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“You want a bargain, do you?” Declan asked.

He leaned over Keira, pushing her backward. His eyes were unfathomably dark and hard. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

“Declan, don’t—”

He grabbed the nape of her neck, forcing her face closer to his. His gaze dipped to her lips. “Once again, Keira, you do not understand the consequences of your actions.”

With the heat in his eyes and his body pressed against her, something wildly hot flared in Keira. She was sixteen all over again, mad with desire, reckless and desperate to kiss him. She looked into his glittering eyes and answered breathlessly, “Aye, I do.”
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Prologue

1793
West Sussex, England

Each summer in the village of Hadley Green, the residents looked forward with eager anticipation to two significant events: the first was the week in June in which the vicar put his gout-ridden body into a borrowed coach and took leave of his flock to call upon his aging sister in Shropshire. That was the only week of the year the pulpit could be pried from the vicar’s bent hands, and the young, visiting clergyman’s delivery of the gospel was markedly more succinct.

The second event was the annual gala at the end of summer given by the Earl of Ashwood. It was a celebration of a good harvest and good tenants, and an opportunity to raise funds for the poor orphans of the St. Bartholomew Parish. It was a day-long festival, replete with enough food and ale to feed the king’s army, as well as goods for sale made by the more industrious villagers. There were games for children and adults alike, and a small band that entertained the happy guests who elected to sit under umbrellas at tables festooned with streamers and flowers from the earl’s enviable hothouse and gardens. There was a small lake with a pair of boats that young men employed to court young women as they rowed them about.

Traditionally, members of the Quality came down from London to attend the gala and stayed on as the guests of the earl and his lovely—and strikingly younger—wife, Althea Kent, Lady Ashwood. The Quality partook of the crafts and food and ale alongside the residents of Hadley Green, although perhaps less of the crafts and more of the ale. Inevitably, late in the day, the legs of lords and common men were lashed together for three-legged races, the winners promised a kiss from the countess herself.

Given Lady Ashwood’s uncommon beauty, most mortal men were keen to try.

It was likewise tradition that when the sun began to slide behind the towering elms, the village residents wobbled home in their carts and their wagons, and the lords and ladies retreated inside the earl’s colossal Georgian home to settle in for a night of debauchery.

Those evenings were the stuff of legends. More than one marriage had been threatened by the evening’s activities, and more than one marriage made on the heels of compromising events.

In 1793, a torrential late-summer storm ended the outdoor festivities in the early afternoon. The villagers and the orphans were hurried home to meaner shelter than Ashwood, and the earl’s illustrious guests were hurried inside to waiting servants who handed them towels and stoked the hearths in their rooms.

A steady rain continued to fall throughout the day, cooling the air and filling the rooms with a damp scent. The guests, trapped inside like well-groomed beasts, began to seek entertainment. They were modestly diverted by drink, gaming, and flirting through the long stretch of afternoon into evening. But as evening fell, the stakes at the gaming tables grew dangerously higher, as did the number of men and women disappearing from the salon, only to return a half hour later with wigs askew.

Above the gambling and assignations in the darkened rooms of the main floor was a nursery, and in that nursery was Miss Lillian Boudine, Lady Ashwood’s ward and niece. Lily was an eight-year-old orphan who had been adopted by Auntie Althea when her parents were taken from her at the tender age of five, both of them succumbing to a wasting fever within a fortnight of each other. One might have hoped that the lord and lady of Ashwood would have changed their ways to accommodate the moppet of a girl, but that was hardly the case. Their soirees and balls and gatherings continued, and Lily grew accustomed to seeing shadowy figures embracing in darkened stairwells, and the sound of doors being shut and locked. She’d heard many feminine giggles and the quiet hush of masculine voices. She could detect the scent of women’s perfume lingering in the corridors amid the smells of beeswax candles and blazing hearths.

That evening, Lily was relegated to the nursery with Nurse. Nurse had sampled the earl’s ale in great quantities, and could not keep her puffy eyes open. She slept noisily in a chair near the hearth.

Lily was rather eager to leave the nursery and have a peek at the adults. She stepped past her sleeping nurse and into the corridor, taking care to shut the door quietly behind her. She ran lightly to the stairwell and hurried down to her perfect hiding place, where she could watch the comings and goings of the adults.

But when she reached the first floor, she found it darker than usual. The rainy weather had led to a shortage of candles, and only two were lit in the long hallway. It was so dark that Lily did not, at first, detect the embracing couple until one of them whispered low. The sound startled her, and Lily quickly stepped behind a console table and crouched down.

She could just make out the shadowy figures through the legs of the console. They were kissing. Lily leaned out a little to see better, but in doing so she lost her balance. She caught herself with both hands before tumbling onto the carpet, but panicking, she gasped softly and quickly pushed back, pressing her back to the wall, stifling her breath with one hand.

Several moments passed before Lily dared to look again. She was disappointed to find that the couple had evaporated into the darkness. Lily stood up, carefully looked about, then darted down the corridor toward her hiding place.

But as she reached the top of the very ornate, curving dual staircase that led to the floors below, a hand clamped down on her shoulder. Lily cried out with alarm as she was twirled about and forced to look up into the lovely face of Aunt Althea.

Althea was none too pleased. The ruby of her lips matched the ruby of her velvet gown, and the color in her cheeks was quite high. “What do you think you are doing, Lily?”

“Nothing, Auntie! I meant only to see the ladies’ evening gowns!” Lily had used that excuse before with success, but tonight, Althea would not accept it. She put both hands on Lily’s shoulders and gave her a gentle shove into the corridor. “Honestly, what am I to do with you, darling? Go back to the nursery! You know very well I am to Scotland on the morrow. I must be able to depend on you to be good whilst I am away.”

“I will!” Lily promised earnestly.

“No, Lily, no more of your empty vows,” Althea said sternly. “There is nothing that will displease the earl more than your bad behavior, and if he grows weary of you, what will become of you then?” She sank to her knees, so that she could look Lily in the eye. “Your mother, my dear sister, is dead. Another sister is ailing. That leaves only my youngest sister in Ireland to take you in. Do you really want to be Irish, Lily? I’ll be gone for an age, and when I come back, it had best not be to my husband’s complaints and demands that you pack your bags. You really must stop this spying and skulking about!”

Lily felt frightened and guilty. “Yes, Auntie, I promise with all my heart.” She was very sincere. She never meant to be bad; it just seemed to happen.

Her aunt softened and smiled, cupping Lily’s chin. “My, how you remind me of Maria,” she said, speaking of Lily’s mother. “She was an imp, just like you. Not as pretty as you, I think, but just as spirited. I miss her so. And I shall miss you desperately.” She smiled and kissed Lily’s cheek. “Now show me how good you shall be and go back to the nursery and stay there.” She came to her feet, ran her hand over Lily’s crown. “Go before the earl sees you.”

Lily ran down the corridor and up the servants’ stairs to the second floor. She walked into the nursery and shut the door behind her. Nurse started, but then shifted in her chair and snorted in her sleep. With a roll of her eyes, Lily climbed onto the window seat. It was dark and wet outside; the only light was that which came from the house. She traced a line down the cold, wet pane, leaving a fat trail like that of a snail.

The nursery was never warm. It was far too big for the single fireplace, and Lily was always cold here. She thought it would be lovely if she had a companion, someone to share these interminably long and boring nights.

A movement outside caught her eye. Lily pressed her face to the window and peered out. It was a rider; she could see him trotting past by the light of the house, moving away. Lily suddenly sat up. She knew the rider—or rather, she knew the horse. It was the big gray with black spots on his rump that belonged to Mr. Scott, the woodcarver. Lily had seen him here many times before tonight, as he had crafted the dual staircase that curved up and around the main entry to the first floor.

Why should he be at Ashwood tonight? He was not Quality. What woodcarving would he be doing on the day of the gala? And why was he riding away in the rain across the park instead of the main road? Had he not left when the other villagers were instructed to go home?

But ride away he did, disappearing into the dark night.

Lily wrote her name in the condensation on the glass, then realized she was shivering and found her bed.

She was awakened sometime later by a lot of shouting, the cries loud enough to wake even Nurse. “Glory, it must be fire!” Nurse cried, and rushed Lily downstairs—Nurse, in her nightclothes, Lily still in her evening frock—to the main floor.

They were greeted by general bedlam, as the guests were all shouting at one another, and at least one lady was crying. The earl was scowling at the lot of them and Althea was pale.

Nurse nudged a footman and whispered loudly, “What is it, what has happened?”

The footman, an eyewitness to the tumult, was eager to deliver the news. “The Lady Ashwood was playing loo, but the earl refused to give her a purse, for he’d warned her not to carry on, but you know the Lady Ashwood, she did all the same. She lost a bloody fortune. When it came time to pay her debt, she went to fetch the Ashwood jewels to put up as collateral. But they come up missing.”

“What? The old ones?” Nurse asked, horrified.

Even Lily knew of the Ashwood jewels; everyone knew of them. They were large, priceless rubies, given by King Edward IV to the first Earl of Ashwood for his loyalty during the War of the Roses. The rubies—set in a heavy necklace; in big, teardrop ruby earrings; and the largest in the coronet—were kept under lock and key in the earl’s private study.

“Aye, the old ones,” the footman grimly confirmed.

It was at this moment that Althea spotted Lily and Nurse in the crowd and began moving toward them.

“’Twas one of them, I’d wager, what with all the carrying on behind closed doors,” the footman quickly added, for he, too, saw Althea approaching. “But mark me, Annie, ’twill be one of us who is blamed for it.”

“Annie, are you mad? What if the earl sees you?” Althea whispered harshly. She glanced anxiously over her shoulder at the earl, almost as if she feared him. Lily didn’t blame her—he seemed very mean. Her aunt looked back at Lily and she smiled thinly. “Go,” she said to Annie.

Nurse grabbed Lily’s wrist in a painful grip and dragged her up the stairs, but Lily struggled against her, turning back to watch until she could see the adults no more.

The next day dawned bright and blue. There was a lot of commotion around the countess’s planned departure for Scotland—everyone knew that she and the earl had argued about the missing jewels until the sun rose.

While the guests were suitably occupied with breakfast or heavy sleep, the servants were assembled in the servants’ dining room. Lily had sneaked in through the kitchen and saw her aunt leaning against the sideboard, pale with exhaustion.

The earl was standing between his secretary and solicitor, his neckcloth tied crookedly and his thick brows uncombed. His hands were clasped behind his back as he informed the staff of twenty-four that he would find the thief, and the thief would hang.

The servants watched the three men warily.

The earl’s secretary, Mr. Bowman, conducted the interrogation. Lily’s governess, Miss Penhurst, so dear to Lily, was shaking. Nurse was crying. When Mr. Bowman asked Miss Penhurst how he might possibly trust her word that she had not taken the jewels when she was sleeping just below the study where they were kept, Lily could bear it no more and rushed forward. The earl tried to shoo her away, but Lily would not go, clasping his hand. “I think I know who took them!”

All eyes turned to her. Lily’s knees began to quake. The earl grabbed her elbow, his fingers digging painfully into her flesh. “Is this one of your tales, lass?” he snarled.

Lily shook her head.

“How could you possibly know who took the jewels? Did you see the thief in the act?”

“No, my lord.” Her voice was shaking now and her breath had deserted her.

He made a sound of disgust and pushed her away.

“But I saw him riding away,” she gasped as tears burned her eyes.

The earl and Mr. Bowman slowly turned to look at her. Aunt Althea stood as still as a statue, staring at her.

“It was the woodcarver. M-Mr. Scott,” she added, in case the earl didn’t know who the woodcarver was. “I saw him last night, riding away from Ashwood in the park, long after the villagers had gone.”

The earl’s eyes narrowed.

“It was too late for him to be working,” she added.

The earl’s black gaze shifted to Aunt Althea. “Working? Working on what?” he asked.

“A repair,” Aunt Althea said coolly. “To a wardrobe.”

Mr. Bowman eyed Lily skeptically. “How can you be certain it was him, Miss Boudine?”

“It was his horse,” Lily said, and instantly feared she was mistaken. “It was the gray, with the black spots around his tail,” she said aloud, to convince herself.

“Oh no, darling—” Aunt Althea said, but was silenced by a look from the earl.

And then the earl suddenly smiled at Lily and moved to her side. “Let us have a spot of tea, shall we, Lillian?” he asked, and Lily tried to remember if he’d ever uttered her given name before that moment.

Within hours, Mr. Joseph Scott was taken from his wife and three children to an outbuilding on the Ashwood estate, where he was held until the magistrate could be summoned.

Word spread quickly through Hadley Green and whispers soon followed. Did a thief live among them? Hadn’t Mrs. Rollingwood recently reported the theft of her chickens? Hadn’t Mr. Clark complained of several bags of flour taken from his dry goods shop? And wasn’t it really unsurprising that it was Mr. Scott? Everyone knew his wife was desperately ill, but the doctors in London were not free, were they? And why should he be so silent as to his whereabouts that evening? He said he did not take the jewels, but he would not say where he was the night of the theft. His poor wife was pressed to tell the truth lest they interrogate her children: her husband had not come home until after midnight.

The magistrate, a man with a reputation for swift and stern justice, arrived in Hadley Green within the fortnight. The trial was held in the village commons hall. Mr. Scott, the woodcarver, most likely knew before he was brought before the magistrate that he would be found guilty, for he could not offer a satisfactory answer for his whereabouts on the night the jewels went missing. Nevertheless, a procession of his friends and neighbors tried with all their being to convince the magistrate of his good character. They were followed by a string of witnesses to the events of the night of the crime.

The entire village gathered outside to hear the case of the missing jewels put before the magistrate’s bench. Just after noon, two ornate Ashwood coaches appeared: one, for the earl’s convenience; as the injured party, he’d attended Mr. Scott’s trial all morning. The second carried Lily and the countess, whose trip had been postponed indefinitely. Lily did not know why.

She looked out the coach window at all the people gathered, many of them clamoring for a look inside the coach. “There are so many people,” she said nervously.

“Not so many,” Althea said reassuringly. “They only seek diversion. They mean no harm. And there won’t be so many people inside.”

Lily was not convinced of that; she suddenly felt light-headed and clammy. “I don’t want to do it, Auntie,” she said, shrinking back against the leather squabs. “Can’t the earl tell them what I saw?”

“No,” her aunt said with a sympathetic smile. “You must tell them in your own voice, darling.”

Lily’s stomach twisted uncomfortably. “But I don’t know what to say!”

“You need only tell the truth,” Althea said, then suddenly leaned forward and put her hand on Lily’s knee. “But you must be very certain of the truth, Lily. That is the most important thing—you must be certain about what you saw that night. Are you? Are you quite certain?”

Lily thought back to what she’d seen. So many things had been said since that night, so many people had come and gone from Ashwood. Still, she’d seen Mr. Scott’s horse, and the figures in the hallway. She nodded solemnly. She meant to please Althea, to assure her she could repeat what she’d seen.

But Althea seemed strangely sad. She shifted back, her hands in her lap once more. “Entirely certain, dearest? It was so dark that night, and there were so many people at Ashwood. Are you certain you saw Mr. Scott?”

There had been a lot of people about. But Lily felt as if she were the cause of all this ruckus, that the people were gathered here today because of what she’d said, and she didn’t want to embarrass Althea or make the earl angry by being afraid to say it now. “I’m certain,” she said again.

Her aunt smiled at Lily, but her eyes glistened with tears.

The coach halted; Lily felt the jostling of one of the coachmen climbing down. A moment later, the door swung open, and people crowded in, craning their necks to see inside. Althea reached across the coach, gathered Lily in a hug, and held her tight. “Remember to speak only the truth, love. And don’t be afraid—no one wishes you harm.” She kissed her cheek and let her go. “Go on, then. Mr. Bowman will see you in.”

Lily realized that Althea was sending her in alone. “Aren’t you coming, Auntie?”

Her aunt shook her head. “Not this time.”

“But you must come!” Lily cried, truly frightened now.

“I cannot,” Althea said, and a tear slid down her cheek. “I am so sorry, darling, but my husband …” She looked down, and Lily heard something that sounded like a strangled sob. Althea looked up and smiled at Lily. “My sister needs me now and I have been too long delayed. Go on, Lily. It will be over before you know it, and I will come back to you as soon as I can, I promise.”

“Miss Boudine!” It was Mr. Bowman, standing at the door of the coach with the curious throng behind him. “Come along, girl, the magistrate is waiting.”

Lily looked at Althea, desperate for her aunt’s arms. But her aunt smiled and turned her toward the coach door. “You are a brave little girl. You can do anything. Now go.”

Lily reluctantly stepped through the opening and was instantly surrounded by footmen who shepherded her through the crowd.

“Let us have a look at the lass!” someone shouted at them, and the bystanders pushed against each other for a better view. The footmen kept moving, guiding Lily into the commons room behind Mr. Bowman.

Inside, it was terribly crowded. Those people who could not find a seat were pressed against the walls. The ceiling was low, making the room seem even more cramped. The footmen had to clear a path through the crush of bodies. Frightened, Lily shifted so close to the Ashwood footman that she could smell the wool of his livery. He clamped his hand on her shoulder, holding tightly, steering her forward.

She was led to the front of the room to stand before a thin, wiry man. He was seated behind a table in his judicial wig and robe. He peered at Lily over the tops of his spectacles, assessing her and frowning as if she were not to his liking. The earl was seated in an ornate chair to the magistrate’s right, and to the magistrate’s left, in what looked like a hastily constructed box, stood the accused. Mr. Scott’s clothes were unkempt and he had the growth of a beard on his face. Lily could smell him—he looked and smelled as if he’d been living in a cave.

She avoided his gaze.

“Come, come,” the magistrate said, gesturing for Lily to come closer. Mr. Bowman pushed her forward. The magistrate pointed to the edge of his table, where Lily supposed she was to stand. She was directly across from Mr. Scott, and behind him sat his family. His wife held their youngest child in her lap, and she was weeping. Her daughter sat glumly, and beside her was Mr. Scott’s oldest son, Tobin, who stared darkly at Lily.

Lily had seen the Scott family when Mr. Bowman had driven her to Mr. Scott’s cottage to identify the horse she’d seen the night of the gala. They’d all spilled out of the cottage to look at her then, and Mrs. Scott’s eyes had been red and swollen, just as they were now. Lily was acquainted only with Tobin, as he often accompanied his father to Ashwood to assist him in the construction of the staircase. On a few occasions, Tobin had been sent outside to watch over Lily when Althea desired to speak to Mr. Scott in private.

Tobin was a few years older than Lily, perhaps as old as thirteen, and he’d always been very kind to her. Today, however, his dark brown eyes were staring at her as if he would very much like to strangle her.

“Miss Boudine, do we have your solemn vow that what you will say here today is God’s honest truth?” the magistrate asked.

Lily made the mistake of glancing to her right, and saw all the faces peering intently at her. She swallowed hard and nodded.

“Speak!”

“Yes, my lord,” she said. Her knees were shaking. She feared she would faint in front of all these people. The earl would be so angry with her—he would make her be Irish. She could feel the old man’s gaze boring through her back, just as Tobin’s gaze was burning through her front.

“You may proceed,” the magistrate said, and suddenly, Mr. Bowman was standing before her.

“Miss Boudine,” he said, gazing down at her. “Please tell his lordship what you saw the night of the summer gala.”

It was a wonder Lily found her voice at all. She scarcely realized she was speaking. Her voice trembled almost as hard as her knees as she told the magistrate about the shadowy figures in the hallway, the rider on the gray horse with the black spots.

“Have you identified this horse?” the magistrate demanded.

“I … I—”

“She has indeed, my lord,” Mr. Bowman said smoothly. “She was taken to Mr. Scott’s residence two days past and identified the horse on his property as the one she saw that night.”

“Is this true?” the magistrate asked Lily.

“Yes, my lord.”

Mrs. Scott stifled a sob against her baby’s head.

The magistrate peered intently at Lily again. “Do you swear on the Bible that what you have said here today is true?”

She was going to be sick and humiliate herself even worse than she’d already done. “Yes, my lord.”

“Very well.” The magistrate sat back and gestured to Mr. Bowman. Mr. Bowman in turn looked at the footmen and gave them a curt nod. The next thing Lily knew, she was being whisked from the crowded room and into the earl’s coach.

Aunt Althea and her coach were gone.

It was another hour before the earl appeared and took his place in the coach across from Lily for the drive back to Ashwood. He looked at her only once. “You’ve done well,” he said, and turned his attention to the window.

Lily would learn sometime later that after her testimony, Mr. Bowman hypothesized Mr. Scott and a maid at Ashwood were lovers and had worked together to steal the jewels. That Mr. Bowman could not produce the maid did not deter the magistrate; he found Mr. Scott guilty of theft and sentenced him to hang.

In the days that followed, Aunt Althea seemed smaller somehow. Older. She was not the same gay Aunt Althea, and Lily was shocked by it.

It was no secret that Aunt Althea and the earl were at odds. More than once, Lily was awakened in the night by the shouting between them. During the day, Aunt Althea kept Lily close. But she was distracted. There were moments she seemed almost mad to Lily, particularly when she searched Ashwood for the missing jewels.

Lily didn’t understand her search. “If Mr. Scott took them, they wouldn’t be here, would they?” she asked, confused.

“One never knows,” her aunt muttered.

On the day Mr. Scott was hanged for his crime, Miss Penhurst led Lily down to the pond. They rowed about the small lake, gliding serenely among the geese as Mr. Scott met his maker. But Lily was despondent. She believed she had done that to Mr. Scott. She had killed him when she repeated what she’d seen. Miss Penhurst assured Lily that it was not her fault, that Mr. Scott had done something quite wrong and could blame no one but himself. But Lily couldn’t help feeling it was all her fault. She couldn’t stop seeing the hate in Tobin’s eyes.

She tried to speak to Aunt Althea about it, but her aunt refused to discuss it. She said it was tragic and done with and Lily shouldn’t think of it, either. Althea stopped playing the pianoforte. She appeared more gaunt with each day, and Lily worried she wasn’t eating properly. It was no secret that she and the earl were no longer speaking at all.

At week’s end, Aunt Althea made her trip to Scotland after all. Life resumed its rhythm; Lily took her lessons, practiced her drawing, and played with her dolls.

Aunt Althea had been gone almost three weeks when she returned to Ashwood. She was smiling, and said she was very happy to see Lily, that she’d missed her terribly while she was away. But something seemed different to Lily. There was a distance in her aunt’s pretty gray eyes.

One day, about a month after she’d come home from Scotland, Aunt Althea walked into the nursery where Lily was doing her lessons, sank down to her knees, and hugged Lily. “I have news,” she said brightly. “You are going to Ireland!” She said it as if it were some grand adventure.

“Ireland!” Lily cried, and her heart sank. She would be Irish! “Why, Auntie? Have I done something wrong?”

“No, no, Lily!” she exclaimed as she tucked a strand of hair behind Lily’s ears. “It’s just that Lenora is much more able to care for you properly. She has three girls, you know. There is your cousin Keira, and the twins, Molly and Mabe.”

Lily had never met them. She didn’t want to be with her cousins, she wanted to be with Althea. “No, Auntie, you care for me!” Lily said desperately, clinging to her aunt’s arm. “Please don’t make me be Irish! Please don’t send me away!”

“Ah, Lily, dearest, I won’t be here to look after you,” Althea said. “And I can’t leave you alone with the earl, can I?”

“Why won’t you be here? Where will you be?” Lily asked frantically. “I could go with you. I could be your companion.”

Althea smiled as she cupped Lily’s face with both hands and slowly, deliberately, kissed her eyes. “You cannot go where I am going, my love. You can only go to Ireland. No tears, beauty. It is best.” She left Lily to sob away her disappointment.

Lily believed she had done this to herself. She had forced Aunt Althea to send her away because she had caused Mr. Scott to hang. It was all her fault.

Her beloved aunt was dead within weeks of her arrival in Ireland. She drowned, they said, a tragic boating accident in the same lake where Lily and Miss Penhurst had floated about one long summer afternoon.

Lily would never forget the nauseating, breath-snatching surge of guilt and remorse she felt when she heard the news. First her mother, then Aunt Althea, and the following year, Aunt Margaret in Scotland. That left only Keira’s mother, Lorena.

Lily felt responsible for all of it. Many questions swirled around her eight-year-old brain, questions that followed her into adulthood, questions as to the why and how things had happened, how things might have been different if Althea hadn’t sent her to Ireland. If she hadn’t gone to Ireland, she might have been with Althea the day she drowned. She might have saved her beloved aunt.

There was another question that burned in Lily’s heart, a question that no one had seemed to answer during that tragic turn of events, the question Althea had so desperately tried to answer: Where were the jewels?
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1808
Ireland

There was a palpable current of excitement running through everyone at Lisdoon, the Hannigan estate. They’d all been caught up in the frenetic whirl of activity as Lily Boudine prepared to sail for Italy.

Italy!

Her cousin Keira Hannigan could scarcely believe Lily’s good fortune. Keira had long dreamed of seeing Italy and places like it; she could envision herself strolling about the piazzas, admiring the art and architecture, and all the Italian gentlemen. But Keira was quite certain she would never leave the western coast of Ireland again now that her parents seemed so determined to see her married.

Lily was going as Mrs. Canavan’s paid traveling companion. Mrs. Canavan was traveling in the company of her highly desirable and handsome son, Mr. Conor Canavan. Lily had shrewdly finessed her employment with Mrs. Canavan, for she was determined to engage in a love affair with her son. That Mr. Canavan was not aware that he would be participating in the love affair did not deter Keira’s cousin in the least.

Lily was blithely unconcerned. “He esteems me, Keira,” she’d said confidently one day as she had examined her flawless complexion in a looking glass. “He’ll no doubt be relieved to know that I esteem him, as well. I shouldn’t be surprised if he offers for me whilst we are in Italy.”

Lily was quite certain of herself, but then again, neither Lily nor Keira were strangers to healthy egos. Keira and Lily were considered remarkably pretty in County Galway and did not want for suitors. Keira’s mother said they were cut from the same cloth.

Keira would never forget the first time she laid eyes on Lily fifteen years ago. Keira’s mother had warned her to be very kind, for Cousin Lily was a poor orphan. Keira had imagined any orphan would be weakly mannered and dressed in ragged clothes, and that dark circles of ill health would shadow her eyes. She expected an orphan’s only possessions to be a dirty, tattered stuffed bear and a wooden bowl.

Lily had been nothing like that. She’d been so exotic, in fact, that Keira was enthralled. She’d been eight to Keira’s nine years at the time, spoke with a slight accent to Keira’s Irish ears, and wore a frock made of crimson silk. Her hair was black, like Keira’s, but silky and long, whereas Keira’s was curly. Her eyes were green, like Keira’s, but a bit gray, and not the deep green of Ireland, as Keira’s father said about her eyes.

Lily had had a very bright smile when she’d stepped out of the carriage and extended her hand to be kissed by Keira’s father. “How do you do,” she’d said with a proper curtsy. “I am Lily Boudine.”

Keira had thought she was looking at a princess, not an orphan.

Scarcely any time passed before Keira and Lily were fast friends and allies. Fifteen years later, the two women were as close as sisters and truly had their pick of suitors. Lily’s pick was Mr. Canavan. Or perhaps more accurately put, Lily’s pick this month was Mr. Canavan. She had a tendency to change her mind.

Lily was scheduled to embark on her journey in a matter of days, and Keira and Lily, along with Molly and Mabe, the eighteen-year-old twins, were in the drawing room at Lisdoon, preparing for her months away from home. The room was a large one, with three banks of windows that overlooked the park behind the house. Beyond the park was the sea. One could not see the sea from Lisdoon, but when the windows were open, as they were today, the scent of clean salt air was carried in on a light breeze.

The drawing room was done up in rich gold and red fabrics and thick Belgian carpets. Six-feet-high portraits of Hannigan ancestors graced the walls. Today, however, it had been taken over by fashion plates and dress forms. Bolts of silk, muslin, and brocade, sent all the way from Dublin, spilled over the floral silk settee and the velvet armchairs.

On a sideboard nearby, there was a neglected silver tea service. The water had long gone cold, and the biscuits were left untouched.

Brian Hannigan, the patriarch of this brood, was distressed by all the flummery that had engulfed his drawing room. “Not right,” he complained to his wife, Lenora. “The drawing room is meant to be a place of repose for everyone.”

“It is only temporary,” Lenora assured him, but Brian wasn’t at all convinced and had gone to his study to sulk.

Lily—who was the recipient of the gowns being constructed on three of four dress forms—was fortunate to have found a seamstress, Caitrin, of some talent in Galway. She was here at Lisdoon, preparing Lily’s wardrobe, and was very adept at copying the latest fashions. Presently, Caitrin was in the corner of the room, finishing a hem on one of Lily’s many commissioned gowns. It was a lovely brown morning gown with pale green trim. Keira stood beside Caitrin, admiring it.

Behind her, at a round table in the middle of the room, typically used for gaming or tea, her cousin and sisters were eagerly perusing the latest fashion plates to come from London.

“Here, then, look at this,” Lily said excitedly, pointing to one of the plates. Molly and Mabe bent their dark heads over the book to see the plate. “This is the perfect frock for a morning wedding.”

Dear Lord, what an imagination she had. “He’s not yet made an offer, Lily,” Keira reminded her as she examined the sleeve of the morning gown.

“He will,” Lily said confidently.

“I think it is lovely,” Mabe said dreamily.

“Honestly, I don’t know how you can think of such things,” Keira said, stepping aside so a footman could carry out the tea service. “Were I you, I could think of nothing but Italy.”

“You mean if you were you and you were going to Italy,” Lily said.

“Really, Keira, wouldn’t you be thinking of Mr. Maloney just a wee bit?” Molly asked, smiling slyly at her older sister.

Keira rolled her eyes. “No, I would not. And by the by, Loman Maloney is not the only gentleman in Ireland, if you haven’t noticed.”

“But he is the only one who seems to want to marry you,” Molly said laughingly.

Keira did not want to be reminded of that. Mr. Maloney was a very nice gentleman whose family had made their fortune in shipping. He was pleasant to look at, she supposed, but frankly, he reminded her of all the other very nice gentlemen roaming about Ireland like a herd of sheep. The only difference in Mr. Maloney was that Pappa’s opinion of him had, miraculously, improved over the winter, and now he thought Maloney the perfect match for his oldest daughter. Mr. Maloney had taken Pappa’s enthusiastic encouragement to heart—he was earnestly pursuing Keira’s hand.

Keira was four and twenty. She was well past the age most young women married. She knew that remarks were made around County Galway and beyond about her age and lack of a match. She knew that her reluctance to agree to any match was a cause of great concern for her parents. Yet she couldn’t bring herself to settle for someone as steady and predictable as Loman Maloney. She had this feeling, this vibration in her body, that said life was far too short to settle for something so mundane.

Nonetheless, Keira’s father was losing patience. He’d told her not a fortnight ago that if she couldn’t settle on a suitor, he most certainly would.

“I think it would be lovely if you and Lily wed on the same day,” Mabe said. She was stretched across the table now, her chin propped on her fist. The ribbon that held her long hair back had come undone. “Think of it—a double wedding!”

“With Keira!” Lily laughed. “I should like at least a wee bit of attention on my wedding day, if you please. And besides, Keira will never surrender,” she said, and winked at her cousin.

Keira couldn’t help but laugh. Lily knew her very well, indeed.

“Lily.”

Keira’s father startled them all. He was standing in the doorway, his thick legs braced apart, a paper in his hand.

“Aye, Uncle?” Lily asked, coming to her feet. “Were we making too much noise again?”

“Yes. But that is not why I am here. I need to speak to you at once. Come with me, please.”

“Why?” Keira asked.

He frowned disapprovingly. “I am speaking to Lily, Keira. Lily, come.” He turned and quit the drawing room.

Lily exchanged a look with Keira as she followed Keira’s father out.

“Wait here,” Keira said to Molly and Mabe, and started after Lily. But Molly and Mabe ignored her command and were quickly on her heels.

In addition to Keira’s mother, who was standing before the open windows looking quite pensive, there was a stranger in the book-lined study. He looked as if he’d been riding for a time; dust covered his boots and dirt stained his hands and face. He stood uncomfortably on a carpet square, as if he were afraid to move from it. He nodded his head politely as the women filed in.

“I said Lily,” Keira’s father reminded them, but made no move to clear the room.

“What is it, Uncle?” Lily asked, gazing curiously at the man.

“This is Mr. Hood. He is a hired messenger from Ashwood,” Keira’s father said. “He’s brought a very important message and will return on the morrow with a reply.”

“Ashwood,” Lily repeated, as if she’d never heard of it, as if the name were new to her.

Brian Hannigan held out the paper to her. “It is quite unexpected news, Lily,” he said.

She slowly shifted her gaze from the messenger to peer suspiciously at the paper. She made no move to take it.

“What news?” Keira asked, and leaned over Lily’s shoulder to have a look while Molly and Mabe crowded in behind her, trying to see it, as well.

“Molly and Mabe, please do stand back,” Keira’s mother said. She clasped her hands tightly before her and smiled at Lily. “You have nothing to fear, Lily,” she said, and it seemed to Keira as if Lily actually flinched a little at those words.

“No, indeed!” Keira’s father boomed. “This paper says that you are the sole heir to Ashwood and rightfully named countess.” He grinned. “Lily, do you understand? You are a countess!”

The news was stunning. Molly and Mabe squealed with excitement. Keira grasped Lily’s shoulders and squeezed them. “A countess, Lily!”

“But how?” Lily asked, clearly confused. “How could I possibly be the countess of Ashwood?”

“I shall tell you.” Her father unfolded the vellum he was holding. “This was written by Mr. Theodore Fish, who is the agent for Ashwood,” he explained, then scanned the page until he found the lines he wanted. “Aye, here we are.” He cleared his throat. “After significant research and consultation with the attorneys in London, it has become apparent that Lillian Boudine is the only surviving heir of Marcus Kent, the late Earl of Ashwood, and as such, inherits the estate of Ashwood outright. Further, the title of countess is legally bestowed if a female is the sole heir, which gives Lillian Boudine the title of Countess of Ashwood and all the responsibilities and entitlements that entails. In the event the female is married, the lands and titles naturally pass to her husband. If, however, she inherits in her own right, they remain hers until her death and pass to the oldest son.”

He looked up, his smile beaming.

Molly and Mabe began talking at once, but Lily could only gape at her uncle.

“Lily, are you all right?” Keira’s mother asked. “This is wonderful news!”

“She is astounded, Lenora,” Keira’s father said joyously. “And well you should be, Lily. Think of it—a countess in your own right! Mr. Fish bids you come at once, as there are some matters that require your immediate attention.” He held out the letter to her again.

Lily hesitantly took it. “I am … I am indeed astounded,” she agreed. “But have you forgotten, Uncle? I am leaving for Italy at week’s end.”

“Italy!” Keira’s father scoffed. “You may forget about Italy, lass. Keira will go in your stead. You will go to England and assume your rightful place!”

“Italy!” Keira cried. It was so unexpected, a gift that fell into her lap. “Do you mean it, Pappa?”

“Well, aye … assuming Mrs. Canavan will have you, aye. I certainly can’t send either of them,” he said, gesturing loosely at Molly and Mabe.

“Pappa!” Mabe protested.

“I don’t believe it!” Keira cried happily. “Lily a countess and me to Italy!”

But Lily said nothing. She stared at Keira’s father.

Brian Hannigan looked hopelessly at his wife. “She does not speak,” he said, gesturing to Lily. “Why does she not speak? Look at what gold has fallen into her lap, and she stands there like a mute!”

“Brian, please,” Keira’s mother said, and moved to put her arm around Lily’s shoulders. “It is quite a shock, as you can well imagine.”

“Does that mean we are kin to a countess?” Molly asked excitedly.

Keira’s father grinned. “It does indeed, lass. Come, then, let us take this fine man to the kitchens and feed him well, for he must return at once and tell them the countess is on her way!”

Keira’s father and her sisters eagerly showed the man out of the study. She could hear Molly’s and Mabe’s chatter drifting down the hallway, as they no doubt peppered the poor man with questions. Keira’s mind was whirling around the improbable but highly exciting turn of events—her wish had come true! Mr. Maloney would have to wait if he was so intent on marrying her—perhaps she would be gone so long that he would give up and offer for someone else. A cascade of possibilities for freedom began to tumble in her mind.

But when Keira glanced at her cousin, she realized Lily had yet to speak. She was staring at the floor, her face as pale as the white muslin she wore.

“Lily, say something,” Keira urged her.

“I don’t know what to say,” Lily answered.

“I think we should send a note around to Mrs. Canavan straightaway,” Keira’s mother suggested.

Lily nodded. But she was still staring at the carpet, clearly lost in thought.

Keira knew Lily perhaps better than anyone, and thought her reaction very odd. What woman wouldn’t be ecstatic at the news she had been made a countess? Keira didn’t believe for one moment that Lily fancied herself so in love with Conor Canavan that she’d not be happy to discover she had acquired a noble title and an estate to govern.

Lily’s mood did not improve over the course of the afternoon as more notes were written and more trunks were brought down and Keira’s things were packed. Nor at the supper table, when Mabe and Molly questioned Lily tirelessly about Ashwood. It wasn’t until everyone had gone to bed that Keira finally found the opportunity to speak to Lily privately, without her sisters hovering about or the servants in and out of their rooms, packing and sorting their belongings.

Keira knocked softly on Lily’s door so as not to alert Molly and Mabe, who had rooms next door. “Come,” came the soft reply. She quickly stepped inside and shut the door quietly behind her.

Lily’s room was dimly lit; only a single candle at her bedside glowed. The windows were open and a cool night breeze rustled the heavy brocade drapes now and again. Lily was sitting on her bed in her sleeping gown, the long tail of her braid hanging over her shoulder. She put aside the unopened book on her lap and leaned back against the down pillows she’d stacked behind her back.

“Are you unwell?” Keira asked as she neared the bed. “You’ve hardly said a word today.”

“I am quite well. But I’ve been thinking.” She gathered her knees up to her chest and patted the bed. “I have an idea.”

Keira always enjoyed a good idea, particularly if it was diverting, and eagerly climbed on the bed with Lily, falling onto her side and propping her head in her palm. “What is your idea? That you shall anoint me your lady-in-waiting and host grand balls, aye?” She laughed.

Lily did not laugh. “Hear me out before you refuse me,” she said earnestly.

“Refuse you?”

“Keira, I … I think you should go to Ashwood. In my stead.”

Keira snorted at that absurd suggestion, but Lily’s gaze was steady and cool. “Me?” Keira exclaimed. “And what would I do there?”

“Mind things,” Lily said. “Do whatever it is that someone like me is expected to do until I return from Italy.”

“Italy! Oh, Lily,” Keira said sympathetically. “I grant you that Mr. Canavan is a handsome man … but really you have no idea of his true feelings. And even if he was quite in love with you, surely you must know that he cannot marry a countess.”

“I don’t know that at all,” Lily said coolly. “I do have some idea of his feelings, and I believe that if two people love each other, a title will not stand in their way.”

Keira could not believe what she was hearing. “Lily, are you mad? He has not offered!”

Lily leaned forward. She took Keira’s hand in her slender fingers. “You know how I have planned for Italy. You know very well what it means to me. I want to go. And besides, I … I have wretched memories of Ashwood. I can’t bear to face it. Not yet, at least. I really must think things through and prepare myself for it. This is all so sudden, so unexpected. Can you not understand how I need a bit of time to …” She fluttered her fingers at her head. “Accept it?”

Keira was hard-pressed to see why any of it was so difficult for Lily to accept. She was a countess now, for heaven’s sake! But Keira was reminded of when Lily had first come to Ireland. Keira had heard the story of the night the jewels went missing so many times that occasionally, when the clouds hung low and heavy over Lisdoon at night, and the smell of rain filled the air, she could almost believe she had seen it all with her own eyes.

Lily had had a dramatic flair for recounting the events that had led to her being in Ireland. She’d reenacted the night the jewels went missing so often that Keira had learned some of the parts and had been called upon to perform the part of the earl or the judge.

It was great fun, putting on their dramatic little plays. But the playacting had abruptly ended when they received word that Aunt Althea had died so tragically and unexpectedly.

Lily never again spoke of the night the jewels went missing. There was nothing that could entice her to relive the experience. Or to speak of Aunt Althea. It was as if she had walled off a part of her past.

“Lily, dearest,” Keira said now. “It was so long ago. Surely those memories don’t hurt you now.”

“It seems only yesterday to me,” Lily said softly.

She looked truly pained. Keira loved Lily and couldn’t abide to see her so distressed. She tried to imagine herself at Ashwood. “How would I ever do it?” she asked Lily.

“Quite simply. You’ll have the letter from Mr. Fish. You will tell them that I have sent you and that you are there to do whatever must be done until I arrive. They cannot dispute it.”

Keira pondered that. “Is it a very grand estate?”

“Very,” Lily said, leaning forward with hope.

Keira imagined herself strolling about the grounds of a very grand English estate. But then she thought of Italy, of the Italian gentlemen she’d hoped to meet, of the art and the food. “Are there many gentlemen in that particular part of England?”

“Keira!”

“What?” Keira asked innocently. “You hardly expect me to pretend I’ve entered a nunnery, do you?”

Lily sighed. “No,” she said. “I don’t know if there are gentlemen. I suppose there are—will you do it, Keira?”

Keira smiled. “Pappa will never allow it—”

“He need not know,” Lily said instantly, and at Keira’s startled look, she said, “No one in Ireland need know, Keira. Not Pappa. Not Molly and Mabe.” She leaned closer still, the tip of her braid touching the bed linens between them. “Not Mr. Maloney.”

Now she had Keira’s undivided attention.

“We are to meet Mrs. Canavan in Dun Loaghaire to board our ship. We can explain then that there has been a change of plans.”

Keira’s eyes rounded. Could they really manage it? She looked at the door, slipped off the bed, and hurried across the Aubusson carpet to lock it. A strong gust of wind lifted the drapes; it smelled like rain, and Keira moved to the windows, looking down to assure herself that no one had overheard them before closing them. She fairly leaped onto the bed, settling in beside Lily. “Tell me what I must do. I need only mind the house until you return?”

“Aye, aye,” Lily hastily agreed. “Keep things moving along, as it were.”

“What things?”

“The things that keep the estate functioning, I suppose. I scarcely know. I would assume you must agree to release funds for food and such things.”

That sounded easy enough. “Suppose we do what you suggest,” Keira said. “How long before you join me?”

Lily shrugged. “Three months?”

This idea was becoming more and more delicious. It was an adventure, and there was nothing Keira liked better than some adventure to liven up the days. She could do whatever she liked for three long months, with no one at her back urging her to do something entirely different.

“Will you do it?” Lily asked.

Keira sighed. “For you, Lily. For you I will do it because I love you dearly. I have only one small condition,” she added sweetly. “I must have the brown morning gown with the green trim.”

Lily’s eyes narrowed. “That is extortion, Kiki.”

“That is negotiating,” Keira countered.

“No.” Lily folded her arms and leaned back. “I adore that gown.”

On the day Keira arrived at Ashwood, she was wearing the brown gown with the green trim. The letter from Mr. Fish was in her reticule.

She stepped out of the hired coach and looked up at the stunning Georgian mansion. It was the color of sand, with a dozen or more chimneys. The sun glistened against the paned windows and it almost looked as if the mansion were sparkling. Oh aye, Keira thought. This will be my greatest lark yet.
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