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Chapter 1
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Baltimore, Maryland, 1753

Gentlemen! As I promised, I’ve saved the choicest for last.”

Zachariah Durning, captain of the Seaford Lady, resembled an overstuffed goose in his ill-fitting dress uniform and powdered wig as he addressed the crowd of buyers on the Baltimore dock. His gold buttons threatened to pop when he puffed out his chest.

Mariah Harwood’s heart pounded with excitement … and a mixture of dread and anxiety. She and her two sisters were about to be auctioned off as if they were no more than horses or cattle. But to whom?

For the past seven weeks aboard the huge ocean vessel, Mariah had held fast to the dream that some rich and stunningly handsome colonist would sweep her up in his arms and take her on a great adventure. Yet, standing on display before this assemblage of tradesmen like a flag on a flagpole, she knew she’d most likely be purchased by some uncouth man and end up scrubbing floors in a mean wife’s kitchen for the next four years. Four crucial years. By the time she served out her indenturement, she’d be an old maid with rough, red hands.

She could not let that happen. She would not. After all, bearing a strong resemblance to her late mother, had she not always been considered the beauty of the family with her violet-blue eyes and black curls? And had she not turned down all of three marriage proposals in the recent past? She grimaced. If only she’d known then of the dire financial straits that would so unexpectedly befall her family and shatter all hopes of snaring a wealthy suitor.

“These three young lasses have been schooled in all the social graces, as well as the art of fine cooking,” Captain Durning hollered for all to hear. “They can also read and do sums. Any one of ‘em would make an ideal lady’s companion or children’s governess.”

“Put up the one in blue,” a fat man with bushy side-whiskers hollered. A gap in his waistcoat revealed a missing button, and the fingernails on his pudgy hands were chipped and dirty. “I’ll bid on her.”

Mariah gazed down at the fancy taffeta gown she’d donned that morning and swallowed. I’m the one wearing blue! What a stupid, romantic fool she’d been to deliberately sell herself into servitude for the inane reason that her chances of making a profitable match here in the colonies were likely to be far better than they’d been back home in England.

The captain reached down and hauled Mariah up onto the auctioneer’s platform. “I’ll expect a starting bid of no less than twenty-five pounds for this one.”

Her heart in her throat, Mariah scanned the crowd sweltering beneath the June sunshine. Surely there must be a few, far more pleasing bidders than the sloppy old man who’d spoken up, men of higher quality—and hopefully far more attractive to the eye.

“Captain Durning!” she heard her older sister, Rose, challenge in her no-nonsense tone. “You agreed to sell us as a family.” Determination glinted in the expressive, azure eyes she leveled on the commander of the ship, her fists planted on her slender hips.

Hope sprang anew inside Mariah. As forthright as Rose was in that sensible, nut-brown gown, she’d put an end to this travesty. Surely she would. She’d always done her utmost to look after the family to the best of her ability, putting their welfare far above her own.

But Durning didn’t even bother to acknowledge honey-haired Rose. “What do I hear for the first bid?”

“I’ll give ye twenty pounds.” The paunchy onlooker raised a finger high. “Not a pence more.”

Gritting her teeth, Mariah resumed her desperate search for a more promising individual.

“Twenty-one,” came a voice at the back of the gathering.

Mariah turned her attention in the direction of that rich voice and caught a glimpse of a younger gentleman astride a long-legged bay. Her pulse skipped a beat. There he was! Just like in her dreams. Tanned and raven haired, and attired in a loose shirt and fitted breeches tucked into tall boots, he locked his dark eyes with hers. Entranced and enthralled by the fine figure he made atop his mount, Mariah willed him to outbid any others. Please … please …

“Twenty-two,” she heard on the fringes of her consciousness as she continued to stare at the man she prayed would rescue her.

His mouth quirked into a half grin. “Twenty-three.”

Trying to contain her hopeful smile, Mariah nibbled her lip.

“Mister Durning!” Rose interrupted more sternly. “I shall be forced to call the authorities if you do not honor the agreement you made with our father.” A frown marred her otherwise feminine features but somehow only added to a beauty that radiated from within.

Mariah felt her smile wilt at the edges. Would the young gentleman part with enough funds for her and her sisters? The starting bid asked for her alone was far more than the captain had paid their father for all three of them.

“We have no written contract, wench,” Durning spat, his florid complexion darkening as he glared down at Rose. “I’ll thank ye to keep yer mouth shut.”

“And I’ll thank you to honor your word as a gentleman, sir.” Rose had never been one to give up easily.

Mariah glanced again at the handsome rider at the rear of the crowd. He’d pushed his tricornered hat back, exposing features so stunningly perfect as to have been fashioned by an accomplished sculptor. His grin widened as his gaze remained focused on her alone. Her smile regained its strength. Perhaps there was hope, after all.

Nevertheless, the confrontation between the captain and her older sister continued. “What we have, shrew, is yer name on a legal document that says I have the right to sell the three of ye to whomever I please.” Durning puffed out his bulging chest again. “And if ye don’t keep quiet, I’ll have ye locked in the hold of me ship until I complete the rest of me business.”

“Not before I summon the port authorities.” Rose whirled around, her expression rife with purpose.

The last thing Mariah wanted was to be parted from her sisters … but she could ill afford to lose her ardent bidder, either.

“Good sirs.” The captain nodded to some men in the front. “Lay hold of this baggage and hold her whilst I fetch my men.”

The insufferable cur actually intends to lock poor Rose in the hold? Mariah felt her own anger coming to the fore. The man’s insensitivity was not to be borne.

One of the onlookers laughed as he and another fellow grabbed Rose’s arms. “Don’t fret, Cap’n. We’ll see the lass stays put.”

Trying to wrench free, but to no avail, Rose turned her fury on the two ruffians. “And I’ll see you and your manhandling cohorts brought up before the magistrate.”

Outraged at the injustice of seeing her sister being treated so roughly and held against her will, Mariah started forward to aid her, but the captain caught her arm and held her fast.

Their youngest sister, Lily, flaxen-haired and delicately formed, edged next to Rose and tugged on her ruffled half sleeve. “Please, Rose. Don’t say anything more. They’ll take you away.” At a tender fourteen, Lily was too young and innocent to lose the sister who had mothered her since she was three years of age. Shy by nature, a flush on her fair cheeks matched the pale pink of her gown and accented the sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her pert nose.

Rose’s taut body slumped in defeat as the fight left her.

Mariah swung her attention back to her dream man and sighed her gratitude. He was still there, beholding her.

“I’ll bid thirty pounds on the beauty in the blue frock.” He tipped his head slightly in her direction.

Thirty pounds! No one had to tell Mariah that was an exorbitant amount to pay for four years of service.

“Thirty-one,” came another voice on the opposite side of the crowd.

With every fiber of her being, she willed her hero to bid more.

His grin widening with confidence, the young man hooked his leg over the pommel of his saddle, a sure sign he was prepared to stay as long as it took to win the bid. “Forty.”

A murmur swept the crowd.

Such a high bid! And all for her. Truly he was her knight of the realm.

A long pause ensued. When no further bid was forthcoming, the captain gave a decisive nod. “Sold! To the gentleman on the fine stallion.”

The handsome rider gave a triumphant laugh and nudged his mount forward, weaving through the crowd until he reached the platform. He reached out to Mariah.

With a nervous giggle, she moved to the edge and allowed him to pull her and her voluminous skirts onto the bay steed. His arms encircled her, and the scent of his bay rum cologne blended with the smell from the baking houses that provided bread and rolls to seagoing vessels. The man smelled every bit as good as he looked.

But leave it to Rose to ruin the moment. Marching right up to the two of them, she snatched a handful of Mariah’s blue taffeta hem. “Come down from there this instant.”

“Miss Harwood does have a point.” Captain Durning nodded.

Mariah’s breath caught. Surely he hadn’t changed his mind about the sale.

“Ye’ll not be taking that lass anywhere until there’s hard cash in me hand and ye put yer signature on the indenturement.” With a smug look, Durning turned to Rose. “Everything proper and legal.”

Her lips in a grim line as she glared at the captain, Rose yanked on Mariah’s skirt again.

Mariah had no recourse but to offer her new owner an apologetic smile and permit him to lower her to the ground, which he did, but ever so slowly. He then dismounted and came to stand beside her, enveloping her hand in his. Mariah sensed from the dedication in his expression that he would have paid whatever amount of money it took to purchase her. It was a heady notion.

Then a rather unsettling and unwelcome thought intruded, bringing her back to earth. This powerfully built man, however handsome and charming he appeared, did happen to be a total stranger. Why had he bought her? What exactly were his plans for her? For all she knew, he could be an abuser of women. Or worse!

As she tried to absorb the fact that she had no idea why a complete stranger would offer good money to purchase her papers, she felt Rose latch on to her arm and tug her away to stand between her and Lily. Now that her hand was no longer tucked inside her new owner’s, Mariah missed the comforting warmth his grasp had provided.

She glanced over her shoulder to find him standing directly behind her. His dark brown eyes gazed down on her with a sympathetic smile. This man was not someone to be feared. Surely he had stepped wondrously, magically right out of her dearest dreams. She allowed herself a moment to admire his manly features.

So caught up was she in the moment, she scarcely noticed when her baby sister Lily was put on the block for sale and stood with head bowed, trying to be invisible. Nor did she feel concern that Rose was again acting like a mother hen and causing a humiliating fuss, arguing with Captain Durning. As the two events made their way into her consciousness, however, Mariah decided to use them to her advantage. With Rose otherwise occupied, she turned once more toward her gentleman. She certainly didn’t want him to entertain second thoughts about the exorbitant bid he’d made. But the captain’s voice drew her back to the moment.

“Sold to the fine gentleman in the front.”

Mariah searched the crowd to find the individual who’d bought Lily.

Appearing to be in his late twenties, and attired in coarse, homespun clothing, the man was no gentleman of wealth. With dark brown hair and eyes of soft blue, he did have a kind face, though, and a tall, lean build similar to their own father’s. More important, Rose seemed pleased, and so did Lily. At least a modicum of the younger girl’s trepidation seemed to have eased.

“Hie thyself up here, wench.” A sour scowl accompanied the captain’s command, and Rose’s smile lost its luster as the two ruffians who’d stayed her earlier bumped past Mariah and hoisted Rose onto the platform with boisterous laughter.

With all her older sister’s discordant protests, Mariah knew Rose had made a spectacle of herself. This became even more evident when guffaws and a round of applause resounded from several quarters. How mortifying!

She checked to see her owner’s reaction but saw that he was preoccupied with toying with the wispy plume of her bonnet.

He came alongside her, now that Rose no longer hovered, and took her hand in his with a gentlemanly bow. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Colin. Colin Barclay, of Barclay’s Bay Plantation.”

Mariah smiled and gave a sweeping curtsy. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Mariah Harwood, daughter of the finest goldsmith and jeweler in Bath, at your service.” As the irony of her statement dawned on her, she flashed a wry grin. “Quite literally, it would seem.”

“And I yours.” Colin accented his grand gesture by lifting her hand and brushing it softly with his lips.

Remembering Rose, Mariah shot a guilty glance up at her.

Her older sister had other worries at the moment. She stood rigidly beside the captain as he raised his voice again.

“Now, if ye want a full day’s labor for yer money, this spinster here’s the one yer lookin’ fer. The female’s five and twenty. In her prime. She’s run an entire household since she was thirteen. Raised her four siblings, including two brothers, and ye’ve seen how the lasses here turned out.” The reprobate cocked a self-satisfied brow.

Rose looked utterly devastated. Mariah’s heart went out to her. In reality, Rose had been far more to her and the rest of the family than Captain Durning had expounded. The very selling of herself into servitude had been a desperate measure she’d taken upon herself to save their father from debtor’s prison. She had intended only to sell herself, but Mariah and Lily had volunteered to accompany her for their own personal reasons, no matter how altruistic they’d considered themselves. Young Lily hadn’t wanted to be parted from the only mother she could remember. And as for herself, well … Mariah turned another admiring look back at her handsome new owner.

“The wench’s sisters may have virtues enough,” someone yelled, “but this one’s got the tongue of a fishwife!”

Laughter at poor Rose’s expense again rang out. These unfeeling men were making cruel sport of her … even if the last remark did happen to be funny. Mariah couldn’t squelch the smile that twitched her lips.

And Rose saw it.

Chagrined, Mariah quickly covered her mouth with her free hand as warmth climbed her cheeks.

Durning quieted the crowd with a raised arm and continued. “The woman’s only actin’ the way of any mother hen worth its feathers. She’s tryin’ to keep her little chicks tucked beneath her wings. Of the three of ‘em, she’s by far the most experienced worker.”

Mariah was glad that the captain, the real deceiver, finally defended Rose.

The haggling started up in earnest but was interspersed with paltry comments. Someone said her hands looked soft; another said she and her sisters’ clothes looked too fine. “Mayhap the lasses are more used to givin’ orders than takin’ ‘em,” one finally suggested. Mariah rolled her eyes.

By this time, even Durning himself appeared weary of the process. He hiked his pretentious bulk up and scowled at the speaker. “ ‘Tis true, the Harwood sisters come from excellent stock on t’other side of the water. To see any of ‘em put to work as simple scrubwomen would be a pure waste. This one in particular is accomplished at preparin’ tasty foods. She can put every spice ever brought to the British Isles to proper use.”

That remark accelerated the bidding to such a pace Mariah couldn’t discern the source of each offer as they rose a pound at a time to nineteen.

Then from the rear came a piercing high voice. “Did ye say the lass is a good cook?”

“Aye.”

“I’ll gi’ ye fifty pound fer her.”

“Sold!”

Astounded murmurings swept through the gathering, and Mariah swung to see who’d offered such an unheard-of price without so much as a second’s hesitation. Her mouth dropped open in shock.

The buyer climbing down from a loaded wagon was by no means a fine gentleman. His clothing and floppy hat looked soiled and disheveled. As his scuffed boots reached the decking and he turned to face forward, she saw that he was a squat older man who couldn’t possibly have bathed in months. In a deplorably smudged and droopy ruffled shirt, he kneaded his frizzled beard and headed straight for the platform.

And straight for Rose.

Following the captain as he stepped down to meet the unkempt man, Lily rushed to Rose’s side. “What are we to do, Rose? You cannot go with that nasty lout. He’s horrid.”

In complete agreement with Lily, Mariah drew close to her sisters. “We must not allow that disgusting creature to take you off to heaven knows where. I shall have Colin speak to Captain Durning on your behalf.”

Despite her own unbelievable turn of fate, Rose’s brows dipped into a frown at Mariah’s words. “Colin is it? And I suppose Colin is already addressing you by your given name, as well.”

Mariah’s hackles went up. “Upon my word, Rose. This is not the time for such trivial nonsense.” She whirled away to fetch her own stylish buyer.

Right on her heels, Rose caught up with her and wrapped a staying arm around her as they approached Colin Barclay. She spoke to him in her forceful tone. “Sir, before you sign my sister’s papers, I’ll thank you to relate exactly what duties will be expected of her in your employ.”

What a crude thing to imply. Mariah felt her face grow hot with embarrassment. She lowered her gaze to the splintery planks of the dock. Embarrassed or not, she wanted to hear his answer, to set her own mind at rest.

“To be quite truthful, Miss Harwood,” he said, his voice smooth and unperturbed, “I have no duties in mind for her whatsoever.”

At his odd reply, Mariah peered up from beneath her bonnet’s brim to see his relaxed and smiling face as he continued.

“But I assure you, my mother shall be most pleased at my finding someone of your sister’s refined qualities to be her companion.”

What a perfect response to Rose’s impudent inquiry, Mariah mused, marveling inwardly.

Her older sister looked stunned. “You … you bought her for your mother?”

“Why, yes. Of course. Surely you didn’t think me the sort to have something else in mind for the lass.” He arched his brows in pure innocence.

Mariah had a hard time keeping her mirth to herself.

Rose, however, was unimpressed. “Then I’m sure you’ll not mind pledging to see my dear, virtuous sister placed into your mother’s watchcare before the sun sets this day. And you’ll see to her religious instruction as well.”

That was beyond rude. “Rose.”

Colin placed a calming hand on Mariah’s arm as he met Rose’s eyes. “You have my most solemn word, miss.”

Somewhat mollified, Rose withdrew a shard of lead and a scrap of paper from her pocket. “Might I ask where I might post my sisterly correspondence? I should hate to lose touch with one of the only two relatives I possess on this continent.”

“Of course. Send it to Barclay’s Bay Plantation.”

Mariah swelled with pleasure as the conversation receded into the background. Colin Barclay must be the owner of one of those sprawling, prosperous farms she’d heard that so many of the British aristocracy had come to America to establish. Why, he could quite possibly be related to a lord, or even the king!

A sudden gasp from Rose interrupted her musings. “A day’s ride?”

Letting out an impatient breath at having missed some pertinent details, Mariah suddenly recalled her older sister’s impending dire fate.

She turned to Colin. “Pray, sir, forgive me, but I’m afraid my sister and I have a matter of much deeper concern. We must not allow that swarthy old man to take her away. Would you please speak to the captain? Implore him to withdraw those proceedings.”

For the first time, Colin’s expression turned grave. “My dear Mariah, the man bid fifty pounds.”

“Yes, we’re aware of that.” She offered her most pleading smile. “However, if you would just try.”

He gave a sad shake of his head. “I regret to say all closing bids are final. I do find it rather astounding, though, that one so unkempt should have that amount of ready cash on hand. One can only wonder how he came by such funds.”

So nothing could be done. Mariah caught Rose’s hand and gave it an empathetic squeeze. Still, she could not bear to think the worst, especially after exchanging addresses with her sisters and learning that correspondence to Rose could be sent to the Virginia and Ohio Company in Alexandria. From what Colin had told them, that was a town not far from his plantation. “We shall keep in close touch,” she assured Rose. “Everything will be just fine.” It would. It had to be.

Mariah’s optimism prevailed as the moneys were paid and signatures recorded, as she again was lifted up to Colin on his finely bred horse, and as she waved a fond farewell to her two forlorn-looking sisters. Her spirits continued to stay high as she rode through Baltimore with Colin pointing out the many mercantiles and shops of what appeared to be a very prosperous city. Truly it proved to be far beyond her own expectations.

But once they passed by the last sprinking of buildings in the bright midmorning sunlight and she found herself enshrouded by eerie, shadowed woods and totally alone with this strange man, she came to her senses.

As glib as Colin Barclay—if that was even his true name—had been as he’d reassured Rose of his good intentions, Mariah could now imagine any lie might roll as sweetly and smoothly from this charmer’s lips—this man who now held her captive within his arms.

Who was he? Where exactly was he taking her? And for what purpose?

Unable to imagine what uncertainties awaited her when they reached their destination, Mariah’s fears raced ahead of her through the primeval forest in this unknown land.


Chapter 2
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Mariah…that is a beautiful name.”

They’d ridden through the dim woods in silence for a time. No sounds accompanied the steady clop-clop of the horse’s hooves other than the rush of wind through the treetops and the trilling of birds, so Colin Barclay’s richly modulated voice startled Mariah. He had a sort of lazy-sounding accent she found quite pleasant to the ear. She struggled to maintain a calm demeanor before answering. “So I’ve been told.”

Neither spoke for another quiet span, until Mariah decided that conversing might help to dispel some of her unease, particularly if she selected the topic. “My father chose to call my other sisters by rather fanciful biblical names—Rose of Sharon and Lily of the Valley. But because I favored one of my late aunts, I was named after her.”

“It suits you perfectly.” His mouth was so close to her ear, she felt the warmth of his breath. “Mariah … Your name fairly floats on the breeze like a will-o’-the-wisp.”

She answered cheerily, hoping to keep the moment light. “My, but aren’t you the poetic one. Speaking of families—”

“I didn’t know I was.” His breath feathered across her ear again.

“Speaking of families,” Mariah repeated evenly as she sat up straighter, “I’ve got two brothers at home in Bath. Have you any brothers or sisters?”

She heard him inhale, and the leather saddle creaked as he adjusted his position. “I’m the only surviving son. I do have three younger sisters, however. The youngest is eight, and the oldest is fifteen.”

Mariah gave a small nod. “As you must have concluded from the speech that dreadful Captain Durning gave regarding the three of us, our mother went to be with the Lord more than a decade ago, rest her soul. Are both your parents still living?”

“Yes.” A low chuckle rumbled from his chest. “They’re both very much alive.”

“Then you are truly blessed.” With that third reference to her family’s faith, Mariah hoped to quell any untoward plans Colin Barclay might have. Though she was by no means as ardent as Rose in her religious beliefs, Mariah did retain certain standards, and she knew her actions on the auction platform had stretched propriety more than a little.

Gazing forward, she noticed they were about to break out of the trees, into the safer light of day. She spotted a river just ahead of them on the wagon-rutted road and saw a ferry dock jutting out at the bottom of the bank. A light wind stirred shallow whitecaps here and there among the current. “Will we be crossing to the other side?”

“Aye, as a matter of fact, we will. We’ll cross this river along with several others before we reach my place.”

“So many?” Mariah frowned. Just how far away was this place of his? And would the daylight hold out until they reached their destination?

“Yes. Quite a few. We’ll dismount for the ride over, give Paladin a chance to rest. It’ll take us almost the entire day to reach the plantation at the leisurely pace we’ve been travelin’,” he drawled. “Since we’re ridin’ double, I don’t want to put too much on the boy.” He leaned harder against Mariah to administer a pat to the bay’s muscled dark brown neck. “He’s bred for speed. I’ve won some pretty pennies with him.”

“He certainly is a fine-looking animal.” Mariah deftly tilted forward to keep at least the semblance of a proper distance between her and her owner. So the man was a gambler. How many other vices did he have?

As if taking her subtle hint, Colin straightened his posture. “Yes, we’re quite proud of our stable.”

We? Was the blighter married? He couldn’t possibly be, could he? But then it was entirely feasible there may not be a mother, either. It might be advantageous to plan some sort of hasty escape, should one become necessary. He’d reported that Alexandria, where Rose was headed, was a short distance from his plantation. She might be able to seek a safe haven there with her older sister. In any case, Mariah knew she would need her luggage. “With such a distance to your plantation, do you think my trunks will arrive by wagon before the morrow?”

“Of course. I gave the driver a generous tip. He’s probably not more than a mile or so behind us.” He paused. “Speaking of those trunks—if the gowns they contain are even remotely as fashionable as the one you’re wearin’, you could have sold them and paid your own fare to Baltimore, thereby avoidin’ an indenturement entirely. Not that I’m complainin’ at all.”

Picking up on the eager note in his tone, Mariah decided she’d be relieved when they were able to dismount so she could see his face and discern his true merit. She tried for a bright lilt when she spoke. “Surely you know a young gentlewoman could not possibly present herself in public without an adequate wardrobe.” Then, recalling the way Rose had ravaged all their best frocks, she couldn’t help a moment’s grousing. “I do grieve, however, that my sister felt compelled to sell my two most elegant evening gowns.”

“Hmm. If you don’t mind my askin,”’ Colin said as they started down the bank, “what dire calamity befell your family that necessitated your having to sail across the ocean? I believe you said your father is a goldsmith and that you resided in a most fashionable resort, did you not?”

“Ah, yes. The calamity.” Mariah shook her head, feeling her blood heat at the memory. “The cause was the untimely death of a rapscallion young nobleman. The young lord had purchased dozens of very expensive brooches on account for his many lady friends, for which my father was never reimbursed. After the scoundrel’s death, his uppity skinflint uncle refused to honor his nephew’s enormous debt. In turn, my father was not able to pay his.”

“I see. Say no more for the moment,” Colin spoke quietly as they reached the dock. “Ferry operators have the loosest tongues in the colonies.”

As Colin swung down from the stallion, Mariah eyed the wiry ferrymen, one at the mule-drawn wheel and the other opening the front gate of the docked flatboat. She wished she could question them, learn from their lips who exactly her handsome owner was. But as he took his time lifting her down, then wrapped an arm about her waist before leading the horse onto the raft, she doubted she’d have the chance to question anyone.

[image: ]

Mariah had to admit that Colin Barclay had not lied about the distance, at least. They’d passed numerous plantations containing miles of rolling, cultivated farmland and several charming hamlets brimming with a veritable symphony of flowers that took her breath away with their brilliant hues. The colonists appeared every bit as industrious as the folks back home in Britain. She suppressed a weary sigh when Colin finally suggested they stop at a roadside inn to rest the horse and partake of a meal. The horse wasn’t the only one who needed a rest. Hours of bumping her bottom against the hard leather saddle had taken its own toll. Would she be able to manage anything akin to a ladylike walk once her feet touched solid ground?

Colin reined their mount onto a gravel-lined drive that fronted a two-story fieldstone building with royal-blue shutters and double doors. A sign hanging from a signpost read Knight’s Rest Inn. He swung down to the ground and reached up to assist Mariah. The weakness in her legs did make it difficult to stand, momentarily, and she more than appreciated the way he steadied her with a strong arm.

A freckle-faced lad came running from around the side of the inn, his floppy cloth cap almost tumbling from his copper hair with each footfall. “Mr. Barclay! Back already?” Then, spying Mariah, he slowed to a stop and gawked at her. “Oh. Uh … I better see to your horse.”

Grinning, Colin flipped him a coin. “I’d appreciate that, Billy.”

Even outside the structure, Mariah could detect a delicious mixture of food smells emanating from within, and her stomach came close to rumbling. Thank heaven it wouldn’t be another moldy shipboard meal awaiting her here! And the boy had called Colin by name, so surely that had to be her owner’s true identity. Mayhap everything else he’d told her would prove to be true, as well. Perhaps he actually did have a mother to whom he would deliver her.

As he opened one of the blue doors and escorted Mariah inside, she determined that by the time the meal was over, she’d learn whether or not he had a wife, or her name wasn’t Mariah Harwood.
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“Good day, Mr. Barclay.” The exuberant greeting came from a flaxen-haired serving girl balancing a tray of soiled dishes against her shapely hip as Colin escorted Mariah across the inn’s low-ceilinged common room. The girl’s gaze then swung to the beauty on his arm, and her smile flattened.

The server had every reason to be envious, Colin conceded. Any woman who entered Mariah Harwood’s sphere would place a distant second. Long lashes framed her stunning violet eyes under tapered brows, and beneath her straw bonnet, silky brown-black curls caressed her slender shoulders. He could hardly keep his eyes from focusing on the soft, rosebud lips that turned up at the corners. The English beauty was as much a champion as Paladin. “Where would you like us to sit, Peggy?”

Her attention returned to Colin, and she flopped her free hand in a casual gesture. “Anywheres. We ain’t too busy this time of day. Will you be wantin’ a meal?”

“Yes. And some cool cider, if you please.”

The ruffle on her mobcap bobbed with her nod as she carted the soiled dishes to the kitchen.

Colin figured that if they chose to sit at one of the long wooden tables occupying the center of the room, some bloke might scoot in next to his lovely companion. Wanting to keep her all to himself, he seated Mariah at a small square table by a window, then took the opposite chair while she settled her skirts about her. Only a sprinkling of other patrons talked among themselves as they enjoyed their food. None seemed to pay Colin and Mariah any mind.

“I hope I don’t reek of horse too much,” Mariah commented, wrinkling her nose. “That serving girl, Peg, didn’t seem too pleased with me.”

Colin chuckled. “My dear Mariah! You are a star that outshines all other young maidens. I would imagine you’d be used to that sort of reaction by now.”

The small ivory plume on her bonnet dipped as she gifted him with a coy tilt of her head. “La, but you do flatter me.”

“Truth is not flattery.”

“That may be so. However, my sister Rose never ceases to remind me that true beauty is not outward but comes from within.”

He sat back and grinned. “Ah, yes. The valiant Rose. She makes quite the impression on one.”

Mariah’s tapered brows knitted closer as her expression filled with dismay. “Dear Rose. Having to go with that grimy oaf who bought her. I cannot believe she’s bonded to someone like that awful man. I do hope she will fare all right.”

Reaching across the table, Colin covered Mariah’s smaller hand with his. “Don’t fret. Your sister seems to be a stalwart sort. And I’m sure we saw that fellow at his worst. Since he works for a fur company, he most likely just arrived from the wilderness. Once he reaches home, his missus will no doubt make sure that he’s scrubbed down good and proper.”

“Oh, my.” Mariah sighed with longing. “I’ve not had a real soak in a tub since we departed England.” Twin spots of color suddenly sprang to life on her cheeks. She jerked her hand from beneath his and covered her mouth, her eyes wide with shock. “I cannot believe I uttered something so unseemly in the presence of a gentleman. Pray, do forget my rash words.”

“Never fear, my dear Mariah,” he said gently. “Unseemly or not, I’ll see that you have your wish the moment we arrive at home.”

His remark seemed to aid the return of her composure, as she visibly relaxed. “Bless you.” She paused. “I certainly wouldn’t want to cause your wife undue inconvenience.”

Colin couldn’t help but chuckle at her not-so-subtle attempt to gain personal information. “I have no wife, I’m sorry to say … nor even a betrothed, much to the dismay of my matchmaking mother.”

He caught the barest hint of a smile playing with a corner of Mariah’s rosy lips just as Peggy arrived. The serving girl bore a platter loaded with tall glasses of cider and plates heaping with shepherd’s pie, along with generous chunks of crusty bread. Setting it down, she distributed the various items without meeting either of their eyes and quickly swung away, her serviceable indigo skirt flaring with her movements.

Mariah seemed oblivious to the girl as she immediately picked up her fork and speared a bit of meat. Obviously her ladyship wasn’t too coy to reveal she was as hungry as he was. Suddenly, however, she stopped, her fork posed midair. “Do forgive me. I was so caught up in the delicious scent of real food after the sorry ship’s fare we were forced to endure that I completely forgot my manners. You must think me a heathen, not waiting for you to bless our food.”

She expected him to pray aloud? In this public place? A quick glance around revealed that the other customers didn’t even know he and Mariah were there, but from the corner of his eye he could see Peggy observing them. Still, he couldn’t allow this lovely Englishwoman to think a Virginia gentleman was any less a Christian than she. “Shall we bow our heads?” Even as he said the words, he felt heat climbing his neck. “Father in heaven, we thank You for this hearty meal. And thank You,” he tacked on for good measure, “for Mariah Harwood’s safe arrival to our shores. We know it had to be Your providence that brought me to the Baltimore wharf at the very moment she was most in need. In Jesus’ name. Amen.”

“Amen.” After her echoing whisper, Mariah met his eyes, her own filled with questions. “May I ask what brought you to the docks so far from your home?” She sliced a bit of the pie’s potato crust.

“Horses. I delivered a mare and her foal to a man about to embark by ship to Bermuda. I made certain the animals were safely aboard and then left … and that’s when I saw you in your lovely blue gown and bonnet.”

“I see.” With a smile, she lifted her food to her mouth.

Colin slathered butter on a chunk of bread and took a bite, wondering how his father would take the news that forty pounds of the horse money had been spent to purchase a bond servant they didn’t need. Then he realized his father was the least of his worries. The biggest challenge ahead was how to get Mariah into the house past his mother. A slow smirk tickled his lips. Of course, he could rent her a room across the river in Georgetown. Digging into his slice of shepherd’s pie, he glanced up at the stunningly beautiful, but rather prim, young lady across from him. No. No matter how much she’d flirted with him from upon the auction block, she’d actually stiffened whenever he’d moved too close to her during their ride here. No doubt she’d balk at the very idea of being his mistress … delicious though the notion might be.

He had no other choice. He had to take her home with him to the plantation. Taking a sip of cider, he mulled over the story he’d concocted for Mariah’s sister, how he’d bought her for his mother. The more he thought about it, the more he surmised that perhaps it was just the ticket.

“Mariah,” he ventured after a few more thought-filled swallows of his drink, “I noticed when you signed your name to the bond that you had lovely penmanship. Did you, by chance, handle any business correspondence for your father?”

She blotted her lips on her napkin. “Why, yes. I did. And because of my handwriting, I also answered the various invitations our family received to social engagements.”

Excellent. “And I’m sure you possess many other accomplishments, as well. The art of stitchery, perhaps.”

A frown creased her smooth brow. “Stitchery. Such a tedious endeavor. I’ll allow I can do it adequately, if I must, but I much prefer playing music for others to stitch by.”

Good. Good. “You play an instrument, then.”

“I play two, in fact. The flute and the harpsichord. I can also play the cello and violin a bit, if need be.”

Even better!

“But alas, Rose sold my flute when she sold my prettiest frocks, as well as forfeited my dowry.” Her lips thinned to an angry line; then with a sigh, she relaxed and mustered a weak smile. “No sense crying over spilt milk, as they say. I must learn to embrace whatever the Good Lord has in store for me.”

Colin reached an empathetic hand across the table to cover hers again. “Be assured I will do all in my power to make your introduction to our fair land as enjoyable as possible.” He had to admit it did sound good and was easy to say. But getting Mariah past his formidable mother and comfortably ensconced in their home would take far more effort and ingenuity … if it were even possible.


Chapter 3
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Colin felt Mariah inhale deeply and knew she was about to speak.

“Since we took leave of Baltimore, we’ve passed through quite a few farms and plantations surrounded by forest, and a scant number of small villages. Is Alexandria merely another hamlet, or is it, perchance, a city?”

He reveled in her British accent and liked listening to her lyrical voice … almost as much as he enjoyed holding her within his arms. He only wished he’d been able to hold her close during the numerous ferry rides, particularly the last one, across the Potomac. They had arrived in Virginia at last. “Alexandria isn’t a city like Baltimore, but it does boast a fine little string of shops. I’m afraid we won’t be traveling into the town this evening, however. The crossroad just ahead runs alongside the river and edges our plantation.”

“And how much farther do we still have to go?” she asked over her shoulder.

Colin sensed her weariness. A ride on horseback from the port of Baltimore was a challenging distance for even an experienced rider, and added to her ordeal on the auction block and the ensuing parting with her sisters; she’d had a long, trying day. “Less than an hour.” He glanced at the sinking sun. “We should arrive home in time for supper. I’m honored to report that our cook happens to be one of the best in the county.”

A slight tip of her head acknowledged the information.

Much of his uneasiness over having purchased Mariah had dispelled during the hours since leaving the roadside inn in Blandensburg. Now as they turned east onto the river road, he mentally tallied the reasons for his confidence. The young Englishwoman was a perfect fit for his family. Besides the excellence of her education, her every mannerism was grace itself. His sisters could learn a lot about being accomplished young ladies from Mariah. And best of all, she spoke with the cultured accent his mother continually tried to instill in the rest of the family.

He smiled to himself. Coming from a Boston merchant background, his mother considered the more relaxed drawl of a Virginian quite common. “Quite common, indeed,” she’d told them all hundreds of times. He and his pa strove to speak properly whenever they were in her presence. She was certain to appreciate having Mariah around.

Tilting his head a bit, he studied the delicate curve of Mariah’s very tempting neck. Even if it weren’t so tempting, four years’ secretary and tutor service for a paltry forty pounds sterling was an astounding bargain. Besides, he was a grown man. He’d be twenty-five in a few months. High time he stopped allowing Mother to question his every decision.

“If I might ask, how do you plantation folk pass leisure time, living so far from a city?” Mariah asked, the musical lilt in her voice pleasuring him yet again.

Colin recognized that, as a stranger in a strange land, she needed to be put at ease. He gave a light chuckle. “You won’t be bored, I can assure you. We have parties and afternoon teas and do almost everything our more sophisticated town dwellers do. If there happens to be an interesting play or musicale in one of the larger cities, we don’t find the distance overly daunting. We go downriver to the port and catch one of the coastal packets that ply the waters between our cultural centers.” For a moment he envisioned himself having this lovely Englishwoman on his arm wherever an activity might take them, a delightful possibility.

Mariah nodded, then straightened her spine. “There’s a rider coming toward us. I think he’s trying to get your attention.”

Leaning to peer around her, Colin spied Dennis Tucker, his lifelong chum from the neighboring plantation, waving an arm. He groaned inwardly at the bad timing. With the young man’s golden-boy looks and natural charm, the two of them were forever in competition when it came to the local belles, and Tuck would definitely be interested in Mariah.

As his friend rode up to intercept them, Colin raised a reluctant hand in acknowledgment. “I’d hoped to keep you to myself a bit longer,” he said under his breath near Mariah’s ear, “but …”

As expected, Dennis wasted no time in filling his hooded hazel eyes with the sight of the English beauty. “Thought you’d be in Baltimore a few more days, Colin.” His lips quirked into a teasing grin. “I say. Looks like you spent your last farthing, too.” With his focus still on Mariah, he reached up and removed the plantation hat from his sun-streaked blond hair. “Good afternoon, milady. Dennis Tucker at your service. And it appears you are in serious need.”

“What do you mean by that?” Colin interjected before Mariah could respond to the interloper and instruct him in the art of proper introductions.

“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” A smirk added a glint to his eyes as he edged his mount closer. “For someone who set out with a wealth of horses the last time I saw him, you somehow managed to lose all but one. Why else would a damsel with the face of an angel be crowded onto Paladin with a man so unworthy of her undeniable beauty?”

Colin ground his teeth in irritation. “Tuck, allow me to introduce you to Miss Harwood, our houseguest. And now if you’ll excuse us, we’re in a bit of a hurry and must be on our way. You know how Eloise gets in a tizzy whenever a family member is late for supper.”

Reaching for Mariah’s hand, Dennis swept it up and brought it to his mouth. “Miss Harwood. The pleasure is all mine.”

Colin reined his mount away, forcing his friend to release his hold.

“Till we meet again, miss,” Dennis said with a gallant tip of his head. Replacing his hat, he shifted his gaze to Colin. “Before you rush off, I was wondering if you’d heard anything significant regarding that business up north—about those French soldiers heading down into the Ohio Valley. You’d think Governor Clinton in New York would assume his duty and do something to stop them.” His attention drifted back to Mariah. “After all, we have our womenfolk to think of … especially our very loveliest ones.”

Mariah swiveled toward Colin with a puzzled expression. “Are the French on the verge of an invasion? We had no word of this in England.”

“It’s nothing to trouble yourself about. Dennis is referring to some turmoil brewing hundreds of miles from here over trading rights with the Indian tribes.”

She relaxed and turned forward again.

Dennis flashed a sheepish smile. “I must apologize, miss. I wouldn’t dream of causing such a lovely lady a second’s distress. In fact—”

“In fact,” Colin interrupted, taking a firmer grip on Paladin’s reins, “any more delay and we’ll surely be late for supper. We must press on. No doubt you have an appointment to keep yourself, since you’re headin’ toward town.”

“Indeed. I was on my way to the Pattersons’ for dinner and cards. Lexie and Mary Ann invited me yesterday after church.” He continued to ogle Mariah. “I’d venture to say they’d be pleased if you two would join us. You know the Pattersons always put on a generous spread.”

“Another time, Tuck.” Colin nudged his mount into motion. “We’re expected at home.”

“I’ll drop by tomorrow, then, to hear the latest from Baltimore,” his friend persisted.

Colin suppressed a groan and spurred Paladin to a faster pace.

[image: ]

The setting sun had turned the river into a glorious amber ribbon by the time the horse veered onto a rambling lane shaded by towering oak trees. Observing the sprawling fields on either side, Mariah studied the large, brownish-green leaves of the crop Colin had told her was tobacco. Until this moment, the only tobacco she’d seen had been in small pouches Papa had used to fill his pipe.

As her gaze drifted ahead, she saw a magnificent, two-story white house with black shutters, sitting like a jewel amid stately trees and gardens. Pristine round columns fronted a porch that extended across the anterior. Her heart swelled with joy. This beautifully situated mansion was to be her new home!

Colin had spoken only the truth. He had not lied about his name or where he lived. This incredibly handsome man truly was her Prince Charming … everything a girl could want. And he was attracted to her.

As the horse picked up its pace, obviously eager to reach the stable, Mariah couldn’t help but smile. The animal was no more eager than she was.

“We’re almost there,” Colin announced, taking a firmer hold on the reins to keep Paladin from breaking into a trot. “I do hope my home pleases you.”

“It does. Very much. It is breathtakingly lovely.” But even as she uttered the words, a disturbing thought spoiled the moment. As an indentured servant, how much of the grace and comforts of this elegant home would she be permitted to enjoy? Thus far, Colin had treated her like an honored guest, not a bonded worker. Dear Father in heaven, she finally remembered to pray, I quite forgot to place myself in Your care. Please make my dearest dream come true. Amen. With a twinge of guilt, she imagined Rose would view such a prayer as a selfish request. But surely the Lord wanted good things for His children, didn’t He?

Mariah filled her eyes with the splendor of the flower-bedecked fountain gracing the center of the circle drive as they neared the mansion.

On their approach, a young girl sprang up from one of the chairs on the veranda and ran through the open doorway. “Mother! Poppy! Come and look! Colin’s back, and he’s bringin’ a woman with him!”

Behind Mariah, Colin emptied his lungs with a grunt. “That was Amy, our little snitch. I vow, she’s worse than a town crier.”

Before Mariah could respond, people started pouring out of the house. A tall, distinguished, bearded man and two girls—one who appeared about Lily’s age and one a bit younger. The threesome stood staring in surprise from the edge of the porch.

Surprised, but not dismayed, Mariah hoped with bated breath.

Then a slender, gracefully elegant, and handsome woman attired in rich turquoise brocade stepped outside. Mariah knew immediately where Colin had inherited his good looks, from his raven hair to his dark brown eyes. Truly the woman would have been the belle of the ball in her younger years—the belle of any ball.

As the girl Colin called Amy came alongside her mother, Mariah realized that all three daughters had inherited their father’s complexion. Each of them had varying shades of golden blond hair, while his held a smattering of silver among the strands.

“Colin, my dear,” the woman said as she started down the wide gray steps, “we didn’t expect you home for several more days.” Her gaze then centered on Mariah, and she offered a decidedly practiced smile, more polite than warm.

The extra tension Mariah felt in Colin’s arms as he assisted her to the ground added to her renewed trepidation. She hurriedly smoothed down her hopelessly wrinkled skirt. Undoubtedly it smelled of horse. She swallowed as Colin dismounted.

As the rest of the family continued to watch from atop the stairs, Mistress Barclay reached the landing and stepped toward Mariah with a hand outstretched in a gesture of greeting. “Welcome, my dear. This is a pleasant surprise.”

Mariah curtsied the best she could, considering her wobbly, saddle-weary legs. “Thank you, madam. ‘Tis my pleasure.”

The older woman tilted her intricately coifed head in question. “I do not believe you are one of our local gentry, are you?”

“No, Mistress Barclay. I was born in Bath, England. I’ve only just arrived in the colonies.”

“How delightful.” Her smile widened. She turned to her family as they came to join them. “I should like you to meet my husband, Eldon. And these are our lovely daughters, Victoria, Heather, and our youngest, Amanda.” Each of the girls bobbed a curtsy in turn.

“I’m very pleased to meet all of you,” Mariah said, offering a smile.

“But everyone calls me Amy,” the youngest drawled, crowding in front of the others.

“Or Brat,” Victoria, the oldest, added, rolling her eyes.

As Amy pursed her lips and turned to retort, Mariah interceded. “Which do you prefer, Amy or Amanda?”

The youngster looked up at her. “The way it sounds when you say it, either would be real fine.”

“Really fine,” her mother corrected.

The girl flicked a swift, irritated glance in her mother’s direction. “Either name is splendidly fine.” She fluttered a hand in a theatrical flare.

Mariah had to admit the child was a bit of an imp.

Colin moved alongside her just then. “Mother, Father, I’d like to present Miss Mariah Harwood. She and her family are recent arrivals to our fair land.”

“Harwood.” Mistress Barclay turned to her husband. “My dear, I don’t believe you’ve mentioned a new family in the neighborhood by that name.”

Mariah moistened her lips, intending to clear up the misunderstanding, but an African slave stepped out of the front door just then. Her dark head, swathed in red calico, nodded to Colin’s mother. “Mistress Barclay,” she announced in a drawl more pronounced than Amy’s, “suppa’ is served.”

“Thank you, Pansy. And we’ll be needing two more place settings.”

“Yessum.” She switched her expressive dusky gaze to Colin. “Welcome home, Masta Colin. We wasn’t ‘spectin’ y’all back so soon.”

As the servant returned inside, Colin’s father kneaded his trim Van Dyke beard and addressed him. “That’s true, son. We weren’t. Did the transfer go as planned?”

“Yes, sir.”

“We’ll have no business talk for now.” Colin’s mother threaded her arm through Mariah’s and started for the steps. “I should like to get further acquainted with our lovely guest.”

Mariah gulped in dismay. Guest! They had no idea she was actually purchased help. This would not do at all. “Mistress Barclay, I don’t think I should—”

“Miss Harwood is concerned that she smells a touch horsey,” Colin piped in, speaking over her.

His mother chuckled softly. “I’m afraid she’ll find that’s quite normal around here. We can, however, remedy the situation.” Releasing her hold on Mariah, she turned back to her oldest daughter. “Victoria, dear, would you please show our guest upstairs so she can freshen up a bit? We’ll delay dinner a few minutes. And Colin, you don’t exactly smell like a rose, yourself.”

He laughed and ushered Mariah and his sister inside.

Entering the marble-floored foyer and noting the exquisite crystal chandelier overhead as they approached a grand, graceful walnut staircase, Mariah turned and shot him a meaningful look. Wasn’t he ever going to tell his family what she truly was? To her dismay, he and Victoria ignored her and exchanged casual comments while mounting the stairs.

As she reached the top landing, Mariah forgot everything except what lay before her eyes. These people were wealthy beyond all expectation. A delightful sitting area overlooked the tastefully appointed foyer below, where huge urns of fragrant summer flowers topped mahogany pedestals situated between gilt-framed family portraits. Her assessment of the splendor was interrupted as Colin took his leave and strode into one of the rooms down the hall.

“This way,” Victoria said pleasantly and led her into a bedroom easily twice the size as the one Mariah and Lily had shared back home.

Mariah barely concealed her awe as she beheld the utterly feminine bedchamber obviously belonging to the two older sisters. Matching brass beds with frilly canopies, one done up in pale pink, the other in soft lavender, were separated by a carved washstand. A pair of armoires faced each other across the expanse of the room, dark spots against the floral wallpaper.

Victoria led her to the commode, bearing a hand-painted pitcher and bowl. Lace-edged white cloths for washing and drying hung on either side of a large oval looking glass. “I’ll help you out of that gown so you can refresh yourself.”

“Thank you.” Mariah observed Colin’s sister’s reflection as the girl gently undid the lacing in the back of her gown. Such sweet features housed those enormous azure eyes. A yellow ribbon that matched her flounced day gown held thick golden curls off her face as she met Mariah’s gaze in the glass.

“I must say, your gown is quite stylish,” Victoria admitted. “Is it what they’re wearing in England this season?”

Mariah nodded. “It’s one of my newer frocks. But I’m afraid that for now a good brushing will have to disburse all the travel dust. My trunks won’t arrive until later this evening.”

“Not at all. You can wear something of mine—that is, if you don’t mind wearing one not quite so up to date.”

“How kind of you, Victoria. I’m sure whatever you loan me will do nicely.”

Dipping one of the washing cloths into the bowl, Mariah squeezed out most of the water and placed the cool dampness to her throat.

“Do people really go to Bath just to take baths?” a childlike voice asked.

Mariah caught reflections of the two younger girls in the mirror. They had come in without her notice. She grinned at them, then continued her ablutions. “The baths are large indoor pools where a number of people can benefit from them all at one time. The waters come hot out of the ground and contain healing minerals that attract older folk with aching joints. In season, the city is filled with music and dramas, and young maidens stroll about with their friends, hoping to catch the eye of dashing young gentlemen who will then invite them to dance at the evening ball.”

Heather, the middle daughter, scrunched up her face. “That sounds a bit silly, if you ask me.” She flicked a strand of nearly straight blond hair out of her face.

“Well, I don’t think it sounds silly at all,” Victoria breathed, her beautiful eyes gleaming as she looked over Mariah’s shoulder. “You children will understand when you’re older, I’m sure.”

Heather snorted. “You’re scarcely two-and-a-half years older than me, you know.”

“A very important two-and-a-half years,” her older sister said, arching her brows. She began working on the corset that had been one of the causes of Mariah’s discomfort that day. “Heather, would you fetch my lavender gown out of my armoire? I think that would look nice on Miss Harwood.”

“You may call me Mariah, if you wish.” She felt someone tug on her arm.

“Are all those people naked in the baths?” Amy wanted to know. Questions filled the blue eyes in her heart-shaped face.

Victoria and Heather both gasped, but Mariah burst out laughing. This was like being with sisters back at home in her own room. She swung around and gave Amy a hug. “No, little one. They wear bathing costumes. It’s all perfectly respectable.”

A thought came to her as she stepped out of the dress pooled at her feet. How delightful it would be if she were a real guest in this happy and wealthy home … or perhaps, someday in the future, the mistress….
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Colin washed, changed, and brushed his hair before rushing out of his room and down the hall, the envelope of money in his pocket. He needed to speak to his family before Mariah came down.

As he reached the stairs, he slowed. What exactly would he say? Lord, please give me the right words. You know how much I want her to stay. With a last glance at the room where the girls had taken Mariah, he descended the steps at a deliberately slow pace. If he did not appear calm, how could he expect his parents to be?

Voices drifted from the parlor, so he joined them there.

“You look much better,” Mother said with a smile as she looked up from her embroidery. “I’ve been wondering, Colin, dear, where exactly it was that you met the lovely Miss Harwood. How did you happen to bring her home unannounced?” She set the needlework aside on the lamp table next to her Queen Anne chair.

Not even a moment’s grace? He swallowed.

His father rose from the brocade couch. “Cora, my love, do allow us to take care of the horse business before you start the inquisition.”

With a slight frown, she opened her mouth to protest, then sighed.

“As you wish. First business, then the inquisition.”

“Did Lindsay try to get away with paying less than we agreed upon?” Father asked, as he and Colin strode past the massive unlit fireplace to an open window overlooking the flower garden.

Colin smiled. “He tried, but once he examined the animals, he stopped attempting to negotiate.” Removing the envelope containing the contract and banknotes, he felt his heart pounding. “Pa, I’m afraid you’ll find it forty pounds shy.”

His father frowned. “But you said—”

Giving the older man’s arm a squeeze, Colin edged him farther away from Mother.

Too late. She tossed aside the hooped material she’d resumed working on and came to her feet. “What did I just hear? Forty pounds is missing? What on earth have you been up to?”
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