He’s done more things like that—that’s how he gets rid of his enemies.”

      Lyndon nodded. It felt as if someone had struck him over his mouth; his face was all numb. In his throat, bile burned—soon, he’d had to throw up.

      “He told us all these things, and he was proud of it,” the prisoner continued. “Knew we wouldn’t tell anyone. What could we do against a man like that, eh? Had us by the bollocks, he did.” Dunne leaned forward and gazed intently at Lyndon. “Like I said, he told us he keeps things. If you search his place, you’ll get enough to hang him, no doubt about that.”

      “I see. Thank you.” Lyndon swallowed again. I have to get out of here. “Thank you,” he repeated, feeling dazed. “I think we’re… I think we’re finished here.”

      He stood up. His legs were rather wobbly but they moved as they should, taking him towards the door, one step after another. He focused on that, so as not to have to think about anything else. Stopped as the prisoner called out to him, but didn’t turn around.

      “What about me, sir? I gave you what you wanted. Will you show mercy on my poor soul, like you promised?”

      Lyndon continued towards the door. “I will see what I can do.”

      

      “Well, sir?” The guard watched him curiously. “Did you get what you wanted? You look a little pale, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      “I’m fine.” Lyndon looked up at the round face, his gaze moving strangely slow, as if his mind couldn’t quite cope with everything around him. “And yes, I got what I wanted.”

      More than I wanted. He rubbed a hand over his eyes. God, how am I going to move forward from here? What do I do?

      “I’m glad to hear it, sir. Anything else you require from me?”

      “Yes…” He hesitated. “Make sure the prisoner in there gets a good hangman. I promised him mercy, so he mustn’t suffer by the rope.”

      As Lyndon came out into the open air, he threw up violently against the tower wall.
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      Within a week, it was over.

      To speed things up, Lyndon made use of the promise by Viscount Castlereagh to assist him in the matter of Sarah Anne, and Castlereagh, enraged and shocked on Lyndon’s behalf, immediately sprung into action. The militia raided Buckley’s various estates around the country, including his offices, factories and warehouses. There were plenty of interesting findings, each one on its own enough to convict him. They found evidence of blackmail, fraud and financial fiddling, but also of murder. Not wanting to get his fingers dirty, Buckley had had the habit of hiring people for his deeds, and there was plenty of evidence to support each case—including the trophies he’d kept from his victims. Along with Eileen’s locket, they found a watch with a familiar inscription, and so it was unearthed that Buckley had sent Mr Radcliffe to an early grave, after which he’d paid Mr Bennett to be his eyes and ears. How many he’d killed over the years was unclear, but the indications were disconcerting and impossible to overlook.

      Despite Buckley’s fiery protests, he was imprisoned in order to await his trial. Meanwhile, the investigation continued, unearthing more and more scandalous details—among them his affair with a male stage actor at a theatre in London, in itself a startling crime.

      The public revelled in the news. It was the talk of the country, the spiciest gossip for decades—and it got even better during the trial, as Buckley set out to defend himself. Emily, who had been called as a witness to his attempts to blackmail her into marrying him, received her fair share of attention. The wife of Lord Charles Stanford had been a mystery to people ever since she’d married him, keeping to herself, never being seen socialising with the élite or otherwise. She had already been subject to gossip around town, and this made her person even more fascinating.

      When Buckley tried to accuse her of ordering the murder of her husband, and it was easily disproven, he resorted to trying to discredit her, and soon everything that Buckley knew about her past was dragged out into the open for everyone to see. Emily was mortified, her only good fortune being that Daniel hadn’t been present at the trials and thus was kept from knowing the truth.

      The leaked information created quite a ruckus amongst the public. People were shocked to hear about her immoral life and called out for her to be hanged as well—but after Emily was given the chance to explain herself and they learned more about her situation, the general opinion swayed from ridicule and dismay to respect and pity. It helped that Buckley was a hated person and that his behaviour in court was far from dignified. In comparison, the calm and composed Emily, with her tears of remorse, appeared quite angelic. When, in addition, it came out that she had become the patron of a home for unfortunate girls, she won everyone over; the voices of those who didn’t agree being effectively quietened by those who had come to adore her. Donations began to pour into the home—donations they didn’t need—and she was contacted both by people who’d known Giatelli and wanted to meet his protégée, and those who wanted to see her paintings and possibly have their portrait done. The fact that she’d pledged the earnings from all her commissions to go directly to the home only further fuelled the interest.

      After a month, she had enough bookings to last her throughout the year. By then, Buckley’s trial was over. With Emily acquitted of all accusations, and Buckley found guilty, it was ruled that he would hang.

      Neither Emily nor Lyndon was there for the event. They heard afterwards that Buckley had been so drunk they’d had to carry him to the gallows, and that they’d had to use two ropes to support his enormous weight. During the execution it was clear how unpopular he’d been; the crowd being so large, cheerful and rowdy that it was almost a celebration.

      That day, Emily invited Lyndon and his family to Greywell, where they had a sombre meal, a moment of prayer in the chapel together with Father Nicholas, and later, a sincere giving of thanks for their blessings. Things had changed dramatically of late, but all for the better, and this was something Emily wanted to acknowledge. Everyone agreed that it was good that Buckley was gone, and looked forward to a brighter future.
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      “I woke up this morning with an ordinary man. I go to bed with a wealthy factory owner. Who would have thought?”

      Megan’s smile was taunting, and Lyndon shook his head at her. He was smiling as well, but it was a smile tinged with concern. “I agree. Who would have thought?”

      They were just back from the Lyceum Theatre, where they’d seen a comedy, much to Megan’s delight. All in all, they’d had a wonderful visit to London, though the reason they’d gone there in the first place hadn’t been very pleasant. Earlier the same day, they’d been called to Mr Langford’s office in central London—Mr Langford being the solicitor representing Buckley’s estate. There was still a lot of work to be done to ensure that all Buckley’s creditors were satisfied, but as the estate had by and large been divided up, there was now the matter of distributing what was left of his legacy—and this, it turned out, was rather a lot.

      Lyndon, as the closest in line to inherit, and with Emily refusing to accept her share of the inheritance, had suddenly been awarded no less than three textile factories spread across England, along with the warehouses and stock to go with them. From one hour to the next, Lyndon had indeed gone from a not very rich man to one of great wealth.

      Megan saw his grimace. “I’m sorry,” she said, and placed her jacket on the chair by the bed. “But it’s rather funny, don’t you think?”

      “No, it’s not. I’ve already told you; I don’t know anything about textile mills.”

      “You didn’t know anything about sheep a while ago, either,” she reminded him. “But now you’re a proper sheep farmer, aren’t you? We’ll learn.”

      At least she included herself. And when he turned to look at her, he saw that she was serious in wanting to help, and felt heavy with relief. There was no doubt she would learn how to run a business, if she set her mind to it. Megan was stubborn, young and strong, and had a good head on her shoulders.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I suppose we’ll manage. I could always contact Mr Reedijk as well. Maybe he’ll have a good tip or two about running a company.”

      “There you go.” Megan smiled. “It’ll be fine.”

      He watched her undress, watched her neatly fold her clothes away, how she sat down by the small mirror on the dressing table, saw her go through the familiar procedure of undoing her golden hair to let it fall over her shoulders. Thought about how, with her, he felt he could do anything.

      She caught his eye in the mirror and half-turned, the silver brush in her hand. “What?” she said, laughing. “You’re making me uncomfortable.”

      “I’m sorry, my love. I was just thinking about how lucky I am to have you.”

      “Oh…” Carefully, she put the brush away and stood. The remaining light from the windows—those large windows with a view over Kensington Gardens, a place that fascinated her no end, since she’d never stayed in London before and certainly not in a hotel—fell in blue shades over her naked body, making her look as though she was sculpted from pearls and moonlight. “I hope you know I feel the same way about you?”

      “I think I do.” He sighed. “I can’t wait until we’re man and wife. Only a few weeks to go now, but it feels like an eternity. I wish we could marry sooner.”

      “Maybe we have to marry sooner…” She sent him a tantalising smile, then walked to the bed, where she gracefully slipped under the sheets, arms over her head so that her glorious bosom rose like two beautifully crafted marble domes.

      He stood there, trying to work out what she meant.

      “You really can’t guess, can you?” she said, laughing quietly at his perplexed look.

      “Not really.” He shook his head and started to unbutton his waistcoat. “I only know you look lovely like that, and I want you badly.”

      “You will have me. Soon. But can’t you see anything different about me?”

      He stood still. “No? You’re beautiful as always.”

      “Can’t you see my breasts are bigger?” She slid her hands around them, lifted them up. “And the colour…” She pinched one nipple. “See how dark it is?”

      “Oh…” He blinked. “I haven’t thought about it. Is that a good thing?”

      “Very.” She moved her hand and let it slide to her stomach, where it fell to rest.

      Aware of her smile, so knowing, so playful, he stared at it. Wasn’t there a tiny bump there? He drew breath. “No?” he said, the only word he was able to utter.

      “Yes.” Her hand caressed the little bump, circling around it. “I’m with child.”

      “W-what?” He shook his head. “Is… is it…?”

      “Think twice before you ask if it’s yours,” she warned him darkly, though with an amused grin. “Of course it’s yours.”

      “But…” It can’t be, he wanted to say. I can’t have children. But maybe that wasn’t true; he had just assumed it to be so, after discovering the letters between Eileen and Charles. Joy bubbled up in his belly and the smile spread slowly but surely over his face. “Really? Really?”

      “Really. I didn’t want to say anything until I was sure, but… I am sure now. We’re going to have a baby.”

      “When?”

      “Sometime in October, if I’ve counted the weeks correctly.”

      October. Which meant that the child had been conceived just after he proposed and she accepted. It felt right that, in the moment they’d vowed their love, they’d sealed it with a child. And there was the sense of wonder, as well. He was going to be a father. He. Lyndon. This time, he knew for sure it was his child.

      I’m having a baby. His vision grew a little dim around the edges.

      “Maybe you should sit?” Megan suggested. She didn’t have to say it twice—he almost fell on the bed and she snuck up behind him, pressing her naked body against his back, her arms gentle around his neck. “Please tell me you’re happy,” she murmured, kissing him above his ear. “If you don’t, I am going to leave this room and never come back.”

      “Don’t you dare.” He turned, placed his fingers around her chin and looked into her stunning cornflower eyes. “I was already the happiest man on earth, but now you’ve made me even happier. I didn’t know that was possible.” He shook his head, sad and full of wonder, overjoyed and worried at the same time. “I love you so much it scares me. If I lost you now…”

      She hushed him by giving him a gentle kiss. “You won’t lose me.” She pulled him down on the bed and straddled him to unbutton his shirt. “And for what it’s worth, I love you too. So much it hurts.”

      He placed his hands on her shoulders and caressed the soft skin, her alluring scent wafting into his nose. His Megan—and now, soon, they would be connected in a way he’d never dared to dream of.

      “That is worth a lot,” he whispered.
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      The night’s grey slowly folded into lavender and amber, soft colours that soon merged into tones of light turquoise, hazed by wispy vanilla clouds. Emily took a moment to lean her chin against the tip of the broom shaft, while watching the awakening of the world from her studio window. Her every slow breath was in tune with nature, and she felt, for once, complete and utter freedom, of the kind that relaxed shoulders and spread warmth through tired limbs. Though trying hard, she couldn’t remember the last time that had happened—long before Charles, perhaps even before Giatelli had passed away. But it was strange; she was always orchestrated by circumstances or other people and it was a long time since she’d been allowed to feel completely free and unrestricted. Now, things were different. She was the dowager Lady Stanford, a woman who had suddenly and unexpectedly grown into a role of respect and great wealth. With that came freedom. She could do what she wanted, go where she pleased. Almost… apart from the constraint in the shape of Daniel, her dear son, whom she would never leave.

      Slowly, she put the broom aside, turned to her workbench and ran her gaze over her beloved jars of pigments. The latest addition to her collection, a purchase that still made her cheeks blush from the sheer indulgence of it, stood proudly in the rack, making her fingers itch at the mere sight, longing to start working. It was strange to think that she could purchase as many jars of ultramarine as she wanted; the finest linen for her canvases and the very best brushes, without having to think twice about the cost or to ask permission to buy. That was freedom, too.

      When the door opened, she started and furrowed her brow, annoyed at the disturbance.

      Seeing her frown, the maid curtseyed nervously. “I’m sorry, my lady, but you have a visitor.”

      “A visitor?” Her frown grew deeper. “This early? Who is it?”

      “I didn’t catch his name, my lady.” The maid burst out in an unexpected giggle. “But he’s young and very… agreeable.”

      Agreeable? Emily pressed her lips together and gave a small sigh. Along with the freedom afforded by her new finances came the constant stream of would-be investors and suitors, which she had successfully delegated to others to screen. But this early? She’d need to dismiss this one herself.

      “I’ll be there very shortly.”

      

      Already at the top landing of the stairs leading to the hallway, she could hear the faint and pleasant hum of male voices. One belonged to Wilkins, while the other was unfamiliar. Or was it? She froze, her mind suddenly sharp. There was a very familiar lilt to the stranger’s speech, one that sent her spiralling through the years, back to a time she remembered with both warmth and grief. Her mouth went dry, her knuckles whitened around the banister. Oddly apprehensive, she both wanted and didn’t want to lean over and peer down to see the owner of the voice—but she had to, as they were waiting for her, and so she drew courage into her shoulders and pride into her stance and descended the stairs.

      Halfway down, she stopped again, her heart pounding. A pair of black eyes met hers with curious openness. That smile… It gripped her heart, tightened it so it seemed to stop in her chest.

      “Signora!” The man bowed so deeply that his curly, dark hair nearly swept the floor. As he straightened up, those burning black eyes fell to rest on her person with undisguised appreciation. “Giatelli said you were a beautiful ragazza, but he never said you were as radiant as Aphrodite herself.”

      Giatelli. It was as though the mention of the name broke some kind of spell, or at least dispersed the last shred of doubt. This wasn’t Giatelli—for a silly, startling second, she’d almost thought so—but there was a connection, just as she’d suspected. A relative, most likely; the bold lines of his face and the generous mouth were tell-tale signs of that.

      She sent a hasty glance to Wilkins. “That’ll be all, thank you.”

      She walked all the way down and stopped in front of the stranger, hungrily watching him, not caring if she appeared unabashed. “Please introduce yourself,” she said, whereupon he proudly raised his chin.

      “I am Lorenzo D’Onofrio. Vincente Giatelli’s sister, Antonella, is my mother.”

      Giatelli’s nephew. She could believe it. In fact, she harboured no doubt whatsoever. “You look just like him.”

      “So I have heard.” He peered at her. “Can we talk for a moment, Signora? Maybe have something to drink? I have been travelling since yesterday and I would like to rest my legs.”

      “Oh, yes, of course. Forgive my impoliteness… I was just so surprised to see you.”

      He bowed his head gracefully at that. Such a young man, yet so refined in his manners… Indeed, he shared Giatelli’s blood.

      She couldn’t help but smile. “Please come with me.”

      

      The young man wrinkled his nose at the proffered cup of tea. “You do not have anything stronger? Grappa, perhaps?”

      When she shook her head, he gave a slight sigh. “How about wine?”

      “I have sherry.”

      “That will be fine.”

      She stood still, viewing him where he sat, his legs stretched out and his arms behind his head, as if he’d always belonged there. “Out of curiosity, may I ask how old you are, Lorenzo?”

      “I am fifteen.” He straightened his back proudly. “Sixteen this September.”

      “I see.”

      Only a child, then, but his bold confidence made him appear much older. She could imagine a young Giatelli acting in the same manner. “What brings you here?” she asked, as she handed him the glass of sherry.

      “You,” he replied simply. Ignoring her surprised gasp, he leaned over the glass and sniffed at it, his nostrils flaring. Then he looked up, fixing her with those black, intense eyes, flashing under thick lashes. His smile came slowly, a little slanted. “You are perplexed, Signora.”

      “A little.”

      “I will explain.”

      He had a first sip of his drink. It made him cough, and when he lowered the glass and put it on the table she could tell he wasn’t particularly fond of the taste.

      “I am the youngest of six,” he began. “I have five sisters, all very annoying, let me assure you. I was my uncle’s favourite. He always said I was meant for big things. I think so as well.”

      Had he been older, his words would have made Emily wrinkle her nose in disgust, but as there was an innocence in his confidence and an almost irresistible belief in his own worth, they only made her smile. This idea that he could conquer the world with his knowledge and wisdom was naïvely sweet, bolstered by untameable youth.

      “Can you tell me more about your life?” she asked, sitting down and placing her hands on her lap, her eyes keenly resting on his face. “I sadly know very little about Giatelli’s life in Italy. He didn’t like to talk about it.”

      She’d asked Giatelli several times, but he’d always avoided the subject. At the time it had hurt her, but she’d slowly come to realise that it had been by way of concern and compassion, however misdirected. Giatelli simply hadn’t want her to think that anyone in his life was more important than her and Daniel.

      When Lorenzo filled her in on his life, she was touched by the warmth and love present in every word. His family was different— rowdy, loud and chaotic—but there was no mistaking that they cared for each other, so much so that Emily felt a pang of jealousy. On occasion, while growing up, she’d wondered what it would be like to have a mother and father and siblings—sisters in particular—to share her life with, and Lorenzo seemed to have these in abundance. At the same time, it was touching to know that Giatelli had enjoyed the very same, and that he’d wanted her to have a glimpse of that by treating her and Daniel as his family.

      “He wanted to take you to Italy one day, Signora,” Lorenzo said, “but it was not easy because…” He hesitated, the colour of his cheeks deepening. “He told me that you were unmarried with a child, yes? It is not… the Catholic way, so…”

      Emily nodded, her own face heating up. “I understand,” she murmured. “It’s… not welcome in any congregation.”

      They fell silent, both too embarrassed to talk. She thought about how much she’d learned about Giatelli during this short meeting. New sides of him she’d never known he had, this deep respect for tradition and family… She’d always viewed him as an uninhibited, independent mind who would never bend to anyone’s will, which was true—but in some ways, he seemed to have had orthodox views; his legacy from a country far away. It made her miss him even more, almost painfully, a clawing, burning sensation in her chest. She’d have given anything to have him sitting here, instead of his nephew—to hear his deep, rumbling voice sharing details of his life that he might have thought her too young and delicate to share back then, but that he’d surely think her old enough to hear at this time.

      The creaking of the leather chair made her look up. Lorenzo had leaned back and was watching her intently.

      “Stefano knew Vincente,” he said.

      Emily raised her head, blinking with confusion. “Who?”

      “Ah, sorry… Stefano is Étienne’s name in Italian. Your friend,” he clarified, with a friendly wink. “And Vincente… You call him Giatelli, but Vincente is his name.”

      “Oh…” Though it made her angry that she couldn’t control it—she didn’t want to blush in front of a boy—she felt her face turn hot. “I see. Yes, Étienne was Giatelli’s friend. He told me.”

      “First, his father was Vincente’s friend. But later, Stefano became a friend of our whole family as well. He is like my older brother. It’s not always fun,” he added, with a grimace. “He can be very annoying.”

      It was an easy thing to imagine—she couldn’t imagine that Étienne would be able to resist teasing this self-important youngster—and she hid her smile in her hand.

      “He came to us about a month ago,” Lorenzo continued. “To my home in Sardinia. We were happy to see him, of course, but also worried.”

      “Worried? About him?” Emily leaned forward. This boy had seen her Étienne so recently? She felt her heart skip a beat, anxious to hear more.

      “Si.” Lorenzo scratched his chin. “After a while, he confessed that it was Bonaparte who had sent him away to rest. Because he was suffering from some problems.”

      “What kind of problems?”

      “Not sleeping. Nightmares. Not eating. He told us what happened in this country, Signora. What your husband did to him.” Lorenzo’s eyes flashed, reminding her starkly of Giatelli. “A bastardo, he is. I am glad he is dead, or I would have killed him with my bare hands.”

      Emily nodded bleakly. “Please,” she said, “tell me more. Is it… bad?”

      Lorenzo shrugged. “According to him, it started on a mission to Portugal. He was captured…”

      Emily stifled her cry behind her hand, and Lorenzo leaned forward to pat her on the arm. “It was quickly resolved, Signora, and he did not suffer harm. But the hours in captivity still affected him and when he came back to France, the problems started. They said it was because of an imbalance of the humours, and the field surgeon tried to draw blood. But it didn’t help and his condition only seemed to get worse, so he was given permission to leave. For an indefinite period, Signora,” the boy added seriously. “So then you know how bad it must be. When he came to us, he was thin and… what is the word in English? Haunted? Is that a word? Like he saw ghosts in every corner.”

      Tears pricked behind her eyelids. “Poor Étienne. I’m so sorry.”

      “It is not your fault, Signora,” Lorenzo said. “He is better now. Pasta and wine, eh? It heals a man. I told him he must stop eating so much or he will get fat as a pig. He isn’t yet, but soon.”

      This was a slight consolation to hear, but she was still worried. “Is the… the melancholia cured, then?”

      “Indeed.” He waved his hand dismissively. “All is not good, though. His heart is sick.” When Emily’s eyes widened, Lorenzo sent her a glittering smile and put his hand to his chest. “Because something is missing in his life. Or shall I say someone? It is making him very sick in his heart, capisci?”

      “Oh…”

      “He cannot stop talking about you, Signora.” He rolled his eyes, but not with malice. “È molto romantico. I know all about romance, by the way, for I have known it myself a great many times.”

      She only just managed to contain her headshake. “That’s impressive,” she said tartly. “Considering you are so very young, I mean.”

      “Ah, Signora… I am fifteen. To an Italian, in matters of love, that is considered old. You have a lot of belle ragazze in this country, by the way,” he added, and kissed his thumb and index finger. “Stupendo!”

      By now, she couldn’t hold back her smile, but she was worried too. The reaction of her maid had already told her he made quite an impression on the fairer sex, and she didn’t doubt he was taking advantage of it. She could only hope he wouldn’t leave any scandals in his wake—or black-eyed, dark-haired children for that matter.

      She decided to change the subject, if only to wipe that cat-like grin off his face. But surely something was amiss with this supposed message, and she wanted the truth. “Why don’t you tell me, Lorenzo, why you are here?”

      His dark brows disappeared behind the dark curls on his forehead. “I told you, Signora. For you. To bring you this message.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I find it strange that Étienne would send a child on such a perilous journey for that.”

      “I am not a child, Signora,” Lorenzo snapped, his eyes suddenly ablaze with anger. “As I told you, I’m a man, an experienced man. Besides, during no part of my journey was I in any danger. Sardinia is not a dependency of France, it is free, and so the French do not care about it or me. The English don’t, either, because I am a boy and they do not think I know much about anything.” In that moment, he seemed to realise he’d contradicted his own words about being a man, and snorted indignantly. “In any case, I don’t bother them and they don’t bother me. Basta.”

      “Still.” Emily shook her head, refusing to let him divert her attention from the real problem. “He didn’t really tell you to come here, did he? Tell me the truth.”

      He stared at her for a moment, his mouth slightly open. Then he sighed and lowered his eyes, his outrage suddenly vanished. “Maybe he never told me specifically,” he muttered.

      “So what did he tell you?”

      Lorenzo pressed his lips together. “That he wished you were with him. I suggested that we’d go to collect you, but he told me he couldn’t go, and when I said I could go on my own, he forbade it. We had a little argument…” He raised his chin defiantly. “My mother got involved. Then my father. Then all my uncles and aunts. They were arguing about whether I was too young to travel on my own to this country, and finally they all decided I was. But I’m not too young and I wanted to prove it. So… I ran away from home.”

      “You did what?” The blood drained from her face. “Please tell me you didn’t?”

      “That would be a lie, Signora.” He flung out his hands, his mouth a hard line. “It was the only way to make them understand.”

      Emily put a hand to her head, which had started to pound. Now what? she thought. She had to send him back, but not on his own. She drew breath. “Does anyone know where you are?”

      “Non ci penso. I don’t know.” He shrugged. “But I waited a few days before I ran away, and made it look as if I was going back to the faculty for my studies. And I sent a message to the faculty, saying I’d be away for a few months. So I don’t think so.”

      “Good Lord,” Emily said. Then she realised what he’d just said. “A few months?”

      The boy smirked at her stunned expression. “I intend to stay here, Signora. Study the fine arts. Become a sculptor, maybe. Like Michelangelo?” His eyes lit up. “I’m good at working with my hands and I want to be famous, like my uncle. It seems easy to become famous in this country—much easier than in Italy.”

      Content, he sipped his sherry—he was a little more used to the taste now, it seemed, and closed his eyes as it touched his tongue.

      Emily studied him, torn between annoyance and amusement. “Lorenzo,” she said. He opened one eye. “I am a mother myself and I have to say that if my boy disappeared as you have done, it would break my heart.”

      Now he opened his eyes fully. “But she doesn’t know.”

      “She will, eventually. And when she does, don’t you think she will try to look for you? Maybe they will put two and two together and understand where you have gone. I’m sure Étienne wouldn’t think twice about offering to come here for you, which would be highly dangerous for him. You know that.”

      Lorenzo didn’t answer. His slender fingers tapped rapidly on his thigh and he looked rebellious, but not as much as he had a minute earlier. Clearly, he was hearing her. And clearly he had not thought through the danger in which he had placed his friend.

      “Please,” she said, softly. “For the sake of your family, you have to return to your home as soon as possible.”

      “No, Signora.” His hand turned into a fist, which he used to punch his knee. “I will not let you send me back like an insolent child. I’m a—”

      “Man. I know.” Now it was her time to smirk. “Well… I have a suggestion, then. One that will benefit us both. Please consider it with the mind of a man, and not that of a child.”

      Undoubtedly, he picked up on her sarcasm, but he seemed intent on controlling the impulse to snarl at her, his dark eyes urging her to continue.

      “I will let you stay for a week.”

      When he opened his mouth to protest, she held up her hand, cutting him off. “One week,” she said, decisively. “That is all. After that, you must return. But…” Her mouth suddenly turned dry, her heart quickening. You’re mad, Emily—you shouldn’t be saying this, shouldn’t even think it. But she did. “You won’t be alone. You will be escorting me. And my son, should he wish to join us.”

      She knew he would. It wouldn’t be easy, and it would demand a lot not to reveal her feelings for Étienne in front of her son, but she couldn’t leave without taking Daniel with her, or at least giving him the chance to consider joining them. That would be worth any sacrifice on her part.

      Lorenzo frowned and leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “I would proudly accompany you to Stefano, Signora, of course. It was my hope, my goal, that you would travel there. But so soon? Maybe you have things here to prepare, and I’ll gladly wait until—”

      “One week. I won’t wait longer, because of what you said about Étienne. That he wants me to be there, which is what I want as well, with all my heart. I need to make sure he is well, and I…” She lowered her eyes shyly. “I want to be with him.” She raised her gaze again. “I also want to meet your family and pay my respects to Giatelli’s mother, to see where he grew up and to spend time in his country. I know he would have wanted me to. I will bring my painting things, make it a business trip.” The more she thought about it, the more appealing it sounded. It would be a busy week but a pleasant one, preparing for this journey. She smiled, warmly this time. “What do you say?”

      He returned her smile. “Ah, Signora, how can I say no to such a donna appassionata? Finally, I see the fire in you. Stefano said it was there, but for a moment, I couldn’t see it.” With a self-satisfied nod, he raised his glass. “Va bene. I will accompany you to my home. You can trust me to protect your honour until you have been reunited with the man you love. This will be my mission, as sure as my name is Lorenzo D’Onofrio.”
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      Not that it was an easy journey. The strained political times kept halting them and made their arrival in Sardinia much later than they had anticipated—but finally, they arrived. On weary horses under the hot July sun, the dust sticking to their bodies and their collars grimy with sweat and dirt, they made it onto the last stretch leading to the house. Emily’s inside was a knot of nervousness—she couldn’t speak a single word—but Lorenzo and Daniel chatted endlessly, laughing and joking about the forthcoming adventure. They’d really discovered each other during these weeks, and Lorenzo treated Daniel like a younger brother, being just the sort of support and pest that he’d told Emily Étienne was for him.

      Daniel knew whom they were going to meet and, as far as she knew, he looked forward to meeting the Frenchman to whom she’d grown so attached—and that was it. He hadn’t asked a lot of questions, hadn’t wondered about her shiny eyes and nervous behaviour, all stemming from the fact that she knew she wouldn’t be able to contain her emotions once she saw Étienne.

      The knot in her stomach grew larger with every mile they put behind them.

      “There is my villa,” Lorenzo said suddenly, and pointed ahead.

      Perched on a hillside, resting in the shadow of the large peach and almond trees that both Emily and Daniel had learned to love, sat a large, proud stone house with balconies flooded by pink and orange flowers. Goats and donkeys grazed the stony patches outside it and people moved about, tending to their business under the blazing sun.

      Emily forgot her predicament. “It’s gorgeous,” she breathed.

      “I told you,” Lorenzo answered. He sounded both proud and relieved.

      It hadn’t been easy, she realised, for such a young boy to assume such a large responsibility. Though she’d tried to help him as much as possible, and though neither she nor Daniel was helpless, she knew he’d made it his mission to get them safely to his home—and now he’d achieved it. He gave his horse a flick with his riding crop and threw a glance at them over his shoulder.

      “Andiamo! Let’s go!”

      She had no problems following. Even after all their time on the road, Cerberus was forceful and vibrant and easily overtook the young man. Daniel, on his much slower pony, came after, shouting at them to wait, grumbling over how unfair it was that he hadn’t been allowed to travel on a horse like them.

      Closer, they came. The blurred faces of the people by the house turned distinguished, and Lorenzo slowed down his horse, pointed and explained; that was his mamma, crying and cursing so it echoed over the hillsides; his papà, stern and angry, his silence and the arms folded across his chest implying that Lorenzo had some explaining to do when they got there; a few of his sisters—Guiseppa, Raffaela and Salvatrize.

      Emily listened with half an ear. Her attention was focused on something else entirely; the man standing by the small fountain in the yard. He was shielding his eyes from the sun, but she didn’t need to see his face to know who it was. She saw it in the way he stood and in the way he was built. She felt her heart drum rapidly in her ears, felt her stomach constrict, her whole body tightening like a string to a bow, tensing her neck, her shoulders, so they almost hurt.

      He removed his hand from his face and took a step forward, his mouth opening. Their eyes met—and the spark travelled between them, immediate and powerful like the strike of a hammer against flint, making her lose her breath.

      “Ah, he’s seen you,” Lorenzo observed.

      She sent him a quick, annoyed glance—did he have to say that in front of Daniel? But to her surprise, Daniel raised his hand in an enthusiastic wave.

      “Monsieur,” he shouted. “It’s us!”

      Emily shook her head. “What…?”

      Étienne had started to speed up; he came closer, was with them. After giving Daniel a large smile, he turned to Emily, reached up his hands and caught her as she slid off the horse. Suddenly she was in his arms, laughing and crying and giving no regard at all to who saw them.

      “Merde, Emily, are you mad? What are you doing here? With Lorenzo? What has he been up to now, le jeune fou?” He held her at arm’s length and studied her face, his handsome features both bright and stern at the same time. “Not to mention you, mon chou. I think you have some explaining to do, n’est-ce pas?”

      “I’ll tell you everything.” She wiped her eyes, but new tears kept forming—there seemed to be no end to them. “I’m just so happy to see you,” she whispered. “I never thought…” She cast a glance at Daniel.

      Étienne shook his head. “Don’t worry.” Calmly, he turned to the boy and bowed.

      The boy did the same, solemnly. Then they both lit up and, smiling, embraced each other.

      “What a lovely sight to see,” Étienne said, taking a step back and admiring them both. “You and your mamma together. I never thought I’d see the day.”

      “Étienne…” She frowned, glancing at Daniel, who beamed at her. “What is this? You saw each other once before we went to France, but you greet each other like old friends?”

      “That’s because we are old friends. Correct, Daniel?”

      Daniel nodded importantly.

      “Your son is a very precocious young man. I was bedridden in Lyndon’s house, you see, when one day he came for a visit.”

      “You did what?” She stared at Daniel, her face red hot with embarrassment and fear. “Daniel, you promised…”

      “I’m not stupid. I wanted to know what was going on,” he said, lifting his chin. “So I snuck in one day, when you and Uncle Lyndon weren’t there. Obviously, I recognised him straight away.”

      “He demanded to know what I was doing there,” Étienne supplied, with a shrug.

      They’d started to converse. Étienne had told him what had happened—it seemed he’d given the boy a slightly different version of the truth. So as not to smear the boy’s father, he’d explained his injuries as a result of a French mission to English soil gone wrong. Since Étienne had protected his mother on her journey to France years before, she’d vowed to protect him as he healed now. And they’d engaged in a talk about Étienne’s occupation and about the ever-so-interesting character that was Bonaparte. After that, their friendship had developed. Daniel snuck into Étienne’s chamber whenever he could, for a game of cards or a chat, and each time they grew closer and closer.

      “I didn’t see the need to tell you or Uncle Lyndon,” Daniel said self-righteously. “If you could have secrets, then so could I. Étienne promised not to tell.”

      “I did pretty well, don’t you think?” He ruffled the boy’s hair and they grinned at each other. “He’s a wonderful boy, Emily. You should be proud.”

      “I know. And I am.” She was still stunned. “But—”

      “I know that you two are in love,” Daniel interrupted her.

      When she looked baffled and shook her head, intent on protesting, he laughed at her. “It’s fine. I don’t mind.” He flicked his wrist. “He’s a decent fellow and you will need someone to take care of you when I start my studies at the Royal Military College in Sandhurst.” He stretched his back. “I’m going to apply, Mamma. I want to become an officer, like father. Étienne doesn’t mind, even if it means I will fight the French, eventually.”

      Emily stared numbly at Étienne, who gave a slight shrug. I have nothing to do with this, he seemed to be saying.

      “You… certainly are piling on the revelations, Daniel,” she stuttered. “I don’t even know where to start…”

      Étienne put his arm under hers. “We will have all the time in the world to talk about this—and more, ma chérie. But first, don’t you think we should introduce the two of you to our hosts?”

      For the first time, she noticed the people around her. The smatter of upset Italian voices, drowning Lorenzo’s attempts to explain himself, told her they didn’t necessarily care about their guests at this moment, but Étienne was right; they would have time to talk later.

      She drew breath and looked into his eyes, overwhelmed by the warmth that met her. “Please. I’m eager to meet Giatelli’s relatives.”
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      When Emily, some months afterwards, returned to Greywell, it was with the promise of returning to Sardinia as soon as she could. She was there for the birth of Lyndon’s child; a big and sturdy boy they decided to name Edward Cornelius Christopher. Despite his size, Megan did well, and recovered quickly. Both parents were as proud as peacocks at their blond-haired, silver-eyed offspring, and equally proud to show Emily the progress of their new business—the textile mills Lyndon had inherited from Buckley. It hadn’t been easy at first, and the conditions in some of the factories had been atrocious, but through diligent work and the help of a Dutch business contact—a strange fellow who had gifted them a head of a zebra for their wedding, but who seemed so very dear to them both that they’d decided to name their son after him—they’d managed to set everything on the right course and were now hoping to break into some lucrative markets.

      In addition to this, Sarah Anne was flourishing. After Lorenzo’s short but intense week’s visit she had grown more interested in wearing dresses and would occasionally show up dressed as a young lady, which charmed them all. She seemed calmer now, and happier, and took great joy in taking care of her little siblings, Bridie and Edward.

      With all this bliss, Emily had some great news of her own. The reason she had to travel back to Sardinia as soon as she could wasn’t merely that she longed to return to the mild weather and Étienne’s loving embrace, but was because she too was with child. If everything went well, the baby was due the following year in May, and she wanted it to be born on Italian soil and within wedlock.

      Lyndon and Megan took the news as expected—with immense joy—and expressed their apologies for not being able to come to the wedding, which would be held at the D’Onofrio estate, and in the presence of several influential persons, one of whom was the French Emperor himself. Emily understood their reasoning—at this time, travelling with small children was a perilous affair—and accepted their promise of a visit when conditions were more agreeable.

      

      In December 1808 she returned to Sardinia, and by the end of that month was finally wed to her Monsieur. The marriage caused quite a scandal in her home country, just as it was a scandal in France, but with her status as an eccentric artist and the fame she’d involuntarily brought on herself after Buckley’s trial, it was at least a scandal that didn’t surprise anyone—and neither she nor Étienne cared a great deal about what people thought.

      By then, they’d bought a large house near Oristano, which Emily immediately rebuilt to accommodate a studio. She accepted clients for portraits until late April, when finally Étienne told her she needed to rest. Two weeks later, a little early, she gave birth to a tiny girl who had her father’s black hair and her mother’s soft brown eyes. She captured Étienne’s heart from the moment he saw her, and he spent hours by the cot, admiring their little masterpiece.

      “But what shall we name her?” he asked, when the child was three days old. He caressed the silken hair, but she didn’t react—newly fed, she was fast asleep in Emily’s arms—and stooped to kiss Emily’s head. “We can’t keep on calling her ma puce, can we?”

      My flea. Emily shook her head with a smile. No, that name would not sit very well when the child grew older. They’d put off naming her because they’d expected a boy and while the baby was in Emily’s belly had called it Vincent. On learning that she was a girl, they’d considered the feminine version, Vincenza, but while the little one was dark like an Italian, it didn’t quite fit. Étienne’s mother was named Beatrice, but that wasn’t right either—so there they were, and the girl only went by Étienne’s endearment.

      Now, Emily leaned back, adjusted her arm, which had fallen asleep and was tingling badly, under the warm baby, and reached out her free hand to Étienne, who took it. “I think I have it, my love,” she said. She felt strangely touched, but maybe it wasn’t so strange—it was an almost surreal, peaceful moment, and the soft sea breeze that gently lifted the curtains carried with it a scent of sand and salt, the sound of seabirds and waves. “There’s something that has followed me through the years. It’s always been there, even if sometimes I haven’t felt it as strongly. But still… always there, always present. So…”

      Étienne regarded her curiously. Dearest Étienne, the love of her life. She’d never known she could love anyone besides her children with such intensity. Her smile grew deeper and her eyes filled with tears, constricting her voice as she whispered:

      “Let’s call her Hope.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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