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PROLOGUE

He was a murderer. He felt no remorse, no shame for what he’d done. Some things were worth killing for. If he had to, he would do it again.

Sister Martha was on her knees in the chapel during vespers when the voice came to her. At first, she hardly knew what was happening. She’d had almost a year of uninterrupted tranquillity and had come to believe that she had finally exorcised her curse. Now, as the haze in her mind gradually took the shape of words, she realized how premature her hopes had been.

Her fingers tightened around her rosary and her heart began to pound. Had she not been so weary from tending the sick in the infirmary, she would have known at once what was happening, and could have slammed the door on this intrusion. Now, he had entered her mind and the door was wedged open.

She must concentrate on her prayers. Her lips began to move. “Hail Mary, full of grace. Blessed be … blessed be …” She groped for the words and could not find them.

People were such fools. They looked at him and saw exactly what he wanted them to see. No one had ever suspected him of murder. He was too clever for them.

With every ounce of will she could summon, she tried to suppress the voice. But it wasn’t a voice, not really. It was more like a presence, an uninvited presence that distilled its own thoughts inside her mind. She called it a voice for want of a better word. “Hail Mary … Hail Mary … Please, oh please …”

It was no use. He was taking her with him, traveling over old ground, returning to the scene of the crime. She knew what was coming. He’d taken her here before.

Darkness was all around them and a light rain was falling. There was nothing to see, but a wave of impressions flooded her senses. They were in a densely wooded area, and close by was a stream. She could hear the rain on the water, could smell the faint scent of wet vegetation and flowers. There was a house on a hill, a rich man’s house, and behind them was another house.

She didn’t want to go on with this, but she didn’t know how to stop it. In desperation, she started on another prayer. “Our Father which art in heaven, hallowed be … hallowed be …”

He’d concealed himself behind a tree. He’d been running so hard, he was out of breath. His heart was thundering, but the hand that held the pistol was quite steady. Rage. Hatred. And a steely determination. She could feel his emotions as if they were her own. A shadow moved by him, and she braced herself for the report of the pistol shot, but she still jerked when it came.

When it was over, she let out a long shaken breath. She was trembling, and tears were streaming down her face. She told herself that it did no good to agonize over a murder that had taken place years ago. She didn’t know who the principals were, didn’t know if they were real or a figment of her imagination.

If they were not real, she was mad.

Her body was beginning to relax in blessed relief when the next impression came, electrifying her.

He wasn’t a murderer by nature, but having murdered once he could do it again. In fact, he would do it again. His mind was made up.

Her mouth went tinder dry and a frisson of panic leapt along her spine. This was something new, something she had never imagined. And she was helpless to prevent it. She didn’t know who he was, where he was. Dear God, this must not be allowed to happen.

It would take careful planning. This time, nothing must go wrong. He would make it look like an accident. Two murders in one small community might stir up a hornets’ nest and that would never do.

She was not aware that she had risen to her feet, or that the other nuns had turned to stare at her.

“Don’t do this!” her mind screamed. “For God’s sake, don’t do this!”

She sensed his shock of awareness, felt his mind blink as an eye blinks rapidly when surprised by the unexpected. Then a shutter came down and she was left with her own thoughts.

They were not comforting. She had just revealed to a murderer that she had a window into his soul.


CHAPTER
1

Sister Martha was in the garden on her knees picking daffodils when Sister Brigid found her. Martha wasn’t aware that she was being watched, and had stopped to turn her face up to catch the rays of the sun as they filtered through the budding branches of a sycamore. A moment later, she buried her nose in the bunch of daffodils she held in the crook of one arm. There was no doubt in Sister Brigid’s mind what happened next. Martha’s shoulders began to heave and she let out a choked sob. Sister Martha, the apple of the Reverend Mother’s eye, was weeping her heart out.

The young novice hesitated to intrude on such a private moment. She was, moreover, shocked to see Sister Martha like this, and wondered if it had something to do with vespers last evening. Everybody, at least all the novices, were talking about how Martha had rushed out of the chapel as though she’d seen a ghost. And now this.

These displays of emotion were not like Martha. She wasn’t like the other novices. For one thing, she was older, perhaps twenty-two or twenty-three, a good six years older than Sister Brigid. And for another, Martha seemed to live on a higher level. She was usually so serene. There was a good reason for this, as old Sister Dolores had let slip when she’d rebuked one of the novices for referring to Martha as “Sister Perfect.” Sister Martha, she’d scolded, rounding on the culprit, carried a great sadness inside her. She couldn’t talk about her childhood, or her family, or what had led her to choose the religious life as the other novices did. Her memory went back no further than three years, when she’d been brought to the infirmary after a terrible accident and had awakened not knowing who she was or where she’d come from. Even the name Martha wasn’t her own name but had been given to her by the Reverend Mother because, like the Martha in the Bible, she was such a hard worker. The other novices would do well to take Martha as their example.

After that, Sister Brigid had begun to watch the older novice, and the more she saw, the more she’d come to admire her. Sister Martha might not mix with the other nuns, but actions spoke louder than words. No job was too menial or too dirty for Martha to take on. In fact, the other novices took advantage of her and could be counted on to disappear into cracks in the old convent’s walls whenever the slop pails had to be emptied or soiled bedclothes had to be stripped and carried to the laundry. But not Martha. In Sister Brigid’s eyes, Sister Martha was the Virgin Mary and the mother superior in one. She went in awe of her, but she also idolized her and had become her most devoted champion.

When it was obvious that the bout of weeping had come to an end, Sister Brigid kicked a pebble with the toe of her boot, sending it rattling along the flagstone path, in an awkward attempt to warn Martha that she was not alone. Martha, she knew, would not wish to be seen like this.

“Martha,” she called softly, then a moment later, “Oh, there you are,” and she slowly made her way toward the kneeling girl.

There were no tears in evidence when Martha rose and turned to face Sister Brigid. Her smile was untroubled. Her eyes were clear.

Sister Brigid said, “The Reverend Mother sent me to fetch you. Father Howie is with her.”

“Oh,” said Martha. “In that case, would you mind taking over? Sister Dolores asked me to gather daffodils to brighten the infirmary.” She passed the flowers to Sister Brigid and turned to go.

“Martha.” Sister Brigid swiftly touched Martha’s hand.

“Yes?”

Martha’s expression did not invite sympathy, and Sister Brigid faltered. “Nothing. That is, will I see you later in the infirmary?”

“Of course.”

Martha read the curiosity in the younger girl’s eyes, but she made no attempt to satisfy it. She supposed that all the nuns would be avidly discussing her behavior at vespers last night. Sister Martha, the novice who never put a foot wrong, had fled from the chapel as though the hounds of hell were in pursuit.

She didn’t want to lie, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell anyone her closely guarded secret. Should she be so foolish, she had no doubt that the sympathy on Sister Brigid’s face would turn to horror.

Witch. Freak. Lunatic. That’s what everyone would think of her if they ever got to know of her Voice. Even now, they looked upon her as an oddity. Sometimes, she questioned her own sanity. But she knew her Voice was real. She knew. She also knew that after last night, she could not go on living this lie.

Her dream of taking her vows and becoming a member in full standing of the Sisters of Charity was now in ruins. That’s why she had given in to tears. She knew what she had to do. She had to find a way to return to her former life and stop this nightmare from happening. It was the right thing to do. But part of her was a coward. The convent was all she knew. She felt safe here. In time, the other nuns would come to accept her.

It was too late to think about that now. She’d made her decision and she must stick to it.

When she entered the convent, she paused for a moment to absorb the familiar sounds and smells. Everything on this side of the building was muted. On the other side, through the great oak door, was the orphanage. Just thinking about the children made her feel better. She didn’t have to earn their acceptance. They took her on trust.

Tears welled in her throat again and she swallowed hard to keep them at bay. Her mind must be calm and clear for the interview with the mother superior and Father Howie. She did not think they would turn from her in disgust if they knew about her Voice, but she was sure that they would not approve of the course she had decided to follow. They were the nearest thing to parents she knew, the good Father and the Reverend Mother, and had been since she’d awakened in the infirmary to see their kind, compassionate faces hovering over her. They would want what was best for her, would want to cure her of her curse, exorcise her Voice so that she would never be troubled by it again.

It was what she wanted, too. And it was what she feared more than anything.

She made straight for her own little room, with its whitewashed walls and bare wooden floor. The furnishings were sparse, a table and chair, a bed and a commode. The only splash of color came from the patchwork quilt she’d made with her own hands.

She had no possessions from her former life, nothing that might give her a clue to her identity. She hadn’t been carrying a bag or a purse, nothing to identify her, when she’d been knocked down by a carriage right in front of the convent doors. The patchwork quilt was the only thing that was truly hers.

After removing the voluminous apron she’d worn to protect her habit, she wet a cloth from a pitcher of cold water, dabbed at her face and hands, then went to the small scrap of mirror on the wall to survey her handiwork. As she adjusted her wimple, her fingers gradually stilled and she became absorbed in her own reflection.

She was just an ordinary-looking young woman. There was nothing to distinguish her from the other novices. They all wore black habits and the white novice’s wimple. Then why had the Voice come to her?

They had to be connected. She’d gone over it in her mind endlessly, and it was the only answer that made sense. They must have known each other in the past.

In the beginning, she’d thought her memory was coming back. Her Voice wasn’t a Voice then. She saw pictures, vague images that meant nothing to her. She couldn’t remember when the pictures and impressions had begun to form themselves into words, or when her Voice had become embittered. She’d tried to suppress it, but she couldn’t always remember to be on her guard. Last night was the first time she’d tried to connect with it, and she never wanted to do it again. It was too dangerous.

It was all too bizarre to believe!

Maybe it was a figment of her imagination. Maybe her brain was more damaged than she knew. Maybe her mind was unhinged and she was slowly going mad. Maybe she should be locked up in an insane asylum for her own good.

He wasn’t a murderer by nature, but having murdered once, he could do it again. In fact, he would do it again. His mind was made up.

A shudder ran over her, then another. Not even her imagination was that inventive. On that thought, she hurried from the room.

•   •   •

The mother superior broke off her conversation with Father Howie and smiled encouragingly as Sister Martha entered her office. The girl was young, but her composed manner gave the impression of someone older than her years.

“Martha.” The Reverend Mother gestured with her hand and Martha crossed to the chair her superior had indicated.

She sat quietly, her hands clasped loosely in her lap, her calm gray-eyed gaze resting on Father Howie’s face.

He was a little man with a long, thin face and, beneath black, bushy eyebrows, alert blue eyes with a decided twinkle in them. Father Howie had been a physician long before he’d become a priest, and had kept a watchful eye on Martha ever since she’d been admitted to the infirmary. The Reverend Mother was a feminine version of the little priest, though a few years younger, and anyone seeing them together knew at once that they must be related. Martha knew they were brother and sister.

He greeted Martha warmly. Her greeting was more subdued, but her lips were curved in a genuine smile. Father Howie took that smile as a great compliment. Martha rarely smiled.

As the Reverend Mother busied herself pouring out tea, the priest embarked on a flow of small talk to put Martha at her ease, but on another level of his mind, he was studying her intently.

Anyone looking at her would take her for the picture of the perfect nun. Not a hair was out of place. In fact, not a hair was showing from beneath the close-fitting novice’s coif. Her black habit might be threadbare, but there wasn’t a spot or wrinkle on it. Calm. Serene. Collected. That was the impression Martha gave, but it was a false impression. No one who had been through what this young woman had been through could be so untouched.

He’d seen her when she was panic-stricken, when she’d awakened in the infirmary not knowing who she was. He’d been a frequent visitor to the convent then, and had been amazed at how well she had adjusted, amazed and skeptical. It had not taken him long to deduce that Martha’s adjustment to convent life was based on fear of the outside world. He and the Reverend Mother had managed to calm her fears by assuring her that she could remain at the convent as long as she wished. The Sisters of Charity was not primarily a contemplative order but one of service to the poor, and there were always more jobs to do than hands to do them.

And here she had remained ever since, first as a lay sister and now as a postulant. Her dearest wish, as he’d understood, was to take her vows. But that was before last night.

The priest lowered his head and gave careful attention to stirring his tea. When he looked up, he said, “The Reverend Mother tells me that your memory is beginning to come back to you, Martha.”

In her heart, Martha uttered a prayer of contrition for all the half-truths she was about to tell. “It seems that way, Father. But I wouldn’t go as far as to say that my memory is returning. It’s more like pictures and impressions that come to me, some vividly and others vaguely.”

The Reverend Mother said, “Tell Father Howie what you told me after vespers, Martha.”

Martha nodded. “I’ve seen some of these pictures before, but I didn’t know what to make of them. Last night at vespers, I knew I was connected to them. They felt familiar to me.” She was thinking of her Voice.

“Go on,” said the priest quietly.

She breathed deeply and went back to the very beginning, before her Voice had begun to frighten her. There was a village, she told them, and beyond it a great castle. Between the village and the castle there was a house, a manor, and above the manor a hawk soared in flight. There were orchards and a stream and softly rolling hills where sheep grazed.

There was more, much more—impressions she’d buried deep inside her and had forced to come to the surface in the long hours of sleeplessness the night before. She wasn’t aware that as she spoke her face had become animated or that her voice had taken on an edge of desperation. She spoke for a long time, rarely pausing, giving them the carefully expurgated account she’d rehearsed in her mind. When she was finished, she sat back in her chair and looked anxiously at Father Howie.

“I wouldn’t let it worry you,” he said. “These memories, if they are memories, may mean something or they may mean nothing at all. Only time will tell.”

The Reverend Mother smiled. “There’s no need to be afraid, child. Whatever happens, no one can force you to leave here if you don’t want to. I wouldn’t allow it.”

The Reverend Mother and Father Howie had misunderstood. Martha searched for the words that would convince them of her urgency without betraying too much. “You don’t understand. I must find out who I am. I’m needed. Someone is calling to me. It’s a matter of life and death.” She touched a hand to her heart. “I sense it here. I must find out who I am and return to the life I once had.”

When Father Howie and the Reverend Mother were alone, he rose, walked to a cabinet under the window and removed a glass and a half-empty bottle of brandy. After pouring himself a small measure, he took his chair again.

“I don’t know why I indulge you,” said the Reverend Mother.

The priest grinned. “Because I’m the elder. It’s a habit you’ve got into, Lizzie.” And he laughed at his own pun.

The Reverend Mother refilled her teacup. “What chance is there, John, of finding out who Martha is?”

“Short of Divine intervention, none, I should think. When she first came here, we made an exhaustive search to trace Martha’s people, didn’t we, and came up with nothing. She hasn’t told us anything new that is really useful.”

The Reverend Mother knotted her straight black brows. “I don’t like the sound of it. ‘Someone is calling me. It’s a matter of life and death.’ Quite frankly, it sounds as though she were … well … hallucinating.”

“It’s possible. It’s not uncommon for eager young nuns to fall into trances. In fact, it happens all the time.”

“Yes, but their visions are usually about the Virgin Mary or one of the holy saints. This is different. This doesn’t sound like Martha. She’s usually so levelheaded.”

“You have a high opinion of that young woman, don’t you, Lizzie?”

“I do, and I don’t mind admitting it. You didn’t see her when she was first brought to the infirmary. She’d been run down by a carriage, almost outside our door. Her arm and two of her ribs were broken. You wouldn’t have recognized her face. Yet, she was very brave. We hardly heard a whimper out of her.”

“An ideal patient, in fact,” he murmured.

She shot him a sharp look. “There’s a lot more to it than that. She was panic-stricken when she came to herself and realized she couldn’t remember things.”

“Yes, I was there.”

“And her progress since then has been truly remarkable.”

“You’ve certainly done wonders with the girl.”

“I can’t take the credit. Martha did it by herself. Most young women in her position would have been reduced to a quivering jelly. She has reserves of strength that few possess. I know she seems cold and reserved—”

“Lizzie, I’m not finding fault with your little chick, far from it.”

“—but if you could see her with the children in the orphanage, you would know that there’s more to Martha than shows on the surface. The children adore her. And she’s indispensable to Sister Dolores in the infirmary.”

“Yet, you discouraged her from taking her vows. Why, Lizzie?”

His comment brought the Reverend Mother up short. After a moment’s reflection, she let out a sigh. “I was not sure of her vocation, and I saw no harm in delaying. She had lost her memory. If it had come back to her, she might regret the decision she’d made. The convent is all she knows. It’s only natural that she would be afraid of the outside world. Here, there is peace and harmony, and useful work to do. It suited Martha. But that is not a vocation.”

Father Howie’s head was cocked to one side. “Did I ever mention,” he said quizzically, “that you are very wise?”

The Reverend Mother smiled. “I don’t feel wise, John. In fact, I feel … I don’t know … puzzled, uneasy. For three years, Martha has been happy here. Now, suddenly, she is desperate to return to her former life.” The Reverend Mother shook her head. “It would be different if she had regained her memory. Then she would know who her friends were. I don’t want her to leave here as things stand.”

“I don’t think there’s much fear of that happening. As I said, she hasn’t given us nearly enough to go on. However, there’s no use fretting about it. If the good Lord wants Martha to return to her old life, He will clear a path for her.”

“And I,” she said, giving him a level look, “shall pray that the good Lord will deal gently with her.”

She was reaching for the teapot when they heard a cry from the corridor, then the sound of running footsteps. There was a pounding on the door, and at the Reverend Mother’s command, a nun entered.

Sister Brigid’s face was flushed with excitement. She was breathing hard and could hardly say her words fast enough. “Reverend Mother, it’s a miracle! You remember the woman who was brought to the infirmary yesterday? She’s come round, and—oh, you’ll never guess what’s happened!”

Both the Reverend Mother and the little priest had risen to their feet. They exchanged a quick look.

“It’s about Sister Martha, isn’t it?” said the Reverend Mother.

Sister Brigid did not hear the note of fatalism in the mother superior’s voice, but Father Howie did, and he grinned ruefully. “I think,” he said, “your prayers are about to be answered, Lizzie, though not, perhaps, in the way you anticipated.”

Sister Brigid gave them a radiant smile. “Yes, it’s about Sister Martha. The woman recognized her! Only, she’s not Martha. Her name is Jessica Hayward, and she is mistress of Hawkshill Manor, near Chalford on the river Thames.”


CHAPTER
2

Lucas brought his hands up to cover his ears and flipped to his side. There was no relief. The sound of drums grew louder and louder till he thought his head would split. Someone called his name. Groaning, he forced his eyes to open the merest slit. The light was so blinding, it took him a moment or two to take stock of his surroundings. The first thing he recognized was the chamber pot that sat on the table beside the bed. The soldiers lined up on the mantelpiece turned out to be empty brandy bottles. Dirty dishes were stacked high on a chair. The stench of stale sweat and cheap perfume made his stomach heave.

As memory began to return, he let his eyelids droop. He was in the Black Swan. Three, maybe four days and nights drowning his sorrows. And, if he was not mistaken—he groaned again when he felt the soft, womanly contours wriggle against his back—a little bit of an orgy thrown in for good measure. That part, he couldn’t remember. He’d wanted oblivion and oblivion was what he’d found.

The drums resolved themselves into a pounding on the door.

“Lucas! Open the door!” His cousin Adrian’s voice.

“We know you’re in there!” And his younger cousin, Perry.

Lucas shut his eyes tight. If he didn’t answer, maybe they would go away.

“Bloody hell!” This came from the soft, womanly contours as she hauled herself up. “Will ye stop yer bawlin’! Yer friend is dead t’the world.”

“Open the door at once!” Adrian’s voice.

“All right! All right! Hold yer horses.”

Lucas heard Millie? Lily? muttering under her breath. “Rich, they calls ’im! Rich, my arse! I’s yet to see any coin.” She grabbed Lucas’s shoulder and shook him hard. “I wants m’money. T’weren’t my fault ye were so sotted wi’ drink ye couldna rise t’the occasion.” There was a thoughtful pause. “And who is Jess?”

That did it. With a roar of rage, Lucas shot out of bed. His anger dimmed a little when he saw the fear in the woman’s eyes, and it dimmed even more when it registered that she had the face and form of a blue-eyed Venus. If he couldn’t rise to the occasion with Millie? Lily? there was no hope for him.

Christ, when had he got to be so maudlin?

Jess! That one word revived his anger. Teeth gritted he looked around for his clothes and discovered he was still wearing them, except for his coat and boots. His coat was on the floor as was the woman’s garments. He reached for his coat, found his purse, extracted a sovereign and tossed it to the girl. He wasn’t surprised when she gasped with delight. A crown was the usual rate of exchange for the favors of the Black Swan’s barmaids, as he should know.

“Lucas, open the door!”

Lucas bit out something crude and pithy and the door handle stopped rattling. He picked up the clothes on the floor and threw them at the blue-eyed Venus. “Dress yourself,” he said tersely, then he went to the window, opened it wide and breathed deeply. It didn’t help. He still felt like a used mop. One step—there wasn’t room to swing a cat in this box that passed for a bedchamber—took him to the washstand. He poured the jug of cold water into the tin basin and, cupping his hands, filled his mouth with water, drank greedily, then doused his face and head.

Millie kept one eye on him as she dressed. Lucas Wilde was a regular customer at the Black Swan, but he rarely came upstairs with any of the barmaids, more’s the pity. He was tall, muscular, and with darkly handsome looks that made a girl’s heart beat just a little faster. Poor sod. She’d heard that he’d never been the same since he’d lost the girl he wanted to wed, which puzzled her, because that girl’s name was Bella, not Jess. She couldn’t imagine any woman in her right mind choosing another man over him, yet, that’s what had happened. But that was before he’d unexpectedly come into a title. He was Lord Dundas now, a belted earl, whatever that meant. Even in his cups, he was a real gent, and generous to a fault. She looked at the gleaming sovereign in her hand and made up her mind that next time she would make it up to him.

“Ready?” Lucas managed to arrange his face in a smile.

Millie nodded, scrambled from the bed and allowed him to lead her to the door.

When the door opened, Perry charged into the room, then came to a sudden halt. In looks, he took after Lucas rather than his brother, Adrian. At twenty-three, he was eight years younger than Lucas, but just as tall. He had the same thick, wavy hair and brown eyes, but Perry’s hair was fair while Lucas’s was dark.

There was, however, one major difference between them. No shadows from the past touched Perry’s young life, and it showed in his ready smile and clear, untroubled eyes. Life was meant to be enjoyed. The only wrinkle that sometimes bothered Perry was that Lucas and Adrian were his joint trustees—and a bit too tight with the purse strings to suit him.

“Whoa,” he said, and blocked Millie’s exit. He cupped her face with one hand and smiled into her eyes. “Now here’s a pretty filly,” he said. “Tell me, sweeting, did my cousin—”

The sentence was never completed. Lucas shot out a long arm and grabbed Perry by the collar. “Perry,” he drawled, “mind your manners in the presence of ladies.”

Perry shrugged free of Lucas’s grasp and sketched the barmaid an elegant bow. “Perry Wilde, at your service,” he said, and winked broadly.

“Millie Jenkins,” she replied, batting her eyelashes, “and likewise, I’m sure.”

“Now that’s what I like to hear,” beamed Perry.

Millie went off in a gale of giggles. Adrian shut the door, and Lucas’s eyes shifted to him. In spite of being cousins, the only physical resemblance they shared was their dark coloring. Adrian had the face of a poet and the lean, supple body of an acrobat. He had the annoying habit of always managing to look as though he’d just dressed up for a night on the town. He was born fastidious, thought Lucas dourly. Even as a boy, Adrian had never forgotten to wash behind his ears.

Their interests were as different as their looks. Adrian was happiest in the city where he could pursue his various hobbies—the theatre, the opera, his gentlemen’s clubs and, above all, women. He, Lucas, had sworn off women entirely.

So what was he doing here?

Adrian said to Lucas, gesturing to Perry, “My strategy for civilizing this barbarian isn’t working. He’s had three Seasons in London and the only town bronze he’s picked up still smells of manure.”

Perry laughed. “I hate London and town manners. I’m a country boy like Lucas. What’s wrong with that?”

“Lucas never forgets that he’s a gentleman.”

“If,” said Perry, “this is one of your lectures on good breeding, Adrian, you can stow it. You’re forgetting that I know all about you and Lucas and the scrapes you got into when you were my age. I’ve a long way to go before I catch up to you.”

Perry had been wandering around, and had come to a halt by the table with the chamber pot on it. His nose wrinkled, then he looked up and started to laugh. “Good God, Adrian! Is this the mark of a gentleman? This piss pot is brimming.”

Lucas did not join in the laughter as he normally would have. His eyes were hot. His head was throbbing. And he did not care to be discovered during one of his bouts of debauchery, especially not by Adrian. Even now, he could feel Adrian’s eyes on him, assessing, weighing, seeing more than he wanted him to see. Perry was different. He didn’t know him as well as Adrian knew him, and simply took everything at face value.

Every muscle ached as he took the two steps to the washstand. “As you can see,” he said, “I’m fine. I don’t know what you hoped to accomplish by barging in here.” There was a sliver of soap on the stand. He ignored the filthy rag that lay beside it and used his hands to work up a lather to soap his face.

Adrian said quietly, “It’s about Jessica Hayward.”

Lucas went as rigid as a board. Breathing became difficult. His shoulders sagged. Without being aware of what he was doing, he dried his face and hands with the filthy rag. When he could find his voice, it was no more than a hoarse whisper. “She’s dead. Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

Perry opened his mouth to answer but a look from his brother silenced him. “Jess is not dead,” said Adrian. “In fact, she’s very much alive.”

The soapsuds must have got into his eyes. Lucas blinked rapidly to dispel the sting. “She’s alive,” he repeated. “How do you know?”

“Perry found out. I’ll let him tell you the story.”

Perry glanced uncertainly at Adrian, then spoke to Lucas’s back. “Jessica Hayward rode into Chalford yesterday morning, in a horse-drawn wagon, accompanied by two nuns, if you can believe it. She went straight to your attorney’s office in Sheep Street and picked up the keys to Hawkshill Manor. As far as I know, she’s there now.”

“At Hawkshill?”

“So it would seem.”

There was a moment of complete and utter silence, then Lucas pivoted to face his companions. “Who told you this?”

Perry was mystified by the harsh tension in his cousin’s face, and he stammered a little before answering. “I saw her with my own eyes. At first, I didn’t recognize her. Her garments were … well … plain, serviceable, you know what I mean. I would have taken her for a serving maid, except that she has the air of a great lady.” He chuckled. “Yes, Jessica Hayward a lady! But that was before I recognized her.”

“You spoke to her?” asked Lucas sharply.

“Well, of course I spoke to her. I’m not a country oaf, whatever you and Adrian may think. And the scandal had nothing to do with me. I wasn’t even here when it happened. If you remember, I was away at Oxford. It was during term.”

“Perry,” said Adrian, “just get on with it.”

“What? Oh, well, as I was saying, I spoke to her. I can’t remember exactly what I said … just the usual pleasantries—that I wouldn’t have known her, and was she staying long, that sort of thing. That’s when she told me she was taking up residence at Hawkshill.”

While Perry had been speaking, Lucas had been utterly still. Now, he exploded into motion. Despite the confines of the room, he began to pace. “All this time … wondering … then, just like that”—he snapped his fingers—“she rides into town and takes up residence in Hawkshill.” Suddenly halting, he turned to look at Adrian. “How is this possible? Hawkshill belongs to me now. Shouldn’t I have been consulted?”

Adrian shrugged. “Your attorney asked me to pass along the message that he’d found tenants for Hawkshill, but no one knew where you were, not even your mother. So Perry and I came down here to take care of things.”

Lucas said incredulously, “By advising my attorney to rent a property of mine to Jessica Hayward?”

“Ah, no. It’s rented to the Sisters of Charity. They’re an order of nuns that do good works. They are going to set up an orphanage in Hawkshill—you know, for homeless children. Since the house was deteriorating from neglect, your attorney jumped at the chance of letting it. All that remains is for you to sign the papers. As for Jessica, no one was more surprised than I when Perry told me it was she who had collected the keys.”

“Nuns!” snarled Lucas. “What has Jessica Hayward to do with nuns?”

Perry said, “I can answer that. She’s been living with them for the last three years, in their convent in London. Leastways that’s what she told me.”

No one moved. No one said anything. The only thing that ruffled the silence was the sound of Lucas’s breathing. Finally, he said, “Are you saying Jess is a nun?”

Perry shook his head. “No, I’m not saying that. But she’s helping them set up the orphanage, or something. We only spoke for a few moments.”

Lucas breathed deeply. “Well, she can’t stay at Hawkshill.”

Perry snickered then stopped abruptly when two pairs of hostile eyes fastened on him. “No, indeed,” he stammered. “That would only start people talking.”

Adrian walked to the door and held it open. “Perry, I think coffee is in order. Why don’t you go down to the taproom and reserve a table for us? Lucas and I will be down in a few minutes.”

“But the taproom will be empty at this time of day. There’s no need to reserve a table.”

“Perry.”

“Oh, all right then. I can see when I’m not wanted.”

There was no real resentment in Perry’s voice. He enjoyed a certain closeness with Lucas and Adrian, but only up to a point. Before he was out the door, his expression had brightened. He was thinking of Millie Jenkins and wondering if he would find her in the taproom.

Lucas sat on the edge of the bed and began to haul on his boots. When the silence lengthened, he glanced up at Adrian. He spoke harshly. “Say what you have to say and get it over with.”

Adrian paused for a moment to take snuff, looked deprecatingly around the room and, since the only chair was cluttered with dirty dishes, propped one shoulder against the closed door.

“I thought you were over these black spells?” When Lucas did not reply, he went on. “One minute you were the life and soul of Lady Melrose’s party and the next you had disappeared off the face of the earth.”

“I left you a note.”

“Ah yes, a note that told me nothing, not even where I could find you if something came up.”

“I’ll do better the next time.” Lucas rose and reached for his coat.

Adrian sighed. “I was hoping there wouldn’t be a next time. You know what everyone thinks, don’t you? They think you’re still not over Bella.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it?”

“You know it is! You’re as thankful as I am that she chose Rupert over us.”

Adrian gave a genuine smile. “That’s an odd thing to say when Rupert is one of our closest friends.”

“You know what I mean,” said Lucas irritably, wondering what the hell he really meant.

“Yes,” replied Adrian. “At heart, we’re romantics, while Rupert is ruled by his head.”

“Now you’re talking in riddles,” snapped Lucas.

“Am I?”

Lucas gave his cousin a level look. “My black spells, as you call them, have nothing to do with Bella.”

“As I am well aware. Lucas, when are you going to stop blaming yourself for what happened?”

“I don’t want to talk about it, all right? How do I look?”

Adrian stared at his friend gravely, then shook his head. “There’s no reasoning with you when you’re in this mood.”

Just as grave, Lucas replied, “Not when you talk nonsense, and not when I feel as though I’d just been kicked in the head by a horse. You did mention coffee?”

It took a long time before Adrian’s lips curled in a reluctant smile. “You look like hell,” he said. “What did you expect after wallowing in this dung hill for the best part of a week?”

“A week?” Lucas’s brows rose. “That long?”

“You don’t remember?”

“Vaguely. How did you know I was here?”

“Your steward saw your horse in the Black Swan’s stable and was good enough to tell me. He knew we were all worried about you.”

Lucas’s eyes narrowed beneath the black slash of brows. “If I had wanted you to know where to find me, I would have told you.”

As soon as the words were out, he regretted them. Adrian was far more to him than a cousin. They’d been friends since they were infants. As boys, they’d done everything together, gone to the same schools, followed the family tradition of attending Oxford University. They’d served in the same regiment, fought in the Spanish Campaign and had both sold out after Waterloo. They’d loved and lost the same girl, Bella. Now that they were older, they were not so close, but they were still good friends. Adrian deserved better of him.

Trying to make amends, he said flippantly, “If I promise to be a good boy and stay out of mischief, will that satisfy you?”

Adrian let out a bellow of laughter, making Lucas wince. “That’s more than I would dare ask,” said Adrian. “You might demand the same of me.”

“At least we understand each other. Shall we go?”

Adrian straightened, but he did not move away from the door. “One final word of advice?”

That was the trouble with making amends. People always took advantage. As stoically as he could manage, Lucas said, “What now?”

“Stay away from Jessica Hayward. Remember what happened the last time you tangled with her. She’s—”

Lucas’s voice slashed across Adrian’s words. “Jessica Hayward has a lot to answer for. I’m not looking for trouble, but if she crosses swords with me, she’ll regret it.”

Adrian stepped to the side and allowed Lucas to open the door. “As stubborn as a jackass,” he muttered. “Haven’t I always said so?”

In the taproom, the coffee was already waiting for them, as well as hot, buttered rolls that were straight from the oven. Perry did most of the talking. Adrian watched Lucas and was not surprised when after only a few sips from his cup, he pushed back his chair and rose.

“I’ll see you back at the house,” he said.

Adrian reached for a buttered roll and said casually, “You’re making a mistake.”

“That’s a matter of opinion.”

Perry said, “But where are you going?”

“To take care of some unfinished business,” said Lucas.
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