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				Chapter 1

				September 1810

				Endangering the pristine quality of her new white muslin gown, Sophia Valentine leaned over the stone balustrade, assessed the shadowy distance to the lawn below, and wondered exactly what steps were necessary to “gird one’s loins.” She hovered on the brink of an abyss and felt this was surely the very moment for such an action, if she only knew how it might be done, for tonight she faced several dark dilemmas. Enlarged by an overly active imagination and one too many cups of punch, they seemed monstrous in dimension.

				Much to her chagrin, precarious situations were prevalent in Sophie’s life, and good common sense less frequently encountered, appearing long after it was needed, in company with that most frustrating of all commodities: “hindsight.” She was generally in too much haste to stop and find the quality of prudence whenever it was most in need. Her reaction to situations of perceived emergency often created calamity of a genuine nature, rather than any escape from them. She knew all this but couldn’t seem to stop herself. At nineteen, Sophie recognized she had yet to grow into anyone very admirable. She was a young woman with little beauty, many failings, and considerable desire for rebellion with no real direction, and was the first to admit her own shortcomings. But she had occasional signs of hope—when she chanced to catch her reflection in flattering light or heard herself saying something witty. Neither happened often.

				Behind her, muffled by French doors, the music of a dignified quadrille currently led the other guests around a ballroom. Soon the rumor of an unseemly encounter would dance its own insidious steps through the crowd, causing Sophie to be pointed out, yet again, as a Young Lady in Need of Firmer Direction. This, however, was the least of her problems. Foremost among all her quandaries was this one: Where, for pity’s sake, were all the real heroes? Where was her fiercely sculpted, steely-eyed knight on a fine black warhorse, charging up to carry her off over his shoulder? Did they exist only in novels? If they were real, they didn’t appear to be looking for her. Perhaps, she mused unhappily, they came only for radiant maidens with cupid’s-bow lips, limpid blue eyes, and alabaster brows. In which case, mediocre girls like she were destined to be cornered by Achingly Polite Milksops, Old Gropers with snuff-stained nose hairs, and the ever-annoying, self-proclaimed Rakehell, who fancied himself irresistible to all women, and whose greatest concern was whether the running at Newmarket was likely to be firm or soft that week.

				And then there was James Hartley, a young man of considerable advantages, who had—much to her bewilderment—just proposed marriage. Most folk who knew them both would say it shouldn’t have been such a shock to her, since they’d known each other for years, and he’d paid her many attentions she didn’t deserve. But he had never courted her officially. His grandmama did not approve. Sometimes Sophie thought that was exactly why he’d chased her to London, and she, flattered to have his notice, encouraged it.

				Now that he’d actually proposed, the game was over. She’d enjoyed it for the laughs and excitement but never expected to win. It was fun to play in James’s world occasionally. Not so much fun, she suspected, to live there forever, forced to conform to the rules. She saw how it wore on him, and he’d been raised in it, whereas she was just a gawky country girl beneath her fancy new gown.

				But this was the time of reckoning. They could no longer go on being merely friends. The cards would be put away, the chips counted. No more playing. Suddenly, it was serious.

				She clutched her glass of punch as the brisk air cooled her face, and she struggled with her fears. Surely she was ready to fall in love—better now than at twenty-five or thirty, when she was too old to enjoy it. And there was much to be said in favor of her suitor. She and James had a great deal in common. Both were frequently in a hurry, and both preferred a lively country-dance to a subdued minuet. James, she suspected, had never paid attention to a sermon in his life. As for she, rather than read books written for the guidance of young ladies, she read sentimental novels and silly romances—although she skimmed the pages and never finished any. With a similar desire for mischief and instant gratification, they were, in many respects, two like souls. So she ought to be in love now, with Mr. James Hartley. After all, she could be at the peak of her “beauty,” in which case, she should take this chance, grab James before he realized his mistake.

				He was exceedingly handsome and would, one day, come into a large fortune. There was nothing more a young woman like she should dare ask for. However, there was something else she wanted, and it wasn’t the sort of thing young ladies could talk about. Sophie wasn’t even sure she knew the right words.

				That evening, James had made love to her for the first time, apologizing profusely throughout the two and a half minutes it lasted. When a couple of stray guests had entered the billiard room and found them using the green baize surface for something other than billiards, Sophie was still waiting for the heavens to part and showers of stars to rain down on her. She was completely unaware that it was already over. So much for the romance and passion for which she yearned.

				Soon, whispers of that scandalous encounter would travel the length of Lady Honoria Grimstock’s glittering ballroom, to make yet another black mark against her. A guest of her fine Grimstock relatives, Sophie had been in London precisely one week, and was already accused of showing her ankles in public and using a curse word over a game of whist. But this latest transgression would surely outdo all that. She wouldn’t mind so much if it had been actually worth all the fuss.

				Now, here she stood, wondering if she was right to accept his proposal. A small voice inside her was screaming in protest. She began to feel boxed in by other people’s expectations, stripped of her own.

				Playing for time, she’d sent James off to find her velvet shawl, but he would return all too soon; hence the necessary girding of loins. A decision must be made.

				If they hadn’t been caught on that billiard table, would he still have proposed, or had he been cornered into it, much as she felt the same pressure to accept?

				Her mind sputtered and sparked with questions, flaring to life and petering out, like fireworks in rain. Would it be fair to him? She really couldn’t think what he saw in her.

				And what if, somewhere out there…?

				The punch made her light-headed. Swaying, she looked down again over the balustrade. Darkness had yet to descend but was only a breath away as dusk finally surrendered its sultry grip and slid behind a distant line of precisely manicured hedge. She should have worried about catching cold, but the crisp, uncluttered night air was a welcome relief from the stifling warmth and thick, waxy perfume of the ballroom.

				She blinked drowsily as her gaze searched the lawn below. She thought she saw someone standing there, staring up at her. As the next brittle breath shattered in the cool air around her mouth, the shadows shifted again, and the shape was gone. Although she dismissed the vision as a result of too much punch, her heartbeat took on a new rhythm, and it seemed to say, Jump, jump, jump, and I’ll catch you, over and over again.

				She glanced back through the glass-paneled doors and saw James strolling around the perimeter of the dance, looking for her. A young maid, holding a tray of empty glasses, stood aside for him to pass, but he stopped. And then Sophie saw him slyly check over his shoulder before raising a hand to the girl’s blushing cheek. He stroked it with one finger and gave her chin a tweak. It was a brief gesture and went unnoticed in the crowded ballroom, but Sophie, standing on the outside looking in, saw it all. He whispered in the girl’s ear, and her lashes fluttered, her blush deepening. She was a plump, well-developed girl, slightly younger than Sophie. Her hair was very dark, almost raven. So were the adoring eyes she raised to James Hartley’s face.

				Sophie stepped back and stumbled against the balustrade.

				As she clutched the mossy stone, she turned and gazed out over the wind-ruffled ivy. That vast lawn undulated softly, daubed by alternate splashes of moonlight and shadow, a magical carpet waiting to carry her far away.

				Jump, jump, jump, and I’ll catch you.

				It would be a considerable leap, but suddenly flight into the unknown was preferable to facing the predictable future.

				She heard voices below, people moving about in the quilted shadows.

				“Where ’ave you been, boy?”

				“Trimmin’ the ivy, sir.”

				“You shouldn’t still be out here now. What can you see to trim in the dark? Oh…” There was a pause. “I see what kept you, young scoundrel!”

				She heard a low “ouch” followed by a mumbled curse. “You didn’t ’ave to do that, sir. Now me ears are ringin’.”

				“And so they should be.”

				“I weren’t doin’ no harm. Only lookin’.”

				“Listen, boy, these fancy folk don’t want their evenin’ spoiled by seeing the likes of us about. Remember what I told you? We’re not to be seen, only the results of our hard work.”

				And the young man answered, “Then we don’t exist to people like them? People like her—up there?”

				Alarmed, she stepped away from the balustrade. Since she’d been unable to see them, she’d assumed they wouldn’t see her either.

				“That’s right, boy,” came the distracted reply. “No. Leave that now and get out o’ sight. You can fetch it in the mornin’.”

				The rustling stopped, the voices drifted away, and a great heaving sadness settled in Sophie’s throat, because she wanted to shout down to the boy, but she couldn’t. It wouldn’t be proper, and she was in enough trouble as it was. Taking her anger out on her long white evening gloves, she wrenched them off as if they contained stinging nettles. What was the point of trying to look coolly elegant, when, on the inside, she was an ill-tempered, dissatisfied hussy?

				Soon James would realize where she was and come to fetch her; time was running out. Could she marry him and be happy? Could she make him happy?

				He was only a few feet from the French doors now, his gaze scanning the dancers, but she couldn’t go back into that stifling ballroom. She needed just a few more moments alone, in peace. Swept up in the desperate drama of the moment, she drained her cup of punch, tucked her skirt over one arm, and climbed up onto the mossy ledge, where she swayed slightly.

				The door handles behind her began to turn with a loud squeak. She hated subjecting her new gown to the possibility of a stain or a tear, but there was nothing else to be done—there was no other way out. And so she leapt from the balustrade into the fast-creeping darkness, expecting, in the fearlessness of youth, to escape the fall with nothing more than a few grass stains.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				Ten and a half years later

				Lazarus Kane had waited under the lamppost for some time, with no sight of anyone coming in or going out of the gentleman’s club. He finally turned his head at the distant sound of a dog bark, and noticed a hefty figure as it rounded the corner, swinging an ivory-topped cane and checking a pocket watch. Eyes narrowed, Lazarus stepped back out of the circle of lantern light and carefully observed the approaching shape.

				The other man hummed softly as he made his way down the street and apparently never noticed Lazarus standing so still and silent in the twilight. His destination appeared to be a tall, narrow white building in the midst of a row that curved gently to embrace the border of a very pleasant little park. The portly figure advanced with a brisk step, cane tapping the pavement, while the trace of a stiff smile lingered on his face.

				Lazarus could almost smell the man’s desperation, the eagerness to get through that door with its polished brass knocker in the shape of a lion’s head. Inside, a gentleman could enjoy several hours of uninterrupted contentment in the warm embrace of a leather chair, read the racing papers uninterrupted, play a few hands of cards, and partake of whatever wagers could be had that evening.

				He watched as the man raised a gloved hand to the door knocker.

				Eventually, the door opened, and a grim face peeked through the narrow crack. “Yes, sir?” the footman intoned with all the glee of an undertaker.

				“It’s me, Peters, Henry Valentine.”

				Aha! Lazarus smiled slightly in the shadows. The very man he’d waited there to meet.

				“So I see, sir. I bid you good eve.” The footman began closing the door, and Henry shoved his booted foot in the gap.

				“Peters! What is the meaning of this?”

				“Sir, you are no longer permitted here.”

				“How very amusing, Peters. Who put you up to this? James Hartley?” He glanced over at the bow window.

				The steadfast footman repeated that he could not let him in, and Lazarus watched Henry’s jowls shake. “Let me in, at once! I insist. You take a jest too far.”

				“Sir, you have been…removed…from the membership list.”

				Henry demanded to know why, and the old footman blinked slowly. “I fear, sir—one unpaid debt too many.” Then he gave the door another push, and Henry withdrew his foot with an anguished curse. “Good eve, sir,” said the footman so respectfully no one would guess how much he relished his task, unless, like the watchful Lazarus, they happened to catch the wild gleam in his eyes.

				With a cool thud, the door closed, leaving Henry on the steps of the club, clutching his cane and the last remnants of his dignity. He felt hastily for something in his waistcoat pocket, but his fingers were too clumsy, and he seemed to forget what he was doing with them. Turning, he stumbled down the steps to the pavement, his face crimson.

				Only then did he notice Lazarus under the lamppost, near enough to hear every word of his exchange with the footman. He looked as if he would walk by with no acknowledgment, but Lazarus stepped in his path.

				“Is your name Valentine? Did I hear correctly?”

				Henry stopped and looked at him, gloved fingers wrapped tight around his cane.

				“I’m on my way to the village of Sydney Dovedale and have business there with someone by that name,” Lazarus explained.

				“I know nothing of Valentines or any place called Sydney Dovedale.”

				“But I thought I heard…”

				Henry marched off across the street, and Lazarus watched him go, more amused than annoyed by the slight. He’d planned to approach this matter properly and respectfully, but now Mr. Henry Valentine could blame only himself for the shock he was soon to get.

				***

				The following day bloomed with a fine spring morning. Under a clear, harebell-blue sky, the earth warmed, and the grass shook off its dewy tears, for something new was in the air. Change was coming.

				Lazarus Kane felt it in his very bones.

				He walked along the verge with a long stride, a swinging arm, and a whistle on his lips. The arm not swinging held a large box on one shoulder, and this carried all his possessions, apart from those he wore, the hat on his head, and the boots upon his feet. These boots were the only clue as to the distance he’d traveled, for the heels were badly worn down, the toes scuffed and splashed with dried mud.

				He stopped at the peak of a slight hill and ran a hand along the rugged bark of a primeval oak—rumored to be the oldest in England—and gazed out over the cluster of thatched cottages nestled around a Norman church in the distance. The village was surrounded by timbered hills, and what were once open fields and meadows were now seamed with hedgerows and low stone walls. Thin trails of smoke left the rooftops, adding a little twist of coal ash to the pottage of fragrance.

				Nearly there. Excitement, tempered by a little anxiety, traveled swiftly through his veins. Better not stop, for then his feet hurt. As long as he kept moving, he didn’t feel the pain.

				Suddenly a tribe of young women in white frocks tumbled down the sloping lane, chattering and laughing, bonnets nodding like a row of droopy daisies. When he tried stepping out of their way, they giggled. The sound rose and fell in a frenzied cacophony as they surrounded him on all sides like a gaggle of excited geese. Then they were ahead of him, running away. He watched as they took turns climbing a stile. When they joined hands to run across the breeze-dimpled meadow, he realized where they were headed. In the distance, a tall maypole waited, bedecked in ribbons.

				He smiled and followed the path of his merry daisies, the box of belongings still perched on his shoulder. Several villagers now observed his approach. Sydney Dovedale was not the sort of place to which people came unless they passed through on the way to somewhere grander, and the sight of a stranger would, no doubt, be cause for concern. So he kept his face merry, his stride confident. Let them see he came in peace.

				Just as long as no one gave him any trouble.

				He set down his box and leaned against a five-barred gate, squinting in the bright sun as the pink-cheeked, boisterous young girls circled the maypole.

				Now, which was the woman he came here to find?

				Moving along the hedge, he stood in the soft shade of a chestnut tree, where the grass was still wet and the dank earthiness tickled his nostrils. He’d just removed his hat to comb his hair back with the fingers of one hand, when something dropped on his head. One corner of it narrowly missed his left eye, and it bounced to the grass at his feet. A stifled curse trickled down through the branches, but when he looked up into the tree, all was very still. If it was possible to hear breath being held, he was certain he heard it. The fingers of a small hand slowly retreated like stealthy caterpillars through the leaves.

				“Good morning,” he called, holding his hat to his chest.

				Nothing but a low sigh. Might have been a breeze trailing through the leafy branches.

				When he stooped to retrieve the slender book that had fallen, the tree made a tiny, agitated mewl of distress. And no wonder. The pictures printed in this book were shockingly clear, detailed and instructive, not generally the sort of reading matter one expected to find a lady perusing on a sunny spring morning in the branches of a chestnut tree. Or anywhere, for that matter. He couldn’t read a word printed there, but the pictures spoke a universal language.

				“I didn’t mean to disturb you,” he shouted up into the tree even as he wondered why he apologized, since it was her indecent book that almost took out his eye. He knew it was a woman. Her presence rippled against his skin like the soft, sun-warmed waves of a calm but curious sea.

				The tree, however, stared down at him, haughty and proud. And silent.

				He ought to shake the wench out of her hiding place like a ripe chestnut.

				Snapping the book shut, he tucked it inside his waistcoat and turned back to watch the dancers around the maypole. His lips puckered in a careless whistle while he deliberately ignored the tree. His gaze now traveled over the other women.

				No. She was not among them. These girls were all too young.

				A wasp buzzed his ear. He batted it away and then, in his peripheral vision, saw a booted foot, followed by a long, shapely leg in a torn stocking, slide slowly down the tree trunk. When her skirt and petticoat snagged on a branch, she halted and cursed under her breath in short, irritable gasps. A second leg emerged.

				As did the intriguing sight of delicate lace drawers.

				He’d expected her to hide up there until he was gone, but apparently she wanted that book back, and badly enough to show her face—and her drawers.

				He should have looked away at once, but being a young man of lively humor and certainly no saint, turned his head to watch. She wore no bonnet, and her hair, the color of honey and sun-gilded wheat sheaves, spilled down her back, falling from a ladylike and ineffectual knot at the nape of her neck. He felt the instant stirring of interest.

				She was lucky—very lucky. Lazarus Kane was currently masquerading as a gentleman and on his best behavior.

				Her boots finally reached the safety of damp grass, and the ripped skirt dropped, covering her legs. Only then did she glance over her shoulder to be sure he hadn’t seen, and her eyes widened when she found him staring brazenly back at her, enjoying the view.

				Without a word, she held out her hand. She was an agreeably rounded creature, with delicate but well-defined features and a stunning pair of bright hazel eyes that shone full of stars, even in daytime and under the tumbled shade of the chestnut tree. He couldn’t guess her age, although by the shape of her, she was clearly no child, despite her obvious proficiency in climbing and hiding in trees. Something about the way she held herself, the proud chin and determined set of her mouth, made him stare—that and her stunning resemblance to a solemn-faced angel he’d once seen painted on a domed ceiling inside a grand house where he worked. Yes, she was an angel. Clearly, in this case, a fallen one. Perhaps the tree broke her fall, he mused. Mesmerized, he slid one hand into his waistcoat and withdrew the slim volume.

				There was no word of thanks. She advanced a step, her gaze on the book in his hand. With a second thought, regaining some of his playful wits, he brought the book back to his chest and held it there, daring her with a narrow-eyed challenge. She hesitated, fingers fidgeting with the pleats of her skirt, lips slightly parted. He imagined his own mouth on hers. He could taste those sweet, soft petals, could feel them shyly parting for him. The pink tip of her tongue darted out, sweeping left to right, dampening the lower lip. He was so absorbed in his imaginary kiss, he barely noticed the slender scar across her cheek.

				Then he saw it. And he knew he’d found her at last.

				Relief swept him until he was almost giddy. It was she. She wouldn’t know him, of course, but for ten years she’d been his guardian angel, bringing comfort in some of his darkest hours. Without her image engraved on his mind—that hope of one day finding her again—he would never have survived.

				He finally held the book out to her again, but when she reached for it, he forgot his newly adopted “gentlemanly” manners. So much for them. With his free hand, he captured hers and held it tight, drawing her closer through the long, shady grass.

				“A kiss, madam,” he muttered. “Is that not a fair exchange?”

				He expected her to struggle away, but she glanced anxiously over the hedge toward the merry revelers. She gave no shout of alarm, no sound but the smallest of startled yelps. It occurred to Lazarus she was more eager not to be seen there than she was to alert any of the villagers to her aid. The book, of course, he mused.

				What good fortune it fell upon his head this morning and none other. Lucky for her too, since he knew how to keep a secret. He had plenty of those himself.

				He tugged again, and she stumbled over a gnarled tree root, falling against him. Wide-eyed, she looked up at his face, and he felt those quick, anxious breaths ripple through her warm, generously shaped body. With every exhale, her breasts pillowed against his chest, and as she tried to settle her balance on the uneven ground, her hip inadvertently stroked his thigh. There was still no protest from her lips; instead, a curious light quickened in the sultry hazel depths of her unblinking gaze.

				Was the lady ready for a little practice to go along with the theory she studied in her wicked book?

				In that case, he would readily oblige. Lazarus ruthlessly cast aside all previous intentions of chivalry, recently acquired along with his new set of clothes, and reverted once more to the basic actions of a young man who’d learned most of his life lessons in the dark alleys and back streets of London.

				His mouth sought hers, claiming it with neither mercy nor apology. Somewhere a bird sang, and his skipping pulse soared along with those high notes. She tasted as sweet as she looked, and although this kiss was bartered, it was neither coldly offered nor resentfully given. It was tentative but surprisingly gracious. She bestowed it like a blessing. Or a forgiveness.

				How could she know, yet, she had anything to forgive him for?

				He was calmed by it, briefly humbled even. And then he wanted more.

				The delightful, teasing friction of her body against his had whetted Lazarus Kane’s appetite. He let his tongue slip between her lips, distracting her while he released her small hand and slid his arm around her waist to pull her more securely against him. He parted his feet for balance, ran his splayed hand along her spine, and let his tongue delve deeper. She shivered. Her lashes lowered, trembling against her cheek. Dappled sunlight fell through the trees gently to dust the side of her face with verdigris and copper. When he felt her tongue touch his, growing bolder, he wanted to laugh, the joy taking him by surprise. His kiss turned demanding, his mouth slanted to hers, and his hand anchored at the nape of her neck.

				And still he wanted more.

				But she, it seemed, had given enough. He felt her pulling back. As much as he wanted to keep her, he knew better. For now, they were obliged to be civilized.

				She stepped back, took her book from his hand, and ran off, disappearing into the covert of trees.

				Lazarus laid one hand to his heart and felt the little bump beside it.

				His angel was even more than he could have hoped for, and certainly more than he deserved. Each new day was already a precious gift not to be taken for granted.

				His endangered heart pounded with a renewed burst of enthusiasm. Lazarus returned to where he’d left his box of belongings, heaved it up onto his shoulder, and continued on his way.

				***

				His destination lay just on the border of the village, on rising ground from which he could see over the thatched rooftops and chimneys of Sydney Dovedale. In the opposite direction stood a somewhat forbidding stone fortress, moss clad and unprepossessing. His first impression, formed as he stared up at the dark, shadowy structure in the distance, was of a ruin, uninhabited and abandoned, so he turned his eyes instead to the house immediately before him. There, wedged into the flint-and-pebble wall by the gate, a carved sign proclaimed the name of the farmhouse—Souls Dryft.

				He set down his box and pushed on the tall iron bars of the gate. As he lifted the latch, there was a groan of despair, and the gate dropped from the rusted top hinge. The bottom opposite corner fell to the ground with a thud, nestling in a deep ridge carved in the dirt, where it obviously felt at home, for it stubbornly refused to move farther. He struggled a while then made up his mind to find another route.

				He climbed speedily up the rattling, protesting bars and leapt down into the yard. His mind, which was just as nimble as his body, had already taken note of the house’s potential. His smile remained unchallenged, even as he found the shutters at the windows rotted and wormholed, the roof falling apart, and the walls bowed at such an angle it was a miracle they still stood upright.

				Before he could fit his key in the lock, the door opened, and a wizened grey figure appeared, like a genie from a lamp. “Ye the fellow what leased the old place from the admiral, then, eh?”

				“I am indeed.”

				“Heard the rattling and thought it was that tomcat leaping over the gate again after the new chicks.”

				Lazarus held out his hand and introduced himself.

				The old man’s prickly brows rose like startled bird’s wings, and he lurched forward on bowed legs. “Lazarus? Like him what came back from the dead, sir?”

				“The very one. But please call me Kane—not sir. And you must be Tuck.”

				“Aye.” He sniffed proudly. “Been here, man and boy, nigh on sixty winters. Served a dozen masters, and sixteen mistresses betwixt ’em.” He squinted. “Ye alone, then? No wife?” This last was uttered hopefully.

				“No wife, Tuck. At least”—he grinned—“not as yet.”

				“Better off without one. Wife means woe. Better off without ’em.” Seeing the large box sitting by the broken gate, his face gathered in folds of distress. “That’s yern, is it?”

				Lazarus laughed. “Worry not, Tuck. I carry my own luggage, but I’ll mend that gate first. I should be grateful for some luncheon and a mug of ale, if one could be found.”

				Sniffing again, Tuck lumbered back into the farmhouse and beckoned for Lazarus to follow. “Should ’ave come round the back. There’s a bit o’ broken wall in the orchard big enough to get through. Youngsters use it to scrump apples in autumn.”

				Ah, he thought, another item on the list of things to be mended. “Is that how you get in and out?”

				“Oh no. I use the gate,” the old man explained. “There’s a trick to it.”

				Lazarus nodded. Yes, there was a trick to most things.

				Rolling his shoulders to ease the soreness, he stepped down into the house and looked around eagerly. Mellow sunlight filled the musty interior, but the year was not yet far enough advanced for any real warmth to muster against stone much before noon. And although shafts of gold fell through the leaded windows, waking the house from its slumber, they lacked the steady heat necessary to touch that flagged floor. Tuck had begun cleaning the place for a new tenant, but despite the breeze through the open windows and the burning coals in the fireplace, the air was still thick with dust. Furniture was sparse and looked to be as old as the house itself.

				Lazarus stood at the window and ran a finger along the deep stone ledge, gathering a cobweb.

				“The admiral en’t been home in nigh on thirty years,” Tuck explained, shuffling off to the pantry. “He leaves everything up to the solicitors in Yarmouth. They take care o’ the leases, and I take care o’ the house and farm.”

				That explains it, then, thought Lazarus. He’d been somewhat disheartened by the sight of saggy-fleeced, depressed-looking sheep in the rough pasture, of fields overgrown with flowery thistles and tall, angry weeds. There was no activity such as he’d seen on other farms along the way, and a plow abandoned in the yard was too full of cobwebs to have seen much use in a few years. The hay cart he passed had oats and reedy grass growing between the planks where fallen seeds were left to do as they pleased. Rot and mustiness hung so heavily in the air he could bite it.

				Tuck reappeared, bearing a tray of bread, cheese, pickled onion, and ale, which he set before Lazarus with a disapproving sniff. “I don’t know why the admiral don’t sell the place and have done with it. Might be best for the village to have a constant fellow here—not just one stranger after t’other.” He wiped his nose with the back of one claw and gloomily surveyed the tray as if it might be the last supper for a man about to be hanged. “Folk here don’t care for strangers, and no one stays in this ’ouse long enough to make a difference.”

				Lazarus pounced on the hastily assembled luncheon, both arms on the table as he shoveled food into his mouth. “That old ruin up on the hill—is that part of this property too?”

				Tuck’s expression struggled between a scowl and a grin. “That ol’ ruin is the residence o’ Mr. ’Enry Valentine, but he won’t take kindly to ’earing it called such. And whether or not ’tis part o’ this property, well…” He finally conceded defeat in a dour chuckle. “That’s a matter in dispute. Mr. ’Enry Valentine’s father, God rest his soul, gave this house to the admiral to clear a debt. But Mr. ’Enry says it were only a temporary arrangement for the lifetime of his father and Souls Dryft should come back to him now old Mr. Valentine is dead and gone. The admiral reckons otherwise.”

				“Are there no records of the transaction?”

				“Oh, aye,” Tuck flung over his bent shoulder. “The solicitors ’ave fancy papers of all sort, on both sides. All of ’em as genuine as ’Enry Valentine’s lush head o’ hair.”

				Lazarus paused, ale tankard halfway to his lips. Then he laughed abruptly, shook his head, and continued his meal. Wiping his mouth on his sleeve, he gazed at the grimy window, eyes narrowed. With two work-roughened fingers, he rubbed a clear patch to look out and survey the cobbled yard.

				There was a lot to be done to get this place in order, and he wasn’t entirely sure where to begin.

				Perhaps with the acquisition of a little property of his own. Time to stake his claim. He’d waited long enough.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				Lavinia Valentine stretched out on the old Grecian couch and kicked off her slippers to free her stubby pink toes. “Stop it, Sophia,” she hissed at her sister-in-law. “I feel your bitter resentment burning holes in me even as I lie here with my eyes closed, trying to nap. No wonder my head hurts and my stomach churns, with you so miserable and bitter and glaring at me. And to think, I’m a well-brought-up lady from a fine family, yet I’m reduced to this…exiled to this dark, damp, dull place with no society of fashion. When I think of what I might have had!”

				She wriggled like a plump grub and adjusted her bosom—an appendage frequently in need of some handling, apparently. Sophie thought a well-brought-up woman from a fine family should probably not punctuate every small insult by plumping her bosom like two saggy pillows. But there was no point remarking upon it, for she would be reminded only of how she was once caught in flagrante with a young gentleman whose breeches were around his knees. So she was hardly in a position to question anyone else’s etiquette.

				In the cooler months of the year, the residents of the fortress spent most of the day and evening in the cookhouse for the sake of economy. The fire must be lit, in any case, to warm water and cook food, so the family gathered here too, saving all the coal otherwise required to heat the drafty tower keep with its dank walls and icy-cold stone floor. Lavinia had ordered this button-tufted couch moved into the cookhouse, because she found the other chairs and benches insufficient cushion for her delicate posterior. “At the very least,” she’d complained to her husband, “I might be permitted the comfort of a cushioned seat, even if I must be reduced to a life in the servants’ quarters.”

				This morning, Lavinia wore yet another ostentatious new gown, although she intended to do nothing in it but lie on her couch: a well-fed sow napping in the warmth of the fire, eyes closed, and multitude of chins trembling like a naughty child’s slapped buttocks.

				By midday—or sooner should it become stained—that gown would be changed for another similarly ugly garment, made with an excess of expensive material and trimmings. Sophie, having quietly observed this extravagance on several occasions, suggested the need to budget a little better, as well as consider the burden of laundry.

				“I wear what I please, thank you very much! I shall be glad when I’m treated with the respect I’m due in this house! Never have I been so put upon. If Henry had any care for my comfort, he would be rid of you once and for all! Scratching at me with your scornful comments. It’s jealousy, of course. I wouldn’t be surprised if you tried to poison me, and that’s why I feel so ill today. Henry ought to send you away.” Her mean little eyes caught sight of Aunt Finn giggling under her quilt. “And that wretched, old crone can go to the workhouse with you!”

				Sophie bowed her head to hide her expression and continued her sewing. She should have known better than to raise the subject of economy, for any advice she tried to give Lavinia dropped into small, ineffectual ears muffled by ringlets and attached to a very small brain incapable of understanding any will but its own.

				“To be thus attacked and criticized in my own home. Me, a married woman of consequence and property, from good family and well brought up! To be lectured daily by a tight-lipped spinster who’s here only on my husband’s charity. I’ve never heard of such a thing. I am outraged that you think to tell me how to behave!”

				The wisest course of action would be to ignore her. After all, Sophie should be accustomed to it by now. It was apparently her lot in life to always be in the way, unequal to anything and unwelcome to everybody. But even as her conscience politely reminded her she was almost thirty and ought to be darning stockings by the fire with her aunt, only occasionally discussing the ins and outs of her health with no one who cared, she simply must relieve her anger somehow.

				She was supposed to be a reformed character these days. Alas, the same naughty, rebellious imp that once urged her to leap from a balcony, not knowing how far she had to fall or what lay directly below, thrived inside her still. It would not sit in a corner and be quiet.

				She stood quickly, set aside her sewing, and walked out into the yard and round the corner. There she waited a moment, fists at her side, gaze darting back and forth.

				“Put upon,” she muttered. “Put upon?”

				She turned in a tight circle, bristling with anger.

				Aha! There were two large sacks of chicken feathers and goose down against the wall, waiting for the pillowcases she and her aunt were sewing. Grabbing a stick from the woodpile, she ran up to the sacks and began beating them, imagining they were her sister-in-law.

				“You should be put upon and often,” she hissed. “And if your husband dislikes the duty, I’ll gladly do it!”

				A cloud of feathers flew up as the first sack burst open, and she found the sensation so satisfying she turned her wrath on the second sack, until the air was full of feathers. She swung that stick so wildly she heard the stitches ripping at her shoulder, but it felt too good to stop. When she tossed the stick aside, she picked up the sack and emptied the last of the feathers, shaking it hard overhead. “One of these days,” she gasped, “I’ll clap the side of your big head with the bacon kettle!” Dropping the sack to the ground, she stamped on it, grunting.

				“I beg your pardon, madam, I tried the bell by the gatehouse, but there was no reply.”

				She spun around and found him right behind her, his hat under one arm, a pair of darkly curious eyes studying her in part bewilderment, part amusement.

				Goose down drifted all around her, and her hairpins were falling loose, but she was frozen to the spot.

				It was he: the man who’d stood under her tree earlier and undressed her with those same sinister eyes—the eyes of a barbarian. The man who’d made her kiss him. Shocked by it, she’d tried to put it out of her mind, as if it never happened. Now here he was again to remind her.

				She puffed out a breath of surprise, along with several small feathers. When his fierce gaze moved to the torn shoulder of her gown, she felt the heat on her exposed skin, as if it were burned by the sun. She quickly placed her left hand over the tear, and her fingers fumbled to cover the ripped stitches. He’d made her kiss him before; what would he make her do next?

				As if he’d read her mind, his smile widened.

				She scowled, blew another chicken feather from the tip of her nose, and backed up a step. Face to face, yet again, with this black-haired, gypsy-eyed stranger, Sophie Valentine—the reformed version—sensed trouble. The untamable creature was still very much alive within her, however, and it scented something else. Something new and exciting.

				Lavinia must have spied the stranger crossing the yard, for she finally ventured from her couch to see what he wanted. “I am Mrs. Valentine, sir,” she chirped as she waddled around the corner. “Can I be of assistance?”

				He was still looking at Sophie, holding her trapped in his steady, thorough regard. “Then you are Miss Sophia Valentine?”

				She held up her sleeve and backed away with as much dignity as her bedraggled appearance could allow. He followed her, smiling slowly, and she knew he too thought of earlier, when they’d met under the shade of the chestnut tree. He’d seen her book, her legs, and the Lord knew what else. If she was of a more ladylike constitution, she supposed she might have fainted. Instead, because she was a widely acknowledged, wicked hoyden, she felt remarkably well. Her heart was beating only a little faster than usual, because twice now he’d caught her doing something she shouldn’t.

				Had he just winked at her?

				***

				She wore a stained apron over a blue gown, which had the appearance of something well loved, oft worn, and long past new. Her face was heart shaped, her eyes bright as a buttercup-sprinkled meadow, the two brows above them curved upward. When he looked into those eyes, he was pulled forward, every nerve and tendon in his body drawn to attention. Then she looked down at the cobblestones, dampening the hot spark that glowed under her lashes, and, for the first time in his memory, Lazarus Kane was unable to read a woman’s mind. Challenged, he searched her small, prim face for the clues that were usually so abundant, but she closed herself off like a hedgehog retreating under its prickles.

				Earlier, when he kissed her under the tree, she had not been so defensive. But then, of course, they were alone, witnessed by no one. And she evidently enjoyed her secrets.

				The other woman lifted on tiptoe, creeping back into his view. “Did my husband expect you, sir? He said nothing of any visitor.”

				He looked down at her, vaguely irritated she was blocking his path. This one wore no apron. Her frock was arrayed lavishly with ruffles and bows. As if unable to choose between the many trimmings, she’d settled for all at once. Her dark hair was curled into ringlets so tight they shot out sideways from her head, their only movement a slight vibration when she twitched nervously.

				“No, madam, I doubt your husband would mention me. I’m the new tenant of Souls Dryft. But it’s Miss Sophia Valentine I’ve come to see.”

				“What on earth do you want with her?”

				He looked over her head at the feather-strewn woman who, like a child knowing she’s about to be punished, tried slipping away around the corner. “I come in answer to her advertisement.”

				“Advertisement?”

				“For a husband,” he said calmly. “I’ve come to marry Miss Valentine.”

				***

				Sophie had written that advertisement in a very foul temper after another quarrel with her sister-in-law, who took every opportunity to remind her she was in the way and a burden on her brother’s finances. Throughout the writing, blotting, sealing, and posting, her fury remained in high heat, but as soon as the letter left her hands, she regretted it, as she did many other rash decisions before this. When her temper had cooled, she wished the entire thing undone, but it was too late.

				If only she could prevent herself from these reckless actions, but the ideas popped into her head always when she was at her most desolate. Even the advance of years failed to dampen the urge for mischief, much to her chagrin. Thus it was with a mixture of feelings, none cordial, she looked at the man who had come that morning.

				Was he actually so desperate for a wife he sought one in a newspaper? He did not look as if he should have trouble finding women. He saw too much, pried inside her with those dark eyes, and had thought nothing of bribing her for a kiss earlier. At her age, she was quite done with the sort of misadventure he offered. At least, she should be.

				She’d backed up all the way into the cookhouse, but he continued walking forward, eyes agleam with amusement. Strands of her hair slowly tumbled to her shoulders. Her ladylike hairpins had not been enough to withstand the force of her violent tantrum, and she felt those ill-behaved tendrils curling wistfully against the throbbing pulse in her neck, whispering and slithering over her hot cheek.

				He was swarthy, with a tumbled mess of coal-black hair falling almost to his shoulders, which appeared to span beyond the width of the door. Only their sheer breadth probably prevented him from stepping over Lavinia and following his quarry into the cookhouse. Sophie’s gaze traveled downward, and she noted four things in quick succession: the scarred knuckles of his hands, his snug breeches, his filthy, scuffed boots, and then his snug breeches once again, just for good measure. Her brow quirked. Very Good Measure.

				But then she already knew that, having been thrust up against his body earlier that morning. Again, it was something she’d tried to put out of her mind, in case she might be obliged to admit it happened. That she’d allowed it to happen.

				Finally she forced her attention back to his face. A warm, satirical spark broke through the wariness in his steady gaze, and suddenly his eyes were devilishly enigmatic, drawing her in and whirling her about until she was dizzy.

				Her pulse scattered like spillikins.

				Perhaps she could…

				But she really shouldn’t.

				Lavinia was squawking and flapping, something about his coming back later when Henry was home. As the stranger watched Sophie slip farther away into the shadows, he gave her a quick bow and departed in haste. She went immediately to the nearest chair and sat before her knees gave out under the strain. If she’d had a fan, she would have used it, but the little puffs of breath shot out from the curve of her lower lip would have to suffice as a cooling agent instead.

				Once, years ago, her heart palpitated for the sight of a broad-shouldered warrior riding to her rescue. Now here he came, and the old adage, “Be careful what you wish for,” ran giddily through her mind.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 4

				“I shall faint, Maria, I’m sure of it! Of all the things your sister has ever done, this is the very worst. We shall never recover from the shame of it.”

				“What has she done now?” The rector’s wife, Sophie’s younger sibling, had arrived for her usual morning tea and gossip.

				“Your sister has procured a husband from an advertisement! Oh, my heart races. I’m giddy. I cannot breathe!” Lavinia fell back onto the groaning couch, where the imprint of her broad posterior was already worn into the upholstery after three years of constant contact. “Dark as the Devil, he is. Eyes that looked right through me, and a smile…a smile, Maria, that was surely the wickedest I’ve ever seen.” Clearly she would have crossed herself had she the energy and required strength in her limbs at that moment. “We are all undone.”

				“An advertisement?”

				“She wrote one and sent it to the newspaper.”

				“Oh, Sophia,” Maria exclaimed, “I thought Henry confiscated your writing box, ever since you wrote all those protests to our local member of Parliament.”

				Sophie hid a smile behind her book. “Someone had to point out that man’s inertia and incompetence.”

				Her sister barely heard. “Now, once again, you put pen to paper and cause trouble. This is surely the matter to end all. What will Henry say?”

				Sophie said nothing and studiously turned a page.

				Unable to sit still, Maria declared she would run down to the oak at the crossroads and wait for the mail coach, which passed through the village soon on its way between Yarmouth and Norwich. Henry was due to return on it from Morecroft that day. “I’d better meet him there…otherwise he might hear of this from someone else first.”

				She hurried off on her mission, while Lavinia resumed her loud lament, which was by turns mournful and irate but never comprehensible.

				***

				As it turned out, Henry was already aware of his sister’s latest scandalous prank. While in Morecroft, he’d heard about the advertisement, and when he entered the cookhouse with Maria at his heels, he threw a copy of the newspaper across the table, ignored his wife, and demanded Sophia read it out for all to hear.

				She picked it up and read quietly, “Wanted, one husband, not too particular. Age and size not an issue. Must have patience for recalcitrant females. Small dowry, several books, sundry furnishings, and elderly aunt included. Idlers, time wasters, and gentlemen with other attachments should not apply. All enquiries, Miss Sophia Valentine, Sydney Dovedale.”

				Lavinia promptly melted into the next stage of hysteria, moaning and swaying, her ringlets vibrating. Next came apparent exhaustion, at which she fell down—always onto something conveniently comfortable—and required the application of smelling salts. It usually had the desired effect of returning all attention to her, but today no one was very interested in her antics. She realized this and recovered enough to make tea, or at least to supervise Maria in the making of it, while Sophie quietly explained why she chose to place her advertisement in the Norwich and Morecroft Farmer’s Gazette, among the livestock for sale. “It is surely the most appropriate venue. I thought you’d be pleased, Henry. With Aunt Finn and me gone, that is two less burdens on your hands. And I’m under Lavinia’s feet. Daily she reminds me…”

				Henry’s teaspoon tapped angrily against his china teacup, waking Aunt Finn from her nap.

				“We shall all be murdered in our beds!” the lady cried, clutching her patchwork shawl to her chin and looking around with wide, frightened eyes. “Bonaparte has come—he has come!”

				Sophie gently reassured her Napoleon Bonaparte had not invaded the village, no French soldiers had come, and they were all quite safe.

				“But, Sophie dear, I heard gunshots.”

				“The war is over, Aunt Finn. Remember Waterloo? I’ll pour you some tea.” She tucked a blanket around the lady’s knees and fetched another teacup from the dresser.

				Henry folded his arms. “I don’t like the sound of this fellow. Not one bit.”

				“He must be an oddity,” Lavinia exclaimed. “By answering such an advertisement, he proves himself a lunatic. You ought to pay him a visit, my husband.” Her eyes gleamed with spite. “Find out what he’s up to. I daresay he needs to be told the lay of the land, and who better to tell him than you? I suppose he thinks by marrying into this family, he might get a foot up on the social ladder.”

				Always amused by Lavinia’s overinflated view of Valentine importance, Sophie let out one low chuckle, which, as she tried to prevent it, turned into an unladylike snort.

				Henry turned stiffly in his chair and observed her with a cold eye. Nothing could cause such a wintry chill as her brother’s dour, disappointed expression. “I think, Sophia, you’ve had your fun. You would do well to remain silent and show repentance for such a foolish prank.”

				But in the innocent, everyday act of pouring her aunt’s tea, Sophie pondered the stranger’s face, the darkness of his hair and eyes, the square jaw held without fear.

				She couldn’t marry him, of course, a complete stranger. The idea was patently ridiculous, yet he came all this way—wore down the heels of his boots—to find her. And that was her fault.

				Her family assumed the advertisement to be another prank, and, in the beginning, she might have confessed it was so. But now that someone had actually come in answer to it, she was forced to take stock of her circumstances.

				There was only so much loneliness a soul could take. Surely even a scarred woman with scandal in her past was entitled to a companion and partner. She didn’t expect anything more than that. Or she shouldn’t.

				There seemed to be an excess of “shoulds” and “shouldn’ts” in her life lately. The wayward, opinionated creature that still dwelt inside her, just below the ladylike surface she’d carefully cultivated over the last decade, had begun to bristle at the sound.

				Every day, for almost eleven years, she’d gone through the motions, doggedly following the same routine, and for the last three of those years, she did it all to the accompaniment of Lavinia’s whines. Today, however, someone had thrust a pin in the clockwork mechanism, and all the cogwheels were stuck…jammed. Finally, something new had happened. A man had come out of nowhere and kissed her. Kissed her like no other man ever had.

				“Sophia! The tea!”

				She’d almost overpoured.

				Maria, exhaling cake crumbs as rapidly as they were previously inhaled, exclaimed indignantly, “As if my sister would truly entertain such an idea! Marry a complete stranger?”

				“Our sister’s temper has once again got the better of her,” said Henry, “and, as always, it falls in my lap to undo the damage.”

				Sophie’s lips tightened. She gingerly carried the very full cup to where her aunt sat, then she picked up her sewing to mend the skirt she’d torn that morning. But her eyes couldn’t concentrate on the stitches; she was too distracted by the restless pacing of her heart. She could hardly blame Aunt Finn for thinking Napoleon Bonaparte had invaded the village, for everything was turned upside down, and her own nerves spun about like tumbling maple seeds.

				Now her family, with no input from her, were discussing the stranger and his motives.

				“I’ve never seen such coarse hands on a gentleman of means,” said Maria, crumbs falling from her busy lips as she stuffed cake into her mouth with more greedy alacrity than one might expect from a rector’s wife, especially one who so frequently lamented the tightness of her stays.

				“It depends by what means he became a gentleman,” Henry replied as his fingers ran over his straining waistcoat buttons.

				“Quite!” his wife agreed. “What sort of gentleman travels so far—on foot—to marry a woman he’s never met and knows nothing about?”

				If they only knew he’d already kissed her, she thought mischievously. Oh, if they only knew how his hand had touched her, stroked her spine and the nape of her neck. She was all goose bumps at the mere memory of that, not to mention the brazen shape of his arousal as her hip pressed up against it. He’d taken possession of her mouth as if she owed it to him, as if he’d waited a long time to claim it, and she hadn’t offered up the slightest argument to dissuade him of that amorous notion.

				Of course, strangers were rare in Sydney Dovedale, and they were most often merely passing through. She certainly hadn’t expected him to creep up on her again a few hours later with marriage in mind.

				“The stranger has leased the property at Souls Dryft from the admiral, they say, for a considerable sum,” Maria exclaimed. “He must be quite rich.”

				Henry sighed deeply and disdainfully. “If it’s true he has money, it’s only new wealth. The fellow may be rich, but he clearly has no social standing, no rank, or he would not seek a wife in the Farmer’s Gazette.” He glared across the room at Sophie and added with icy calm, “I know exactly why she posted that advertisement. She wrote it for the same reason she wrote those letters to the newspaper about why women—women, of all things—should be permitted the vote. To cause mayhem and make me look ridiculous. Well, she might have caused a ruckus with her preposterous opinions and misguided wit before this, but she shall not goad me into an apoplexy, no matter how she tries.”

				When Sophie pricked her finger and cursed aloud, her aunt exclaimed, “Are you cold, my dear? You look pale. I hope you’re not coming down with a chill. I promised my dear brother, God rest his soul, I would look after you all!”

				Sophie smiled. “Another cup of tea, Aunt Finn?”

				“No, no, my dear, or I shall need the chamber pot again. You know it goes right through me.”

				Lavinia sighed loudly. “Well, I’m sure I don’t want to hear about your bodily functions. Henry, tell her!”

				But they all knew whatever one said to Aunt Finn generally went in one ear and came directly out the other, or, if it chanced to linger, was misinterpreted en route in some way that might be deliberate. Parsimonious with his time and speech, Henry wasted none on ladies from whom he could gain nothing. He leaned back in his chair and fumbled for the watch chain in his waistcoat pocket. “I must be going, my dear. Life continues as usual, despite everything.”

				Nobody ever asked Henry what he had to do with his day, but he was more often out than he was home, with no real occupation and no inclination for any. From their father, he inherited the ancient fortress and land upon which they lived, but he took little interest in the management of it, leaving all that to his steward.

				Sophie watched as he stooped to kiss his wife’s fleshy pink cheek, and Lavinia informed him of her need for a new parasol. Henry promised to purchase the item for her on his next visit to the town, even though he must know this would appease her for no more than half an hour, until the newness of her parasol wore off and she spied something else she must have.

				Needs. Sophie sighed and studied her clumsy stitches. Some women knew what they wanted—or thought they knew—and demanded it at the top of their lungs. Some women kept their needs to themselves, afraid of them. Of course, as a consequence, the second sort of woman never got what she wanted, while the loudest voice, accustomed to getting its own way, never felt the value of what it had. It was never satisfied, never content. With the acquisition of a silk parasol agreed upon by her husband, Lavinia now returned her thoughts to the true cause of her upset that morning. Abruptly her tone changed from wheedling and cooing to the sharp bark of a discontented lapdog. “You should call on this stranger, find out who he is and where he comes from, Henry!”

				He studied his pocket watch, lips pursed. “I shall consider what must be done. In the meantime, I expect discretion from all of you. Sophia”—he fixed her in his hard glare—“you will not go near the man until I have spoken with him and ascertained his true purpose.”

				She looked up from her sewing with as much innocence as might be mustered, and bowed her head in mute agreement.

				“We don’t want this spread about the village,” he added, his stern gaze turning to their younger sister. “Do you pay heed, Maria?”

				Maria was tying her bonnet ribbons under her chin and not listening to Henry at all. She checked her reflection in the silver teakettle. “Oh, Sophia,” she exclaimed, “the flowers in the church are quite tired and miserable. You’d better bring some new before Sunday. I see yours are blooming so well already, and yet my garden is in a very sad state. You’ve been quite lax at seeing to the church flowers lately. I cannot think why, as you have little else to do. Lord! When I think of how busy my day is compared to yours. If you had my life…with two children to raise…you would be rushed off your feet with no time for that little school of yours.”

				No one in the family considered Sophie’s teaching of the village children to be a worthwhile enterprise. Henry disapproved the very idea of a school that would distract the local children from their work in his fields, and had tried in the beginning to make her abandon the enterprise. But she dug in her heels, and eventually, having far less energy than his sister to pursue a cause, he gave up and merely resorted to the occasional scornful comment about the damage an education could do where it was unwarranted. Maria, on the other hand, distantly indulged the subject of her elder sister’s school with the mellow forbearance of a busy mother tolerating a small child’s collection of dead insects. She patted Sophie’s clenched hand and kissed her sullenly proffered cheek before hurrying after their brother, who continued with dire warnings about holding her tongue.

				While Lavinia returned to her listless, lounging pose on the couch, Sophie cleared away the tea things and wondered what Henry meant to do about the stranger. It would, no doubt, take him a few days to decide. The only impulsive choices Henry ever made were those regarding racehorses and hands of cards.
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