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This book is dedicated to my husband, the greatest brainstorming partner ever, and to my three kids. I couldn’t be a prouder mom.
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Chapter 1



Windermere Park, the Lake District

Early Spring, 1816

“Captain Gavin Briggs to see you, Your Grace,” said Timmons, Windermere’s valet. He used that supplicating sickroom voice that never failed to irritate the Duke of Windermere.

His Grace grunted and tried to raise his head, but a wave of dizziness forced him to put it back down. “Well, bring him in here, damn it!” He couldn’t fling out his curses with enough vehemence anymore—yet another irritation. “Don’t waste my time,” he muttered. What little he had left.

“Do not rile yourself, Your Grace,” said Rhodes, his personal physician. “You will do no good—”

“Get out, Rhodes.”

“Your Grace, I think—”

“I already know what you think,” Windermere grumbled, his voice a shadow of what it had once been. It was not so very long ago that he’d been a potent young man, a man in his prime with the world at his feet and all that. He’d had a beautiful bride ... Isabella.

A grimace of pain distorted his face. “Go.”

His powerlessness grated. He was the great Duke of Windermere.

And he was all alone.

Bella had borne him two children, and had betrayed him by dying in childbed with the second. The younger, his son and heir, had contracted cholera or some such horror in London and succumbed a year ago, unmarried and without issue. For the first time in three hundred years, there was no direct Windermere descendant.

“I know, Bella,” he whispered, as he felt a bit more of his life seep out of him. “Soon.”

“Beg pardon, Your Grace?” Rhodes asked.

Soon he would join his beautiful Bella. But only if he made amends. Bella had come to him in his sleep, and she’d been quite clear. Windermere could only join her if he put things to rights.

The duke didn’t like to reflect upon his errors. He could not bear to consider what he’d done to his daughter, Sarah. Only in the past fortnight had he considered the possibility that he’d been wrong to disown her when she’d wed her cocky barrister. ’Twas only since Isabella had begun haunting his dreams...

Perhaps if he’d allowed Sarah and her husband to come to Windermere Park with their daughters, they wouldn’t have moved down to London and had occasion to cross the filthy Thames in a damned storm.

But Windermere had been so very angry. Sarah had defied him for the sake of...

Bah. What did he know of love? Of tenderness. Once Isabella had been lost to him, there’d been naught but a burnt-out shell of an organ in his chest.

His sigh was more of a choked sob. Despair was what it was. Something with which the mighty Duke of Windermere had had little congress. For all his life, he’d had nearly complete control of the people and events around him. But even now, the mincing son of a distant cousin paced in a gallery somewhere below his sumptuous but vacuous bedchamber, awaiting his death.

It sickened him.

The doctor stepped away from his bedside, and a young, vigorous fellow with dark hair and sharp blue eyes came to him and bowed formally. “Your Grace, you sent for me?”

“You’re Briggs?” he rasped.

“Aye.”

“Rhodes tells me I haven’t much time.”

“I can see that, Your Grace,” said the captain without dissembling. Windermere approved of his direct manner, though he could not embrace the subject matter.

“I have two granddaughters. I want you to find them.”

“Find them? I don’t understand. How were they lost?”

The duke felt a constriction in his chest. “I sent them away when they were infants.”

“Away where?”

“I ... I do not know. I did not wish to know at the time.”

Briggs narrowed his eyes as he looked at him. The insolent jackanapes. “I cannot produce them from naught, Your Grace. I’ll need something to go on. When did this happen? Where were their parents? From where were they taken?”

Windermere wondered if the lad would have the ballocks to speak to him so directly were he not so ill. He suspected the man would. He’d been a bold and daring agent for the crown during the wars with the pompous little French arse, and it was said he always found his man. “Of course you will need information, you impudent rogue. You will have access to all of Rolf Newcomb’s papers.”

“Newcomb?”

“My steward. The one who took the girls away after their parents died.”

“I take it Mr. Newcomb is no longer—”

“Been dead for years. Took the girls from their parents’ servants in London and gave them away to families hither and yon.”

Briggs made a low, quiet sound of derision. “You’re serious?”

“Dash it all, do I look like a man with the luxury of being frivolous?”

“No, you do not, Your Grace,” he said, keeping a measuring gaze upon him. “But what of your heir? I saw Baron Chetwood and his wife in the drawing room. Surely they will not be pleased to know you are searching for other heirs to diminish their newfound wealth.”

Windermere felt his lip curl in disgust. He could not have wished for a more contemptible heir than his distant cousin’s worm of a son. In their few meetings since John’s death, Chetwood had demonstrated a callous disregard for anything but the vast treasures he would inherit on Windermere’s death. Neither he nor his wife cared anything for the revered title or the heavy burden of responsibility it entailed.

And Windermere silently admitted to his late wife that he had not lived up to his responsibilities, either. He’d lost everyone.

He closed his eyes briefly, then looked up at the man who stared down at him with cold disapproval in his eyes. “No doubt you can handle Chetwood.”

“Will he cause trouble?”

“Perhaps. Can you do it? Find them?”

“I can find anyone, Your Grace. But it will take some time.”

“Time,” Windermere said, regaining some semblance of authority, “as you can see, is something I do not have. Find them. Bring them to me. They will each receive a generous dowry out of my estate, and you will earn a boon far above your fee.”

“How much?”

The duke would have chortled at the man’s brass if he had the energy. “Ten thousand pounds. A fortune to a man like you.”

That vast sum got the captain’s attention.

“I’ll want it in writing, Your Grace. And I’ll have it whether or not you’re alive when I bring them to you.”

“You push too far, Briggs,” Windermere said. “You’ll get but half if I’m dead first.”

Briggs shook his head. “You said yourself—you are a man without much time. I’ll have it all, Your Grace, or you’ll find yourself another bloodhound.”






Chapter 2



The Lake District

Spring, 1816

The sensation of floating adrift did not abate even when Mercy Franklin stepped off the rocking mail coach into the sodden road that felt anything but solid. She no longer had any anchor, any substance. “Normal” no longer defined her life, not since she’d learned that her father and mother were not truly her parents. Reverend Robert Franklin and his wife, Susanna, had taken her in under circumstances unknown to Mercy, and raised her as their own.

And now they were both dead. Her questions would go unanswered, at least until she got up the nerve to open Susanna’s journal.

Mercy feared what she might read on those pages—whether the words would touch her heart or sadden her, she did not know, for her dealings with her parents had been strained from her earliest memories. She was hard-pressed to recall any demonstrations of affection, and yet she remembered every admonition and castigation she’d received over the years. She knew how her parents felt about her—she just hadn’t known why they’d been so cold and remote—until the day Susanna died.

Collecting her luggage into both hands, Mercy glanced around at the setting in which she found herself. Naught looked familiar here, so far from St. Martin’s Church and the town of Underdale that had been her home for the last twenty years. She had been squeezed and jostled over at least one hundred rugged, mountainous miles, and her head ached. Her legs felt like jelly, and she knew it would take more than just a moment to settle her stomach.

Yet there was no time. Mercy needed to move on. She had a living to earn, and had been able to find only one acceptable way to do so.

Sidestepping a deep puddle, she set down her traveling cases in the damp grass, hoping the gray skies would not open up and drench her before she reached Ashby Hall. She suppressed a wave of unease and reached into her portfolio for the letter she’d received from a Mr. Lowell, a man with some position of authority at the Hall.

The mail coach will leave you at the top of the fell above Ashby Hall. Go round the curve and through the turnstile. From there, the path will bring you directly to the Hall.

So it wasn’t much farther now. Her new home, so far from Underdale. So far from everything she thought she’d known to be true.

Mercy might have blamed Susanna Franklin’s strange and unexpected revelation on some horrible deathbed dementia, but her mother had been entirely lucid up until the end. And her words made a peculiar kind of sense, even though it was difficult to credit Susanna’s account of a man bringing her to Reverend Franklin’s rectory as a little child, and bidding the Franklins to raise her as their own. It didn’t seem possible. The Franklins couldn’t be anything other than her true family.

Yet Mercy knew the story must be true. Susanna Franklin’s breath had been short and painful at the end, but she had spoken in earnest.

The gray skies opened up and Mercy scrambled to put away Mr. Lowell’s letter before it was ruined. With all due haste, she gathered her heavy traveling cases and followed his direction, and as she rounded the curve in the road, noted that the ruts were already overflowing with muddy water from a previous rain. She stepped over and around each one as best she could, but the mud sucked at her shoes, and she feared they would be ruined before she arrived.

As she struggled to manage her luggage, the sudden sound of horses startled her, and she scuttled off the road just as a group of men on horseback rounded the curve at high speed and came upon her. Some of them wore the ragtag remnants of army uniforms, but none of them even noticed her cowering in the trees alongside the road. They splattered mud onto her simple brown woolen coat, and as the last man rode by, he turned and caught a glance of her shocked face.

Without so much as a twitch of his thick, dark mustache, he turned back to follow the others, as only a despicable barbarian would do.

With her already sour mood worsening, Mercy wiped the spray of mud from her cheek and resumed her walk, hoping she’d soon reach the turnstile. Perhaps she’d find a well where she could draw water to wash some of the mud from her clothes and face before meeting Mr. Lowell. It was unusual, to say the least, for a gentleman to be the person in charge of hiring a governess for the earl’s niece, but it had been Mercy’s only offer of employment. Unconventional or not, she desperately needed the position.

Her father had died suddenly last summer, leaving barely enough for her and Susanna to live on. Mercy had questioned her mother regarding their finances, but her only answer was that Reverend Franklin had made many investments that had gone bad.

They’d lived in a borrowed cottage and relied upon the kindness of her father’s parishioners. But after Susanna’s short illness and death, it had become clear that Mercy needed to make her own way.

She’d had to find employment.

She held tightly to her traveling cases and stepped back into the road, just as another horseman galloped into sight. He saw her a moment too late and his horse reared, throwing him to the muddy ground.

Somehow, Mercy managed to stay on her feet, but she gave a startled cry. As soon as the massive horse had ambled away, she collected herself and called out to him. “Are you injured, sir?”

He sat up gingerly, and when he shoved his hat off his face where it had slumped, Mercy noticed his scars. One side of his face had been injured—probably burned. A thick webbing of damaged skin marred the peak of his cheek and his brow, and clouded the eye in between. Likely he had not seen her in the road.

Mercy could not imagine what cruel fate had marred such a striking face. His nose was nicely shaped, his jaw square and strong and slightly cleft, indicating a more potent masculinity than she’d encountered in any other man. His lips were neither too thin nor too full, but were stretched into a solemn line that indicated a fair degree of irritation.

Mercy immediately realized he was not the kind of man she ought to be alone with, not when she could feel his powerful physicality even from where she stood.

Fortunately, he did not look at her, but scowled and reached for his ankle through his highly polished Hessians. And as he did so, Mercy wondered if her conscience would allow her to slip away without further congress. Without offering her assistance.

“Aye,” he muttered. “Injured.” His tone was wry, as though such a simple mishap could hardly be called an injury. He gave an incredulous shake of his head, then tried to rotate his foot, but grimaced with discomfort.

She took a step toward him. “Sir ...”

He glanced up and caught her eye. Mercy stopped in her tracks and held her tongue, doubtful that he was a man who would willingly accept assistance.

“A mild sprain, I think.”

“Oh dear.”

A muscle in his jaw tensed. “You’ll have to help me take off my boot.”

“I beg your pardon?”

His voice was stern and his words carried the tone of command. “The boot must come off now, else the swelling will prevent it coming off later. Come here.”

He glared at her with his good eye, its clear gray color going as dark with annoyance as the murky storm clouds above. “Do you plan to stand gaping at me all afternoon? I am quite certain I cannot be the only one who hopes to get out of the weather sooner rather than later.”

Mercy gave herself a mental shake. She had no business ruminating upon his beautiful, scarred face or allowing the rumble of his deep, masculine voice to resonate through her, clear to her bones. He was an overbearing boor, in spite of his pleasing features, and the sooner she was done with him, the sooner she could be on her way.

Mercy had experience in dealing with an autocratic man, for her father had been one, and more severe than most. He had never approved of her speaking her own mind. And yet her usual demure manner did not suit the current situation in the least.

“You would not be in this position had you taken more care around that curve.” Mercy nearly clapped her hand over her mouth at her rude retort. But this man was not her father.

She raised her chin a notch and mentally dared him to reprimand her.

“You’re an expert at riding, then?” He did not bother to hide his sarcasm.

Mercy let out her breath when he did not respond as her father would have done. “Hardly.”

She glanced about for an optimum spot for her bags and set them down. Swallowing her misgivings, she approached the man once again. “But I know the difference between good common sense and foolhardiness.”

He made a rude noise. “Like stepping into the road in front of a galloping horse?”

“I did not hear you coming after that last bunch of ruffians ...”

He waved off her words. “I haven’t got all day.” He raised his foot in her direction.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to manage on your own, sir. It is hardly proper—”

“What are you, a priggy society miss?” he said roughly, giving her the once-over with a critical gaze. “Give the boot a good heave and be quick about it.”

“I am no prig, sir.” But even as she denied it, she wondered if it was true. Was she a prig?

No. She was a well-bred lady who knew better than to dally with a handsome rogue on an isolated stretch of road.

“Then kindly give me a moment’s assistance,” he said impatiently, “and I will depart your precious piece of road.”

Mercy had never felt so awkward in her life, though she found it oddly invigorating to speak her mind for a change. After years of responding so carefully to her father and every other member of the parish, Mercy’s tongue felt surprisingly loose with this stranger.

She placed her gloved hands on the boot and pulled, ignoring the ignominious position in which she found herself. She couldn’t even imagine bending like this over Mr. Andrew Vale’s foot. He had been the perfect gentleman who’d asked her to marry him, not a wretched horseman who thought nothing of running down people in the road.

“You’ll never get it that way. Turn around,” he said.

“How am I to—”

“You’ll have to take my foot under your arm and—”

She dropped said foot and he grimaced in pain. “I’ll do no such thing.”

“You’ll barely have to touch me, I promise you.” Mercy detected a hint of amusement in his tone. He was actually enjoying this. “I’ve done this many times before. Go ahead. Turn around.”

She huffed out a harsh breath and did as she was told, gingerly taking his foot in hand once again.

She jerked the boot away while he leaned back and pulled in the opposite direction.

“You have a very fetching backside,” he said, just as the boot came off. Mercy lost her balance and took a few quick steps forward, landing in a deep puddle in her path, destroying her shoe.






Chapter 3



Every shred of Mercy’s dignity disappeared. In place of it came an odd little coil of sensation wound tight in her stomach. It was a fierce pang of attraction that she knew she should not feel—not for such a brazen rascal. Still, it was not altogether unpleasant, and as her skin heated, her breasts tightened almost painfully. Somehow, she refrained from pressing her hands against them to make them stop.

No one had ever said such a thing to her, and she knew she should be outraged. She was outraged. So much so that she yanked her foot out of the mud and went for her luggage.

And tried to ignore the altogether unacceptable notion that he was watching her backside even now.

“Now if you’ll just collect my horse for me ...”

Mercy could not believe the man’s audacity. She turned just as he put his foot down carefully and examined his ankle.

“Collect your ... ?” She shuddered involuntarily. Whether it was from the cold and wet or the prospect of approaching the enormous animal, she was not quite sure. “I know naught of horses, sir. Surely you can manage.” Although she did not see how.

“ ’Tis a gelding, lass. He will not hurt you. Just approach him where he can see you. And move with some purpose. He needs to know you’re in charge.”

Mercy had never felt less in charge, unshoeing men and speaking aloud of gelded animals, but she saw no choice but to try to collect the massive creature.

The drizzle might have stopped for the moment, but she was a chilled, sodden mess. It was beyond annoying that this stranger made her feel self-conscious about her appearance, with her bonnet sagging around her ears and the dampness making inroads through the wool of her coat. It hugged her figure far too personally, and Mercy could not help but think the man was enjoying the sight she presented.

“Aye. That’s it,” he said, keeping a measuring gaze upon her, his lips quirked into a vaguely mocking smile.

“Take hold of his reins and start walking this way.”

Mercy did so, as far from its mouth as possible. She spoke quietly to it. “Come now, be a cooperative horse.”

Luckily, it turned to follow her.

“Now,” said the man, shaking his head in disbelief. “I’ll need your assistance to stand ...”

Mercy closed her eyes to gather her patience, then reached out one hand. He took it, and she braced herself as he rose from the ground, balancing upon one foot.

He clucked his tongue and the horse went right to him.

“Why didn’t you do that before?” she asked, so annoyed with this brash stranger.

“Do what?”

“Make that sound. The horse clearly understood what it meant.”

“He was too far away.”

She released his hand and started to walk away, disbelieving him. He’d enjoyed her discomfiture a bit too much.

“One more thing.”

She halted. “I really must be on my way, sir.”

He gestured toward the horse. “I’ll need your assistance in mounting.”

“I cannot imagine how,” she said disagreeably. “I’m reasonably certain I won’t be able to lift you up.”

His mouth quirked at her sarcasm, and Mercy felt her stomach drop to her toes. She’d had previous occasions to appreciate a handsome face—Andrew Vale’s, in fact—but this man’s rugged beauty struck some deep chord within her.

No doubt he was quite the roué, and it was entirely improper for Mercy to linger here with him.

He handed her his boot. “All I need is your shoulder for support until I can— Ah, that’s it.”

With surprising agility, he managed to swing his leg over the horse’s rump and seat himself in the saddle. Then he reached over to take his boot from her, and Mercy hastened away from the big man and the perplexing warmth that had unfurled inside her as he braced his hand upon her shoulder.

She retrieved her luggage and started back on the path toward the turnstile.

“You have been extremely helpful.”

“If that was your thanks, then you are welcome, sir,” she said without looking back. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must make haste before the rain starts again.”

“Of course.”

He said something else, but Mercy could not hear him. In any event, she wanted no further unsuitable conversation with him. The sooner she put some distance between herself and the handsome stranger, the better.

She trudged on to the turnstile, where Ashby Hall came into view. Mercy’s heart sank as she gazed at the massive, bleak stone and timber structure ahead. It was nestled in a wide dale, with tall, craggy fells all around it, and though the rain had stopped, the Hall and all its outbuildings were now enshrouded in a thick mist.

Ashby Hall was a cold and unwelcoming structure—certainly not a home, especially for a young child.

Shuddering nervously, Mercy went through the turnstile. The place seemed to have started out as a crenellated medieval castle, and been transformed over the years into a stately mansion with peaks and turrets and all manner of rooftops. But as grand as it might once have been, now it seemed to be sagging under the weight of disdain and neglect.

Huge trees towered over the edifice, their skeletal limbs rising over the Hall like gigantic monsters with gnarled, black limbs. She looked toward the gardens and saw that they, too, needed attention.

Mercy never thought she would miss the vicarage where she’d spent her childhood, or even the small cottage she’d shared with her mother during those few months after Reverend Franklin’s passing. But now that she saw Ashby Hall, she wondered if there hadn’t been some other course to take.

She straightened her shoulders and slogged on. Ashby Hall—as dilapidated as it might be—was Mercy’s immediate future, along with the little girl who lived within, in need of a governess.

It was not the future Mercy had anticipated, for she’d hoped to marry Andrew Vale and start a family of her own, in a home where she could be mistress of her own life, without the kind of strict governance practiced by her father. She’d felt stirrings of affection for Reverend Vale and knew she would have made him a good wife. But her father had refused his offer, and Mercy feared she knew why.

Though Reverend Vale was a clergyman like her father, he had not been rigid enough. Reverend Franklin had viewed him as lax, and Mercy could not deny that it was his tolerant attitude that had made him so very attractive to her.

Unfortunately, she had not concealed her enthusiasm for the match, and her father had deemed her eagerness unseemly. Besides, anything Mercy might desire of her own volition was likely wrong for her.

No doubt her father would approve of her present path.

It took another quarter hour to reach the gates of the Ashby estate, passing low-lying, flooded fields and an overgrown orchard on her way. One of the huge, wrought-iron gates in the stone wall that surrounded the house had come loose from its upper hinge, and its base rested upon the cobbled drive. Mercy swallowed hard, wondering if she could actually live there. She did not need a palace, but Ashby Hall was a disaster.

She would go inside and warm herself, then decide what to do.

But what could she do? The small bequest from her father had been pitiful, and she’d used it to pay for food, medicines, and doctors during Susanna’s illness. Mercy had considered writing to Mr. Vale to inform him of her parents’ demise and to inquire whether he had any interest in resuming his courtship.

It was a humiliating proposition, since Mr. Vale had not contested her father’s refusal of his proposal the previous summer. Clearly, Andrew had borne a great deal of respect for the older clergyman, and had not wished to challenge him.

But it would have done Mercy’s heart good to know someone cared enough to fight for her.

Hesitant to write, Mercy had exhausted every possibility for employment at home, but there were few opportunities for a young lady in her position. There was no need for another school in Underdale, and no one wanted to hire the late vicar’s daughter as a servant. When she’d failed to find employment, there’d been no option but to advertise for a position in a great household, doing something about which she knew very little—being a governess in such a household.

Mercy had never anticipated such a wreck of a house when Mr. Lowell had written her of Ashby Hall and the child who was in need of a governess.

She braced herself for as cold and bleak a welcome as the house seemed to offer, and went around to the back where she assumed there would be a servants’ entrance. Finding no convenient well for water with which to wash her face, Mercy took out her damp handkerchief, and used it to wipe the mud from her exposed skin. Then she glanced at her reflection in one of the windows.

She looked like some pathetic drowned creature.

Sighing with resignation, she rapped upon the door.

The heavy door swung open and a tall, lanky, young red-haired man peered out at Mercy. His hands were the size of platters and his feet like small boats. But his face was friendly. “Aye, miss?”

“I’m Miss Franklin, here to see Mr. Lowell.”

He looked at her blankly for a moment, and then stepped aside and said, “Come in, miss.”

Whatever the young man’s reticence, Mercy only hoped to get warm and dry. She entered a back corridor near a kitchen and set down her traveling case.

“You’re drenched through, aren’t you, miss?” the lad said, leading her into a large kitchen where two other men were occupied preparing food at a long worktable. Mercy’s stomach growled at the wonderful aromas that bubbled up from the stove. “Come this way. You can get warm in here.”

The heat from the kitchen felt wonderful, but Mercy felt ill at ease. She believed she recognized the cooks as two of the riders who’d splashed mud on her. The one with the heavy mustache, definitely.

She gritted her teeth with frustration, aware that she had to make a good impression here, in spite of the kind of men Lord Ashby employed. Mr. Lowell’s letter was the only response to her advertisement, which had come just in time, before the last of her money was spent.

Her stomach fell when it occurred to her that it might have been Mr. Lowell whose horse had startled and thrown him in the road. Who else would have been dressed as a gentleman and riding behind the ruffians in the kitchen? Mercy did not know how she would face him now, after his outrageous remarks and their biting interchange.

And yet there was naught she could do now besides pray that she would not have to meet him again. Thankfully, it was far more likely that the Ashby housekeeper, or even the child’s nurse, would outline her duties. Even so, she looked down at her stained coat and nearly despaired. She could not face the woman like this. “I’d like to ... er, is there a place where I might change into dry clothes before I meet with ... Mrs. ... er ... ?”

Her question seemed to perplex the young man, who scratched the side of his head while the other two turned around to look at her. The one without the mustache tipped his head toward a closed door.

“The pantry, Corporal Childers?” the young man asked. “Oh, aye. The pantry will do, eh, miss?”

He picked up a lamp and ushered Mercy into a small room lined with shelves stacked with food staples. He handed her the lamp and then stepped away to the door. “Well, I’ll just leave you then, miss. Oh, and I’m Henry Blue. Just sing out if you need anything.”
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