





HIS HEAD ACHED




He raised an unsteady hand to it, only to have his wrist gently caught in mid-air. “Better leave the bandage alone,” a husky contralto voice said. “You took quite a knock on the head.”

He glanced to his right, then blinked. Kneeling beside him was Lady Caliban. Or, rather, Mrs. Rosalind Jordan. As she laid his hand down, a stray shaft of sunlight transformed her tawny hair into burnished bronze and gold and amber. All of the colors of autumn, though the unimaginative might call it light brown. Her expression had the humor and intelligence he had seen when she was on stage.

What he had not expected was the profound warmth in her dark brown eyes. He stared into the chocolate depths, mesmerized by the fact that all that kindness and concern were focused on him.

“How are you feeling?” she asked. If her eyes were chocolate, her voice was like the finest brandy, where rich smoothness concealed a powerful punch. And he mustn’t forget the cream of her smooth complexion. She reminded him of every delicious thing he’d ever tasted in his life.
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Prologue




London, 1794

Silent as a mouse, the child stood in the alley, her gaze riveted on the young couple sauntering down the shabby waterfront street. The two were different from those who lived in the neighborhood, their clothing clean and their voices full of laughter.

And they were eating meat pies. The little girl sniffed the savory scent longingly.

The tall gentleman made a sweeping gesture with one hand, and a sizable chunk of his pie fell to the dirty street. He didn’t even notice.

The child waited with the patience bred of fear for the couple to move on a safe distance. But she daren’t wait too long because a dog or maybe a rat would get her prize. When she judged it safe, she darted forward to grab the scrap and stuff it into her mouth. It was still warm, the best-tasting food she’d had in forever.

Then the lady glanced back over her shoulder. The child froze, hoping not to be noticed. She’d learned quickly that it was better not to be seen. Bad Boys threw stones, and there had been the Bad Man who’d lured her close with the offer of a sausage, then picked her up and run his hot hands over her. He’d wanted to eat her, she thought, but he let her go quick enough when she bit his tongue.

Then he’d chased her, screaming bad words until she squeezed under a sagging fence and hid in a pile of trash. She’d eaten the sausage there, and ever since she watched out for the Bad Man, and for any other men who might get that queer look in their eyes.

The pretty dark-haired lady raised her brows and said with a smile, “There’s a wee scavenger alongside us, Thomas.”

The smile was nice, but even so, the child started to retreat toward the alley.

The lady crouched so that her blue eyes were at the same level as the child’s. “No need to run, sweetheart. There’s enough to share.” She held out the rest of her meat pie temptingly.

The child hesitated, remembering the Bad Man, who had also lured her with food. But this was a lady, and the pie smelled so good.

She skipped forward and snatched the morsel from the lady’s hand. Then she backed up a few steps and ate, keeping her wary gaze on her benefactors.

“Poor mite,” the man named Thomas said in a deep voice that rolled across the street. “Her parents should be whipped for letting her roam the streets like this.”

A rusty voice spoke from the shadows. “The brat ain’t got no parents. She’s been livin’ alone in the streets hereabouts for a couple of months.”

The child recognized the voice as that of the grizzled old woman who spent every day watching from a shadowed doorway, a clay pipe clamped in her toothless gums. The old woman had once traded some food, and she’d thrown no stones. She was safe.

The pretty lady frowned. “The child has been abandoned?”

“Orphaned, more like,” the old woman said with a shrug. “I hear she came off a ship with some female who up and died in the middle of the quay soon as they landed. A watchman tried to catch the brat so’s she could be sent to an orphanage, but she hid. She’s been scrounging around here like a seagull ever since.”

The pretty lady looked horrified. “Oh, Thomas, we can’t leave her here. She’s just a baby—she can’t be much more than three years old.”

“We can’t carry her off like a kitten, Maria,” the gentleman said. But his gaze went consideringly to the child’s face.

“Why not? No one else seems to want her. The good Lord must have sent us down this street to find her. We haven’t had a babe of our own yet, and heaven knows it’s not for lack of trying.” The pretty lady looked sad for a moment. Then she turned back to the child and extended her hand slowly. “Come here, sweetheart. We won’t hurt you.”

The child hesitated. She had learned the hard way to be wary. But Maria reminded her of a different lady from that other life before hunger and rags and filthy streets. Before…before…

Her mind veered away, unable to name the unbearable. Instead, she looked at the blue eyes. There was kindness, and something more. A promise?

The child began to inch forward, her gaze flicking back and forth between the lady and the gentleman. If he’d moved, she would’ve run, because men weren’t always safe, but he stayed very still. His eyes were just as blue, and just as kind, as his wife’s.

When she came within reach, the lady tenderly stroked her head. “Your hair is blond, isn’t it? I didn’t realize what was under the dirt. Very nice with those big brown eyes. Would you like a new mama and papa, sweetheart?”

Mama. Papa. Those were words from the distant, golden past. The child weighed the chance of danger against her desperate longing. Suddenly hope overpowered fear. The child ran the last two steps and flung herself into the lady’s arms.

Maria swooped her up in a hug. Her arms were warm and soft, like that other lady’s in the past. Warm and soft and safe.

“Don’t worry, sweetheart,” she crooned. “Thomas and I may not be respectable by some standards, but you’ll never lack for food or love.” The child saw with wonder that there were tears in the lady’s blue eyes when she glanced at her husband. “Don’t look at me like that, you big Irish fraud. Your heart is just as soft as mine.”

“’Tis not our hearts that are soft, but our heads,” Thomas said wryly. “But you’re right; we can’t leave her here, and the sooner we get her into a soapy tub the better.” He took the child’s hand in his great warm grasp. “What’s your name, darlin’?”

Embarrassed by his attention, the child buried her face against the lady’s neck. She smelled clean and sweet, like flowers after rain.

“I guess we’ll have to name her ourselves.” Maria stroked the child’s back tenderly. “Pretty as a rose, but so brave. Imagine, surviving on the streets for weeks when she’s such a tiny thing.”

“Then let’s name her after Rosalind, the most intrepid of heroines,” Thomas suggested. He squeezed the child’s hand gently. “This is your lucky day, little rose.”

“No, Thomas.” Maria pressed a warm kiss to the child’s temple. “The luck is ours.”








Chapter 1




Asburton Abbey, 1818

“Mortally ill.”

The physician’s words hung in the air, stark and lethal as scorpions. Stephen Edward Kenyon, fifth Duke of Ashburton, seventh Marquess of Benfield, and half a dozen other titles too trivial to mention, went still as he donned his shirt after the medical exam. Mentally he repeated the phrase, as if study would somehow alter its significance.

Mortally ill. He had known that something was wrong, but he had not expected…this. The doctor must have made a mistake. True, in the last few weeks the pain in Stephen’s belly had gone from mild discomfort to attacks of wrenching agony. But surely that meant only an ulceration—painful but not life threatening.

Grateful for his skill in controlling his expression, he resumed buttoning his shirt. “That’s a surprisingly definite statement for a physician. I thought you and your colleagues preferred to avoid dismal predictions.”

“You have always been known as a man who appreciates honesty, Your Grace.” Dr. George Blackmer concentrated on meticulously replacing equipment in his medical case. “I thought I would do you no favor to conceal the truth. A man in your position needs time to…put his affairs in order.”

Stephen realized, with jarring force, that the physician was quite serious. “Surely that won’t be necessary. Apart from occasional stomach pains, I feel fine.”

“I’ve been concerned about your condition ever since the pains began, but hoped my early suspicions were wrong. However, the truth can no longer be denied.” The physician glanced up, his gray-green eyes troubled. “You are suffering from a tumefaction of the stomach and liver—the same condition that afflicted your gamekeeper, Mr. Nixon.”

It was another blow. Nixon had deteriorated from a bluff outdoorsman to a pain-wracked wraith in a matter of months. And his death had been a difficult one.

Not ready to face himself in the mirror, Stephen tied his cravat by touch, going numbly through the usual motions. “There is no treatment?”

“I’m afraid not.”

Stephen pulled on his dark blue coat and smoothed the wrinkles from the sleeves. “How precise is your estimate of six months?”

Blackmer hesitated. “It’s hard to predict the course of a disease. I would say that you would have no less than three months, but six months would be…optimistic.”

In other words, if the physician’s diagnosis was correct, Stephen would be dead by Christmas. Probably well before then.

What if Blackmer was wrong? It was certainly possible, but the man was a respected and conscientious physician. A foundling raised by the parish, he’d been so promising that the old duke, Stephen’s father, had sent him to study medicine. In return, Blackmer had provided the Kenyon family with excellent care. It was unlikely he would give the son of his former patron a death sentence unless he was absolutely sure.

Stephen forced his numb mind to consider what other questions to ask. “Should I continue taking the pills you gave me on your last visit, or is there no point?”

“Keep taking them. In fact, I’ve compounded more.” Blackmer reached into his case and drew out a corked jar. “They’re mostly opium to dull the pain, with some herbs to cleanse the blood. Take at least one a day. More if you feel discomfort.”

Like habit, manners were a convenient crutch. As he accepted the jar, Stephen said politely, “Thank you, Dr. Blackmer. I appreciate your honesty.”

“Not all of my colleagues would agree, but I believe that when the end is inevitable, a man should have time to prepare himself.” The doctor closed his case with a snap, then hesitated, his expression deeply troubled. “Do you have any other questions, Your Grace?”

Next to a death sentence, no other question mattered. “No. I bid you good day, Doctor.” Stephen reached for the bell cord.

“I can find my own way.” His gaze intense and unreadable, Blackmer lifted his case and went toward the door. “I shall call again in a fortnight.”

“Why?” Stephen asked, no longer able to keep the edge from his voice. “By your own admission you can do nothing, so I see no reason to suffer more prodding.”

Blackmer’s face tightened. “Nonetheless, I shall call. Just continue taking your medicine, and send for me if you feel the need.” Then, shoulders bowed, the tall man left the duke’s private sitting room.

Stephen stood quite still in the middle of the floor, trying to absorb the reality of the doctor’s words. Death in a matter of months. It seemed impossible. He was only thirty-six, for God’s sake. Not young, perhaps, but not old, and in excellent condition. Except for the mild asthma he’d had as a boy, he’d always enjoyed robust good health.


A tendril of anger began to twine through his numbness. He should know perfectly well that age had nothing to do with it. His wife, Louisa, hadn’t even been thirty when she had died of a fever. Her death had been a shock, but at least it had been mercifully swift.

His gaze fell on the gilt-framed mirror above the mantel. His reflection looked no different than it had an hour earlier: a tall, lean figure, chestnut hair, the strong-boned Kenyon face that was so well suited to arrogance. But an hour ago he had been a duke in the prime of life, a man who had just put off mourning clothes for his wife and who had begun to think of new beginnings.

Now he was a dead man walking.

Anger flared again, as intense as the time when he was fifteen and his father had announced that a suitable marriage had been arranged. Lady Louisa Hayward was only a child, but pretty and exquisitely mannered. The old duke had said that she would grow up to be a perfect wife and duchess.

Furiously Stephen had protested that a decision so important to his future should not be made without his knowledge. His brief rebellion had quickly withered in the face of his father’s anger and scorn. By the time he left the study, he had accepted his duty.

Looking back, he had to give his father credit: the old duke had been half right. Louisa had grown up to be a perfect duchess, if not a perfect wife.

He crossed to the door that connected his rooms with the duchess’s suite. He had not set foot there since Louisa’s death over a year ago. And not often before, if the truth be told.

The bedroom and dressing room were immaculately clean and empty, with no lingering traces of Louisa except for the samples of her exquisite needlework. Beautifully embroidered pillows, chair seats too pretty to sit on. Whenever he thought of his wife, it was with her head bent over an embroidery frame. She had passed through life lightly, guided by the dictum that a lady’s name appeared in the newspapers only three times: on her birth, her marriage, and her death.

Stephen closed the door and turned back to his sitting room. A picture of Louisa hung across from him. It had been painted by Sir Anthony Seaton, the finest portrait artist in England. Seaton had done a good job of capturing Louisa’s porcelain beauty, and the hint of sadness behind her enigmatic gaze.

Stephen wondered for the thousandth time if somewhere behind his wife’s flawless facade there had been strong emotions. Passion, anger, love, hate-anything. But if deep feelings existed, he had never found them. In all the years of their marriage, they had never exchanged a harsh word. Anger required emotion.

It was true that she had regretted not bearing a child, but her regret had been for what she saw as her failure to do her duty. Unlike Stephen, she had not regretted the lack of children for their own sake. But she had been unflagging in her duty, urging him to visit her bed regularly even though their couplings had been joyless.

Would Louisa be waiting for him when he died? Or was that reserved for people who had loved each other? They had been, at best, friends. At worst, strangers who sometimes shared a bed.

He went to the window and gazed out over the vast, rolling acres of Ashburton Abbey. The small lake shimmered like a silver mirror. He could not remember ever being told that someday the abbey would be his; the knowledge had always been part of him. The greatest satisfactions of his life had come from this land.


If Blackmer was right, soon his younger brother, Michael, would be the master of the estate. Stephen had long accepted that his brother or his brother’s son would probably be the next duke, but he had thought that would be years in the future. Decades.

His brother would make a just and capable duke because he also knew his duty. But Michael hated Ashburton Abbey. Always had. Given what he had suffered here as the family scapegoat, Stephen couldn’t blame him, but it meant that Michael would surely continue to live at his much loved Welsh estate. The abbey would be silent and empty, waiting for some future generation to take pleasure in the ancient stones, in the magnificent great hall and the peaceful cloister garden.

His anger again erupted into rage. All of his life, Stephen had done his duty, striving to master his responsibilities, to be worthy of his position. He had excelled in both athletics and academics at Harrow and Cambridge. He had consciously tempered the arrogance his father considered suitable to a Kenyon, for his own belief was that a true gentleman had no need of arrogance or boasting. He had treated his wife with consideration and respect, never reproaching her for what she was incapable of giving.

He had always played by the rules—and for what? For what?

Violently he swept his arm across a graceful side table, sending china ornaments and fresh flowers crashing to the floor. He had lived the life ordained for him, and it had been no life at all. Now that he was finally in a position to reach for a richer existence, his time had run out. It wasn’t fair. It bloody wasn’t fair.

With the long wars over, he’d been planning to travel, to see Vienna and Florence and Greece. He had wanted to do foolish things for no other reason than because they gave him pleasure. He’d wanted to learn if he was capable of passion, and perhaps take another wife who would be a companion instead of merely a perfect duchess.

He swung about, half suffocated by his anger. Though he had no intention of discussing his condition, such news would not stay secret for long. Soon there would be curiosity in people’s eyes as they studied him, wondering how much longer he would last. Worse, there would be pity. His neighbors would whisper when he entered a room. His valet, Hubble, would go around with tears in his eyes, making a bad situation worse.

For the first time in his life, Stephen yearned to escape Ashburton Abbey and everything it represented. He paced across the room. Though he was surrounded by people, there was no one to whom he could unburden his soul. At Ashburton he was “the duke,” always calm and detached. But now he felt a desperate desire to be someplace where he was a stranger while he came to terms with Blackmer’s crushing diagnosis. He wanted to be anonymous and free, even if it was only for a few weeks.

Well, why not? He stopped pacing and thought about it. Nothing was stopping him from leaving. He could go anywhere he chose, at any speed he wished. He could stop at village fairs and admire the pretty girls. Stay at inns that his servants would consider beneath their dignity. And August was a lovely time to ride through England.

This might be his last summer.

Gut twisting, he went into his bedroom and jerked open a drawer, yanking out a couple of changes of linen. Since he would go on horseback, he must travel light. How did ordinary people get their laundry done? It would be interesting to find out.

The door opened and his valet entered. “I heard something break, Your Grace.” Hubble halted, his eyes widening at the disarray. “Your Grace?”

Stephen straightened from the pile accumulating on the bed. Since Hubble was here, he might as well be put to work. Stephen could be on his way that much sooner. “I’m going on holiday,” he said with private irony. “Pack my saddlebags.”

Hubble regarded the clothing doubtfully. “Yes, sir. Where are we going?”

“We are not going anywhere. I am going alone.” Stephen added a well-worn volume of his favorite Shakespeare to the growing pile.

The valet looked baffled. He was a competent and good-natured man, but he’d never understood Stephen’s antic streak. “But who will take care of your clothing, sir?”

“I guess I’ll have to do it myself.” Stephen unlocked a desk drawer and took out a fistful of money, enough for several weeks. “It will be quite educational.”

Hubble visibly winced at the thought of how badly his master would be turned out. Forestalling the inevitable protest, Stephen said sharply, “No arguments, no comments. Just pack the blasted saddlebags.”

The valet swallowed. “Very good, sir. What sort of clothing will you require?”

Stephen shrugged. “Keep it simple. I don’t intend to go to any grand balls.” He lifted his gold card case from his desk drawer, then dropped it in again. Since he wouldn’t be traveling as the Duke of Ashburton; there was no need for calling cards.

Then he sat down and wrote brief notes to his secretary and steward, telling them to proceed as usual. He considered writing his brother and sister but decided against it. There would be time enough for that later.

As the duke wrote, Hubble packed the saddlebags. When he finished, he asked in a subdued voice, “Where shall I send urgent messages, Your Grace?”

Stephen scaled the last note. “Nowhere. I don’t want to receive any messages.”

“But, sir…” Hubble started to protest, then quieted when his master gave him a gimlet stare. He settled for saying, “How long will you be gone, Your Grace?”

“I have no idea,” Stephen said tersely. “I’ll come back when I’m ready, and not a moment before.”

Beginning to look frantic, Hubble said, “Sir, you can’t just run off like this!”

“I’m the most noble Duke of Ashburton,” Stephen said, a bitter edge on his voice. “I can do any damned thing I want.” Except live.

He slid his arm under the bulging saddlebags and lifted them before remembering something else that must go. There was just enough room to add Blackmer’s jar of pills.

Then he spun on his heel and headed for the door. He didn’t know how much time he had left, but he intended to enjoy every minute of it.








Chapter 2




“Rose!” Maria Fitzgerald cried. “My left wing is falling off!”

“Just a moment, Mama,” Rosalind replied. Swiftly she pinned the end of a long swath of shimmering blue-gray fabric onto the rough boards of the barn wall. The generous folds of material had done duty as royal hangings and misty seas, and they made quite a decent magical cave. She attached the other end of the fabric twenty feet away, studied the effect, then went to help her mother.

The barn was bustling as the Fitzgerald Theater Troupe prepared for the performance that would begin in a few minutes. Even though they were staging The Tempest in an isolated market town and half the people in the cast weren’t really actors, the members of the company took their work seriously.

Sure enough, one of Maria’s silvery wings was drooping. Rosalind retrieved needle and thread from her kit, then ordered, “Turn around.”

Obediently her mother pivoted so Rosalind could make repairs. Maria Fitzgerald’s lush womanly curves were not what Shakespeare had in mind when he described the delicate sprite Ariel. However, the gauzy, floating layers of her costume would win approval from male members of the audience, and her acting skill allowed her to make any role her own.

Rosalind anchored the sagging wing to her mother’s bodice with a dozen swift stitches. “There you are, as good as new. Just don’t go flying into any trees.”

While her mother chuckled, a clear soprano voice wailed, “Rose, I need you most desperately! I can’t find Miranda’s necklace.”

Rosalind rolled her eyes as she responded to her younger sister’s plea. Jessica, a blood-and-bone daughter of Thomas and Maria Fitzgerald, had inherited her parents’ beauty and expressive nature. Her dark lashes sweeping upward, she said dramatically, “If I don’t have my glittering sea creatures around my neck, everyone will watch Edmund instead of me. It will quite upset the balance of the play.”

Rosalind made a rude noise. “You know very well that the men who aren’t staring at Mama will be staring at you. As to your necklace, I think it’s in that box.”

Jessica dug into the chest that doubled as furniture in Prospero’s sea cave. A moment later she pulled out a nine-foot-long silken rope with gilded shells, starfish, and sea horses dangling from it. “Yes! How do you keep everything straight?”

“Organizational skill is the boring gift of the untalented,” Rosalind said as she draped the long rope of ornaments around her sister’s slim figure.

Jessica laughed. “Nonsense. You’ve all sorts of talents. The company would fall apart without you.” She surveyed her sister’s tall form. “And if it weren’t for that awful costume, the men would stare at you as well.”

“I can live without that pleasure.” Rosalind pinned the trailing necklace to her sister’s costume. It wouldn’t do for her to trip over a dangling starfish, as she had that time in Leominster. She’d fallen right into the mayor’s lap, not that he’d minded. “Besides, I rather like my awful costume. You must admit that Caliban is a perfect role for me. Very little acting required.”

Jessica looked stricken. Since acting was her life, she had never really grasped that her adoptive sister didn’t feel the same way. “You’re quite a good actress,” she said loyally. “You do well at all sorts of roles.”

“Meaning that I speak my lines clearly and don’t fall over my feet on the stage,” Rosalind said cheerfully. “That doesn’t make me an actress, love.”

“Rosalind!” A rich baritone voice boomed across the barn, sending pigeons flapping from the rafters. “Help me with the lights.”

“Coming, Papa.” She crossed the improvised stage to where Thomas Fitzgerald, in full magician’s robes for his role as Prospero, was setting the footlights. Gingerly she lifted one of the reflectored oil lamps and set it a foot to the left, then moved another a bit farther to the right. “There, that should light the corners better.”

“Right as always, darlin’,” Thomas said with a fond smile. He gestured toward the door. “Brian says there’s a good crowd gathering outside.”

“Of course—we’re the most exciting thing to happen in Fletchfield this summer.”

As her father moved away, Rosalind scanned the straw-strewn stage. The simple set was decorated, all the actors costumed. Outside Calvin was selling tickets in a staccato cockney voice. All was in order for the performance.

How many such scenes had she surveyed-hundreds? Thousands? She suppressed a sigh. She had spent most of her life in similar places, creating evenings of magic for the entertainment of the locals before packing up and moving on to the next town. Perhaps at twenty-eight she was getting too old for the life, though age hadn’t dimmed the zeal of her adoptive parents. But they were actors. Rosalind Jordan, foundling, widow, and de facto stage manager, was not. Sometimes she thought wistfully of how nice it would be to have a home to call her own.

But everyone she loved was under this roof, and that made up for the more tiresome aspects of life on the road. She raised her voice and called, “Places, please.”

The members of the cast darted behind the flimsy panels that acted as stage wings. When Rosalind had taken her own place, she signaled to her young brother, Brian, to open the doors and admit the waiting audience.

Let the magic begin.

Day Eighty-three

A week of aimless traveling had taken the edge off Stephen’s first furious reaction to the news of his impending demise. His mood had ranged from anger to fear to a fervent hope that Blackmer was wrong, though two agonizing attacks of gastric pain made the diagnosis seem increasingly plausible. Luckily both seizures had been at night, in the privacy of a rented room. He hoped to God that he wouldn’t have one in public, though it would probably happen sooner or later. He tried not to think about that.

With bitter humor he had decided to count down the days of his life. Assuming that he would have at least three months, he’d started the count at ninety. He would go down to zero. Then, if he still lived, he would begin counting up because every day after that would be a bonus.

With doom’s own clock ticking in the back of his head, he had wandered north from Ashburton Abbey through the Marches, the ancient borderlands where the Welsh and English had skirmished for centuries. When he crossed the old Roman road that ran west into Wales along the southern coast, he had reined in his horse and considered going to visit his brother. Michael had been a soldier, and had more than his share of firsthand knowledge of how to face inevitable death.

But Stephen was not yet ready to reveal his grim news to his brother. Perhaps it was because he was the elder. Though they’d become friends in the last year and a half, he did not want to go to Michael as a fearful supplicant. Which proved, he supposed, that he might have renounced arrogance but pride was still very much a part of him.

His pace leisurely, he had continued north into Herefordshire, then angled east, enjoying the scents and sights of late summer. It had been interesting to book rooms at inns for himself, to negotiate the cost of a bed or a meal. As a gentleman he was always treated politely, but without the awed deference that was usual. He enjoyed the change. Being a duke could be a flat bore sometimes.

But his journey was a lonely one. He’d always been detached from the turbulent, often childish emotions that controlled most of humankind. Now he felt sometimes that he was already a ghost, watching the activities of mortal men but not participating. It was time to turn his horse for home and become the duke again. He must fulfill his responsibilities: update his will, notify those who had a right to know of his condition, decide what actions he wanted accomplished before the estate passed to his brother.

He must also visit his elder sister, Claudia. In recent years they had not been close, but he would like to see her again before he died. Perhaps they might find common ground before it was too late.

Storm clouds were gathering as he rode into the small town of Fletchfield. Since there was no good reason to continue riding and get soaked, he scanned the facades of the two inns on opposite sides of the high street, choosing the Red Lion because of its flower-filled window boxes.

Stephen engaged a room and was about to go upstairs when he noticed a playbill posted on the wall. The “Renowned Fitzgerald Theater Troupe” was going to present Shakespeare’s The Tempest; or, The Enchanted Island that very evening. Stephen had always enjoyed the theater, and the tale of the magician duke who lived in island exile with his young daughter was a particular favorite. Heaven only knew what a cast of fourth-rate actors would do to the play, though.

Glancing at the innkeeper, he asked, “Is this company any good?”

“Well, I don’t know what a gentleman such as yourself would think,” the innkeeper said cautiously, “but we like ’em. They come through every summer. Always put on a rousing good show. Action, excitement.” He grinned. “And some very attractive ladies givin’ a glimpse of their ankles, and sometimes a bit more.”

It didn’t sound like great art, but it would be a diversion. After Stephen had rested and dined, he went out to the high street. The air was heavy with August heat, but a distant rumble of thunder gave promise of cooling rain.

The temporary playhouse on the outskirts of town was easy to find, since a good part of the population of Fletchfield was going in the same direction. A few glanced curiously at the stranger, but most were too excited by the prospect of the play.

Outside the barn where the performance was to be held, fifty or sixty people were milling about while a foxy little man with a cockney accent sold tickets. A shilling bought a wooden disk stamped with an F that would be collected when the doors opened. No nonsense about box seats versus the pit here.

Stephen was waiting in line to buy his ticket when he saw two elderly ladies, clearly sisters. Their clothing was shabby but almost painfully clean. The smaller one said briskly, “’Twould be fun and no denying, but we simply can’t afford two shillings.”

Her sister, tall and sweet faced, said wistfully, “I know, Fanny, I know. ’Tis better to eat than watch a play. But Romeo and Juliet was ever so lovely that time five years ago when the hens were laying well and we had a bit of money to spare.”

“No use thinking about it.” Clearly the leader, Fanny took her sister’s arm and started to lead her away. “Let’s go home and have a nice cup of raspberry leaf tea.”

It was Stephen’s turn to buy a ticket. On impulse he handed the seller three shillings and received three disks. Then he circled around and made his way through the crowd to the elderly sisters. Bowing politely, he said, “Excuse me, ladies, but could you do a service for a stranger?”

Fanny surveyed him skeptically. “Are you in need of directions?”

He shook his head. “I was to meet two friends here to see the play, but I’ve just learned that they will be unable to come. Would you take these?” He held out two disks.

The tall sister’s eyes lit up. “Oh, Fanny.”


Her sister said gruffly, “Can’t you return them?”

“The chap selling the tickets looks like a stubborn sort to me,” Stephen said earnestly. “I’d rather not get into an argument with him.”

As Fanny debated the morality of accepting his offer, her gaze went from Stephen to her sister’s hopeful face. Understanding flickered in her eyes. “Thank you, sir. You are most kind.” She put out her hand. Though she might not accept charity for herself, she would not deny her sister the pleasure of the play.

“It is you who are kind, ma’am.” He handed over the tokens, then bowed and moved away, feeling a warm glow. Each year he gave literally thousands of pounds to the local parish and charities for everything from supporting military widows to establishing schools for the children of laborers. But those things were done from a distance; he didn’t even write the bank drafts himself. Spending two shillings from his pocket to give a treat to a pair of elderly ladies brought him more satisfaction than all of the money he had given away in the past. Perhaps he should become more involved with the results of his philanthropy.

His pleasure dimmed when he recalled that there was not much time to change his habits. Still, there were a few months ahead of him. He resolved to spend part of that time making sure that his charitable bequests would achieve the best results. He might visit some widows and schools, not to receive gratitude for doing what was his duty, but to appreciate the humanity of those he helped.

The doors swung open, propelled by a lively boy of ten or eleven from inside the barn. “Ladies and gentlemen, step inside,” the cockney ticket seller shouted. “The Tempest is about to begin!”

The approaching storm produced a timely rumble of thunder. Amid general laughter, the crowd moved into the barn, each receiving a playbill in return for handing over a disk. A pungent atmosphere gave evidence that cows were usually stabled within. Crude wooden benches were set in rows facing the improvised stage, which ran across the far end of the building. Light came from narrow clerestory windows and a half-dozen footlights that separated the audience from the actors.

The barn filled quickly, the elderly sisters managing to secure scats in the first row. Since there were not enough benches for everyone, Stephen took a position by the right wall. Not only was there a cool draft, but he would be able to leave quietly if the play was unwatchable.

Gradually the audience settled down, buoyant with anticipation. Stephen found that he shared the feeling. There was something magical about the theater, even under these crude conditions. Though he had a box at every important playhouse in London, it had been years since he’d looked forward to a performance this much. He mentally crossed his fingers that the actors were halfway decent.

A metallic boom of artificial thunder filled the barn, causing several nervous feminine squeals. Then, as flashes of false lightning illuminated the shadowy corners of the barn, two sailors staggered from the left wing and started talking loudly about the storm and the likelihood that their ship would sink.

The sailors were soon joined by their noble passengers, all of them bewailing their imminent drowning. After they left the stage, there was a long moment of stillness before the magician Prospero and his lovely young daughter Miranda emerged from the flimsily curtained right wing. Both players had dark hair and striking blue eyes, and were clearly blood kin. Stephen glanced at his playbill. Thomas and Jessica Fitzgerald.

Prospero had such a commanding presence that it took a moment for Stephen to really see Miranda. His first look was followed by another, for the girl was a beauty. The audience greeted her with applause and whistles of appreciation. Miranda gave her admirers a saucy smile and waited for quiet. When she had everyone’s attention, she began to speak in a crystalline voice that carried easily throughout the barn.

Prospero replied, his rich baritone explaining that he was really the Duke of Milan and she was a princess. Stephen straightened from his lounging position, attention riveted. Fitzgerald and his daughter were splendid, with a natural style that suited the intimacy of the improvised theater perfectly. Stephen had never seen the scene played better.

Next to enter was the sprite Ariel, accompanied by more whistles and claps from the rowdier men in the audience. Stephen didn’t blame them; Ariel was a voluptuous woman of mature years named Maria Fitzgerald, surely wife to Prospero and mother to Miranda in real life. She could also act. Her rich voice brought poignance to the role of the invisible spirit who served the magician faithfully yet yearned for freedom.

Stephen crossed his arms over his chest and relaxed against the wall, more than willing to surrender to the illusions of the play. Nature helped by contributing a genuine tempest and drumming rain to counterpoint the story. Within the darkened barn, it was easy to believe in a distant island of mist and magic.

Though the other actors weren’t as talented as the three Fitzgeralds, all were competent. The monster Caliban drew laughter when he appeared in a shaggy ape suit that completely disguised the age and appearance of the actor. Cheerfully unsubtle, the monster’s stomping about the stage was received with great approval. The handsome young man who played Ferdinand, the yearning lover, wasn’t much of an actor, but his appearances brought happy sighs from females in the audience.

The Tempest wasn’t noted for a strong plot. However, Stephen particularly liked the story because of the way Prospero forgave his brother Antonio for the latter’s murder attempt a dozen years before. The world needed more forgiveness, which was why Stephen had taken such efforts to reconcile with his own brother. He had been rewarded many times over for reaching out across years of anger and misunderstanding.

By the time the lovers had been united, Ariel had been joyfully released from the magician’s service, and Prospero had drowned his magic book, Stephen felt better than he had in days. The Fitzgerald company was an unexpected gem. He joined the enthusiastic applause after Prospero’s final speech.

One by one the other actors emerged from the wings to take their bows. Dropping her sprite’s playfulness, Maria Fitzgerald was regal, while her daughter Jessica was a charming coquette.

Then Caliban strode out onto the stage and swept off the shaggy headdress to reveal the tawny hair and pleasant features of an attractive young female. Though she was not so beautiful as Jessica Fitzgerald, there was something about the young woman’s laughing expression that appealed to Stephen. She seemed like someone he would enjoy knowing.

She glanced in his direction, and he saw that her eyes were dark brown, a striking contrast to her light hair. She was older than Jessica, perhaps in her mid-to-late twenties. A woman, not a girl.


He looked down at the playbill and saw that Caliban was played by Mrs. Rosalind Jordan. No Mr. Jordan was listed in the cast. He raised his eyes as the players departed from the stage. For a moment he indulged himself in the fantasy that this was London and he was a well man so that he could go to the greenroom and meet that laughing, tawny lady. Discover if she was as winsome as she seemed, and what sort of figure was concealed beneath that enveloping costume.

But this was not London, and he was not a well man. It was hard to be interested in amorous play when concerned about survival. Good-bye, Lady Caliban.

The performance was to conclude with a one-act afterpiece, but Stephen decided he’d had enough of the smoke and smell of the improvised theater. He edged his way to the door and went outside. The storm had passed, leaving a light misting rain and refreshing coolness. The days were long in August, and the lingering, cloudy twilight turned Fletchfield into a hazy fairyland.

Stephen walked along the empty high street, enjoying the scents of wet earth and growing things, of wild-flowers and the faint, delectable aroma of baking bread. He liked the feel of moisture on his face and the otherworldly beauty the misty droplets lent to the landscape. Rain was one of many things he appreciated as never before. The only positive effect of Blackmer’s pronouncement was that, in an odd way, Stephen felt more alive than he ever had.

His reaction to Rosalind Jordan had reminded him that although he was dying, he wasn’t dead yet. What was the right course of action for a man in his circumstances? He’d intended to look for a new wife until he heard Blackmer’s death sentence. Of course, there were some who would say it was his duty to remarry swiftly in the hopes of fathering an heir. His brother Michael would be delighted if that happened.

But years of dutiful marriage had produced no children before, and Stephen was not convinced that the fault had lain with Louisa. It was as likely that he was the one incapable of creating new life. Or perhaps the emptiness of their marriage had made it impossible to produce something as full of vitality as a baby.

The thought of marrying in cold blood for dynastic reasons made his mouth tighten to a thin line. He’d made one dutiful marriage, and he’d be damned if he would do it again. So he would not seek a wife.

What about an affair? In London there were beautiful women who would give a convincing illusion of passion to a man who could pay the price.

But would he want even that? The loneliest times of his life had been in Louisa’s bed, where their bodies joined but nothing he did could call forth a single spark of response from his wife. A purchased pretense of love might be equally bleak, especially now, when passion was not in the forefront of his mind.

No, if he was dying, he would do it as he had lived—alone. Many men, and women, too, had done that with dignity. Surely he could do the same.

The rain was becoming heavier. He raised his face to the sky and closed his eyes, letting the cool liquid trickle over his face as he thought of some lines from the play he had just seen: “Full fathom five thy father lies; of his bones are coral made.” Or perhaps he should be pondering the words from the funeral service: “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”

In this case it would be Ashburton to ashes.

Expression grim, he lowered his gaze from the heavens and continued down the street in the lovely, lonely rain.








Chapter 3




Thomas Fitzgerald frowned out the window of the private parlor at the steadily falling rain. “Performing The Tempest during a real tempest was all very well, but the roads are in terrible shape this morning.”

Rosalind glanced up from the costume she was mending. “True, but the rain should stop soon, and it’s only eight or nine miles to Redminster.”

“It will take all day to cover them,” Thomas said gloomily.

Maria leaned across the breakfast table and poured the last of the tea into her husband’s cup. “And what else would we be doing with the time, my lord and master?”

Thomas leered wickedly at his wife. “We could stay tucked up in this snug inn while I remind you what’s best to do on a rainy day. Instead, I’ll be spending my time pulling wagons out of the mud.”

Maria batted her long dark lashes demurely. “There’s still time to go back to our room for a quick reminder, since the young ones haven’t had breakfast yet.”

“Behave yourself, you two,” Rosalind ordered as she slipped half a piece of toast to Aloysius, the family wolfhound, who was lazing beneath the table. “With the weather like this, we need to be off as soon as possible. If you’re planning to spend the day in mud, Papa, be sure to change into your oldest clothes.


“Not a romantic bone in her body,” her father grumbled.

“And a good thing, too.” Rosalind was knotting her thread when Jessica floated into the private parlor.

“Good morning.” her sister said with a languid sigh. “Are The Parents treating us to another show of embarrassing marital devotion?”

“I’m afraid so.” Rosalind snipped her thread and put all the sewing tools back into her box. “Who are you this morning—Juliet?”

Jessica draped herself gracefully across a chair. “Yes. I think I shall die of love. Did you see that absolutely splendid gentleman in the audience last night? He was standing against the left wall. Such an air! Such presence! Such a tailor! He must be a lord. We shall have an affair.”

“You will not!” her mother said firmly. “You’re not too big to be spanked, young lady.”

Not missing a beat, Jessica continued, “His lordship will admire me extravagantly, but I shall spurn his advances. Consumed by love, he will offer marriage despite my humble station, but I shall say I can never leave the stage for the boring life of a society matron. He will sink into a decline and die of unrequited passion.”

Rosalind had also seen the man, for he was the kind a woman noticed—tall, confident, handsome. Well worth a few fantasies. But there was no time for fantasy this morning. “The fellow is more likely a lawyer than a lord,” she said briskly. “Or perhaps a successful corn broker. Eat your eggs before Brian arrives and devours everything that isn’t nailed down.”

Her sister chuckled and got to her feet, her affected manner vanishing as she served herself a hearty breakfast. “I’ll bet Juliet was never told to eat her eggs before her little brother got to them.”


“She would if Brian had been her brother.” Rosalind folded the garment she had mended and packed it into the costume trunk. “And speak of the devil…”

Clattering feet could be heard racing down the stairs outside the parlor. They ended abruptly in a crash. Rosalind frowned. As she was getting up, her little brother entered the parlor. He was pure Fitzgerald, with dark hair and bright blue eyes, but now his face was pale and his left hand curled protectively around his right wrist. “I just fell and broke my wrist, I think.”

In the Fitzgerald family, it was very hard to tell real problems from imaginary ones, but Rosalind, her parents, and Aloysius all converged on Brian just in case his injury was serious. The boy gave a genuine yelp when Rosalind carefully examined his right wrist. “It looks like a mild sprain,” she said when she was done. “I’ll bandage it, and you’ll be fine in a day or two. Next time, don’t run on the stairs.”

“I shall not be able to do my mathematics today,” her brother said hopefully.

“You can and you shall,” Thomas said sternly. “One does mathematics with one’s head, not one’s hands.”

“Not true. Brian needs his fingers to count on,” Jessica said with deliberate provocation.

“I do not!” her brother said indignantly. “You’re the one who never got through algebra.” Using his left hand, he spooned the last of the eggs onto a plate while Aloysius watched with keen canine interest.

Jessica tossed her head. She was extremely good at it. “A goddess of the stage does not need algebra. It’s quite enough that I can estimate the box office receipts after a single glance at the theater.”

Rosalind rolled her eyes. “I’ll get my medical kit while you two squabble.” She headed for the door. Since Brian had a ten-year-old boy’s talent for damaging himself, she always packed the kit last, so she could find it quickly. But before she left the parlor, she paused for a moment to glance at each member of her family.

Her heart swelled with love. Once again she gave thanks for the fate that had sent Thomas and Maria along a shabby waterfront street, and the generosity that had caused them to take in a beggar child. Rosalind had only a few vague, nightmarish memories of her time on the streets, but she remembered meeting the Fitzgeralds with absolute clarity. If she lived to be a hundred, she would never forget the kindness in Maria’s eyes.

She noticed with a pang the signs of age in her parents. Both were handsome still, but they were nearing fifty, with silver threads in their dark hair. Life with a traveling theater troupe was hard. How much longer would they be able to continue? And what would happen when the long hours and constant moving became too much? They lived with modest comfort, but there was little put by. Salaries and costumes and wagons cost money.

Not that Thomas worried; he had faith that the Lord would provide. Unfortunately Rosalind lacked his belief that the Lord took a personal interest in the Fitzgerald finances.

She left the parlor, closing the door gently behind her. Perhaps Jessica would decide to try the London stage and become so wildly popular that she could afford to support her parents in their old age. She had the talent, and the ambition. Or perhaps Brian would be a great success, since he also showed signs of significant acting ability. The two of them were the family’s best hope for prosperity, for Rosalind’s talents were modest. One might almost say nonexistent.

With a sigh she climbed the stairs to the small room she had shared with her sister. There was change coming; she could feel it in her bones. Of course she’d always known that the family could not stay together forever. Jessica might joke about falling in love with handsome strangers, but it was a sign that she was ripe for the real thing. Someday soon she would find a husband and leave the troupe.

Rosalind only hoped that when her beautiful young sister married, she would show better judgment than she herself had.

Day Eighty-two

By the time Stephen finished a leisurely breakfast, the rain had stopped, so he set off on the long ride home to Ashburton Abbey. The violent gastric pains he’d suffered during the night had made it clear that it was time to end this self-indulgent escapade and become the duke again. There was much to be done at the abbey, and in London.

As he left Fletchfield, he crossed an arching stone bridge. Underneath ran the river that roughly paralleled the road that had brought him into town the day before. He’d thought the river placid and pretty. This morning, though, the waters had been swollen to a torrent by the night’s heavy rain. Since he was taking the same route south again, he thought a moment, trying to remember if there had been a ford. No, the river and road had not crossed, which was fortunate because the floodwaters would make fording very dangerous today.

As the morning advanced, the sun emerged from behind the clouds. He halted to admire the view from the crest of the highest hill in the area. That was part of a promise he’d made to himself: for whatever time he had left, he would never be too busy to admire a landscape or sniff a flower. He saw beauty in things he’d scarcely ever noticed before, and found a bittersweet pleasure in that.

This view was well worth admiring. Miles of lush English countryside spread out before him, the multicolored fields and copses divided by blooming hedgerows. To his right, the swollen river cut a wicked path through the green fields. The channel was narrower and the current even more turbulent than downstream at Fletchfield.

His gaze went along the road below him. A half mile ahead, a carriage and four wagons had pulled over to the side of the road because the last wagon had become mired in a muddy wallow. As Stephen watched, two men went to unfasten the team from the middle wagon to help pull the trapped vehicle free.

There was something familiar about the figures that milled around the wagons. He studied them and realized that it was the Fitzgerald Theater Troupe. The company must have gotten an early start that morning. Thomas Fitzgerald himself was giving the orders for freeing the wagon. A young boy wandered toward the river, while the ladies of the troupe began to stroll along the edge of the road, a lanky dog providing escort.

Except for one lady. Stephen smiled when he saw the tawny, bonnetless head of Rosalind Jordan. It was still hard to be sure of her figure, for she had a large shawl swathed about her. However, it was going to take time to free the wagon. Long enough for him to reach the travelers, make a polite offer of aid, and see Lady Caliban at close quarters. He set his horse, Jupiter, trotting down the hill.

The place where the road leveled out was only about a hundred yards from the flooding river. He glanced at the swift current, then frowned. The dark-haired young boy from the troupe was climbing a willow tree that overhung the swift waters. The child’s parents should keep a closer watch, not that watching was easy with a lad that age.

Stephen was turning his attention away when he heard a cracking sound and a startled cry. He whipped his gaze back to the river in time to see the branch that held the boy angle downward in horrifying slow motion. Finally it broke entirely, sending the small figure into the raging waters.

A shout of alarm rose from the group around the wagons. As Stephen urged his horse toward the river, he saw from the corner of his eye a rush of movement as the members of the troupe raced toward the water.

But they would be too late. The torrent was sweeping the boy toward Stephen at the speed of a cantering horse. The small dark head disappeared from sight under the muddy waters for long, frightening moments. Either he couldn’t swim, or he hadn’t the strength to fight the surging river.

Stephen reached the embankment and catapulted from his horse, his mind racing. He was the only one who might be able help, but how? There were no fallen branches to extend because the river was cutting through a grain field here. Jupiter was a fine horse, but he’d always been a little water shy. It would be impossible to persuade him into the river quickly enough to save the boy.

Even before his mind reached the logical conclusion, Stephen was stripping off his coat. Then he looked at the torrent and froze. It was fierce enough to overpower a full-grown man, even one who was a strong swimmer. He was no hero. If he went in after the boy, the odds were better than even that he would drown. It would not be death four or five months hence, but now, in broad daylight watched by a dozen strangers.

He wasn’t ready yet. He stared at the deluge, rigid with fear, and could not make himself move forward.

Then the raging waters lifted the boy’s head above the surface. For an instant their gazes met. The terror and despair on the child’s face ended Stephen’s paralysis. He took two steps forward and made a long, flat dive into the turbulent river. The muddy water was shockingly cold after the warm summer day. Blinking silt from his eyes, he struck across the current. It pummeled him fiercely as he fought his way toward the center of the river. But he was making progress. He should intersect the boy’s course in a dozen or so strokes.

As he neared his quarry, the boy submerged again. Stephen dived below the surface, stretching as far forward as he could. His fingers found a yielding object and he grabbed, catching the boy’s wrist. He pulled the small body toward him to get a better grip, at the same time kicking hard to propel them upward.

The boy was gulping for air when the pair emerged into the sunshine, but he had the wits to cooperate, not fighting or grabbing at his rescuer. Stephen looped an arm around the narrow chest and started toward shore.

With only one arm free for swimming, progress against the rushing river was slow. Stephen almost lost hold of the boy when a swirling branch slammed into his throat. He choked, inhaled water, and went under. By the time he got himself and his charge above the surface again, he was exhausted. But the riverbank was only a few feet away. He was reaching toward it wearily when he heard a cry of warning.

It was already too late. Something smashed into Stephen with numbing force, and he knew no more.







Chapter 4




Panting with effort, Rosalind managed to keep up with the men of the company, who were cutting across the field to the river where Brian had fallen. But they would not be in time. Unless a miracle occurred, her little brother would drown right in front of their eyes. She had no breath to spare, so her prayer was silent. Please God, oh, dear God, please don’t let him die….

Then she saw a horseman turn from the road to the river below them. The rider vaulted from his mount when he reached the bank and peeled off his coat. After an intense study of the river, he plunged into the torrent, his powerful body cleaving the waters and propelling him toward Brian.

Beside her, Calvin Ames, the Fitzgerald driver, ticket seller, and man of all work, swore as Brian and the man both disappeared. “Damned fool. They’ll both drown.”

“No!” Thomas said, agonized. His breathing was ragged and his face flushed, but he did not slow as he raced along the bank. “We’ll get there in time. We must.”

The stranger resurfaced, one arm locked around Brian. “Look!” Rosalind cried, giving passionate thanks as the man began struggling toward shore. But the churning waters were fierce. Could even a strong man reach safety with only one arm free for swimming? Yet he was making headway, hard-fought foot by hard-fought foot.

Then renewed fear stabbed through her. A tree trunk was sweeping down on the pair. Barely visible, it was moving with the force of a runaway coach. Rosalind cried a warning, though the man could not avoid the hazard even if he saw it.

The log struck, and both dark heads disappeared.

A long, long minute passed. Then Rosalind saw the man rise again, Brian still secure in his grasp. And finally luck was on their side. The current had carried the pair from the fields into a wooded area. Ahead another willow leaned out over the river, the lower branches submerged. The current carried the two right into it. The man wrapped his free arm about a branch and clung, his other arm supporting Brian. He made no move toward shore, apparently too battered for further efforts.

A moment later the members of the troupe reached the trembling willow. Rosalind realized with alarm that half the earth around its roots had been swept away by the flood. Getting the man and boy to shore would be hazardous.

Summing up the situation in a glance, Calvin said tersely, “I’ll go. I’m smallest.”

A thick branch extended toward the unmoving figures, a foot or so above the choppy surface of the river. Calvin climbed on and carefully inched his way forward. The narrow willow leaves shivered and the branch creaked dangerously under his weight. When he was within reach, he called, “Brian, lad, can you take my hand?”


Brian raised his head. His eyes were glassy, but he reached up and grasped Calvin’s hand firmly. He had to pry himself loose from the stranger’s clasp. When he was free, Calvin towed him back to the bank.

Tears rolling down his face, Thomas dragged his son from the water into a fierce embrace. “Damn you, if you ever do anything so foolish again, I’ll drown you myself!”

Shaking violently, Brian burrowed into his father’s arms.

Thankfully Rosalind turned her attention to her brother’s rescuer as Calvin called, “You, sir, do you need help?”

There was no answer. The stranger still clung tenaciously to the branch, his body swaying in the current, but there was no sign of life. Rosalind frowned. “I don’t think he can hear. He must be dazed from being hit by the log.”

Her gown had a sash, so she pulled it off and handed it to Calvin. “Tie this around him so that if something happens, he won’t be swept away.”

Calvin nodded and crept out on the branch again to tie the sash, keeping the other end looped around his arm. When the stranger was secure, Calvin said, “Jeremiah, can you help me? He’s a big fellow.”

Jeremiah Jones nodded. A large, calm man, he played character roles and took care of the horses. He gingerly moved out onto the branch. The tree groaned and dipped toward the water, but mercifully held. Working together, the two men managed to loose the stranger’s grip and pull him to the bank. It took the help of two more men to lift him from the water and lay him out on his back.

Rosalind dropped to her knees to examine the stranger as the other women of the troupe arrived, Aloysius loping beside them. Maria and the wolfhound almost smothered the shaken boy, Maria simultaneously thanking God and scolding her son.

Rosalind smiled a little, but most of her attention was on the man who lay unconscious before her. Releasing Brian into Maria’s embrace, Thomas came over and frowned down at the stranger. “Surely the brave devil hasn’t drowned, has he?”

She shook her head. “His pulse and breathing are strong. He took quite a blow from that log, though.”

Her fingers slid through his silky wet hair. Dry, it would be a dark chestnut, she thought. He was going to have quite a lump there. After careful probing she said, “I don’t think his injury is too serious, but we should get him to a doctor. Redminster is closest. We can make up a bed in one of the wagons and take him into the town while you’re getting the other wagon out of the mud. Does Brian need to see a doctor, too?”

“I’m all right,” her brother said unsteadily. “T-take good care of that gentleman, Rosie. I thought I was gone for good.”

“Aye,” Thomas said forcefully. “If not for him…” His voice broke for a moment. “Calvin, get the man’s horse. Jeremiah, bring the lead wagon as near as you can. Rose, you go along and take care of him. We’ll see you at the Three Crowns in Redminster.”

As Calvin and Jeremiah left to obey, Jessica came to Rosalind’s side and looked down at the stranger. “Good heavens!” she exclaimed. “It’s the man I noticed at the show last night—the handsome one.”

For the first time Rosalind looked at the man as a whole rather than as a casualty to be examined. “I believe you’re right. Keep your hands off the poor fellow until he’s conscious and able to defend himself, Jess.”


Jessica gave a contemptuous sniff as she knelt beside her sister. “He might not be a lord, but he’s certainly brave.”

Rosalind nodded in silent agreement as she studied his face. Handsome, certainly, but also stern. There was passion in that sensual mouth, and lines of strict control around it. He was a man used to being obeyed, she guessed. Not surprising since the cut and quality of his clothing clearly stated that he was a gentleman. Yet, paradoxically, his hard hands and lean, fit body showed that he was not a stranger to physical exertion.

“Should we see if he’s carrying anything that has his name and address?” Jessica asked. “There must be someone we should notify.”

Rosalind hesitated, then shook her head. “I’d rather not look through his things unless we have to. He can tell us himself when he wakes.”

“That will ruin the mystery,” Jessica said with regret. “He’ll probably turn out to be sober and pompous, with a wife and eight children.”

Perhaps. But as Rosalind gently tucked her shawl around his wide shoulders, she knew that none of that would matter. To her he would always be a hero.

 

Stephen returned to consciousness gradually. He was swaying. A ship, perhaps? No, a carriage of some sort. He was lying on his back with very little room to move. And he ached in a variety of places.

Christ, what if he had been wrongly declared dead and was in a coffin? There were ghoulish tales of those who had been prematurely buried. His eyes snapped open. To his relief, he saw that he was in a canvas-topped wagon. His movement was restricted because he was surrounded by chests and boxes, but he lay on a comfortable pallet, and a soft quilt had been tucked around him.

His head ached. He raised an unsteady hand to it, only to have his wrist gently caught in midair. “Better leave the bandage alone,” a husky contralto voice said. “You took quite a knock on the head.”

He glanced to his right, then blinked. Kneeling beside him was Lady Caliban. Or rather, Mrs. Rosalind Jordan. As she laid his hand down, a stray shaft of sunlight transformed her tawny hair into burnished bronze and gold and amber. All of the colors of autumn, though the unimaginative might call it light brown. Her expression had the humor and intelligence he had seen when she was onstage.

What he had not expected was the profound warmth in her dark brown eyes. He stared into the chocolate depths, mesmerized by the fact that all that kindness and concern were focused on him.

“How are you feeling?” she asked. If her eyes were chocolate, her voice was like the finest brandy, where rich smoothness concealed a powerful punch. And he mustn’t forget the cream of her complexion. She reminded him of every delicious thing he’d ever tasted in his life.

She was also going to think him an imbecile. He tried to say “Fine,” but the word emerged from his dry throat as a croak.

She reached for a jug beside her. “It sounds ironic after what you’ve been through, but would you like some water?”

When he nodded, Mrs. Jordan lifted the jug and poured water into a tin cup. Then she held the vessel to his lips so he could drink. When he was done, she sat back on her heels. “Do you remember what happened? The river?”


He thought back, then shuddered at the vivid memory of the water dragging him down. “Is the boy all right?”

“Brian is fine. Rather better than you, actually. He’s my little brother. We’re getting you to a physician, to make sure that you took no serious injury.”

“Thank you,” he murmured, his voice still almost inaudible.

“It’s you who needs thanking. My whole family will be eternally grateful for what you did.” She frowned. “Do you live in Fletchfield? Perhaps we should have taken you there, but Redminster is closer.”

He shook his head. “Live in…the West Country,” he managed.

“Then we’ll take care of you until you’re well enough to travel home.” She laid her hand over his. “I’m Rosalind Jordan. I’m afraid I don’t even know your name.”

“Ash…” His throat dried before he could finish saying Ashburton.

Mrs. Jordan cocked her head to one side. “Mr. Ashe?”

He tried to correct her, but the wagon lurched into a deep rut, pitching him against a trunk of some sort. As he slipped into unconsciousness again, he was glad that Lady Caliban still held his hand.

 

He was running through a field of flowers, pursuing a laughing woman. Her hair streamed behind her with all the colors of autumn, and her figure was sumptuously female. He caught her by the edge of the meadow and swung her around for a kiss. She tasted of wild strawberries. Her hands ran through his hair, stroking and teasing as her breathing quickened. In the way of dreams, suddenly they were lying down together, and she was responding to his caresses with an eagerness that matched his own.

He pulled her close and kissed her again. Wild, sweet strawberries. She yielded utterly, kissing him back with frantic ardor.

Then suddenly she was pushing against his chest, saying breathlessly, “You’re obviously feeling better.”

His dream faded, and he realized that he was looking into startled chocolate eyes that were only inches away. He was lying on his side, this time in a real bed, in a dark, candlelit room. And Rosalind Jordan lay within the circle of his arm, hair disheveled, mouth lusciously kissable, and her expression between laughter and dismay.

He wanted to kiss her again. Instead, feeling as if her mouth and body had imprinted his like a brand, he reluctantly bid good-bye to the field of flowers and moved away. “Good God, I’m sorry, Mrs. Jordan. What…what has happened? Where am I?”

She propped herself up on one arm and pushed a wisp of hair behind her ear. She was fully clothed and lying on top of the covers. “A fine nurse I am,” she said wryly. “I’m the one who should apologize for not doing my job better. You seemed to be doing well, so I lay down to get a bit of rest and promptly fell asleep.”

She covered her mouth and gave a delicate yawn. “Sorry. It’s been a long day. We’re at the Three Crowns in Redminster. A physician has examined you. He said you’ll have a headache and will need a day or two of rest, but your adventure caused no real harm. How are you feeling?”

Hoping his voice sounded normal, he replied, “The doctor was right about the headache, but otherwise I’m well enough, Mrs. Jordan.”

“Call me Rosalind. Everyone does. Except when they call me Rose.” She gave him a wonderful, sunny smile. “After that kiss, formality would seem out of place.”

As he flushed and muttered another apology, she yawned again, then swung her feet to the floor on the opposite side of the bed. “Would you like some soup? The landlady sent up a jug in a straw-packed basket, so it should still be warm. There’s a pitcher of milk, too, in case that would settle better.”

Though food had not always agreed with him lately, he realized that tonight he was famished. “Soup would be very welcome.”

Cautiously he pushed himself upright and leaned back against the headboard. A wave of dizziness went over him but quickly subsided. He wondered who had put his nightshirt on him. “Is it my imagination, or is this situation very improper?”

She laughed. “I suppose it’s improper, but we theater people are an unconventional lot.” She hesitated, her expression growing wary. “Perhaps I should have warned you. My father is owner and manager of the Fitzgerald Theater Troupe.”

Clearly she’d been snubbed in the past because of the family business. Wanting to restore her smile, he said, “I know. I saw The Tempest in Fletchfield. The performance was outstanding.”

Her wariness vanished. “I think it’s an excellent production, too. Prospero is one of Papa’s finest roles. When he speaks of breaking his staff and drowning his book of magic, it sends chills down my spine every time.”

“It had the same effect on me. He captured the essence of renunciation, when a man must give up what has been his life.” Stephen hesitated, afraid his voice might give away too much, before continuing in a lighter tone, “Everyone was good, particularly Miranda and Ariel. And you’re the most unusual Caliban I’ve ever seen.”

She stood and crossed the room. Her tall, delectably rounded figure was every bit as fine as in his dream. “In the ape costume, anyone can play that role. In fact, Calvin, our ticket collector, is doing it tonight.” She ladled soup into a deep bowl. “We didn’t want to leave you to the care of a stranger.”

“You’re all so kind,” he said, wishing for stronger words.

“It’s no more than you deserve.” She handed him the bowl and a spoon. “After all, you saved Brian’s life and very nearly lost your own in the process. You’re a hero.”

He took a spoonful of the soup. Beef and vegetable, very tasty. “Not at all. When I got a good look at the river, I almost turned around and got back on my horse.”

“But you didn’t,” she said, her great dark eyes glowing with warmth. “To be afraid and risk your life anyhow makes you even more of a hero in my eyes.”

He shifted uncomfortably, knowing that her admiration was misplaced. It had been no great thing to risk a life that might be measured in months.

She poured some soup into a cup and took a chair near the bed. “By the way, your horse is stabled here at the inn.” Her expressive eyes sparkled with humor. “Every man who sees the beast admires your taste in horseflesh. Your baggage is over in the corner. I’m afraid your boots will never be the same, but Jeremiah, our expert on leather, is drying them out. He says they’ll be quite wearable by tomorrow.”

Stephen shrugged. Since he’d always been able to buy anything he wanted, belongings meant very little to him—except for his horse. Jupiter was a friend, not a possession.

“Is there anyone you would like us to notify about your accident, Mr. Ashe?” Rosalind’s glance went to her steaming cup of soup. “Surely your wife and family are worried about you.”

He thought of his staff at Ashburton Abbey. A single note that he had been injured would bring a dozen worried people down on his head. He could summon family or friends with equal ease. But there was no one who would really miss him. “Thank you, but I’m not expected home at any particular time. And I’m not Mr. Ashe.”

“I’m sorry,” she said contritely. “What should I call you?”

He started to answer, then closed his mouth. The moment he identified himself as the Duke of Ashburton, this friendly intimacy would be over. If Rosalind Jordan was venal, she’d try to crawl into his bed again in the hope of gaining some advantage by seducing a duke. If she was the sunny, straightforward woman she seemed, she would probably be intimidated by his rank. She would become very formal, perhaps leave in confusion.

He looked at her warm eyes and could not bear for that to happen. “My Christian name is Stephen,” he said. “After all, you said I should call you Rosalind.”

“Very well.” She cocked her head to one side. “Stephen Ashe?”

He considering telling the truth, that his family name was Kenyon, but then he would have to explain the “Ash” that he had mumbled, and the monogrammed As on some of his possessions. Easier simply to nod and change the subject. “So you’re a Fitzgerald daughter. Is Mr. Jordan part of the company?”


She sighed, some of her brightness fading. “He was once, but that was a long time ago. He’s been dead for years.”

“I’m so sorry,” Stephen said, trying to sound sincere when his real reaction was pleasure. So Lady Caliban was a widow. A lovely, unconventional widow who wasn’t the least upset at lying down by a stranger and wakening to his kiss.

Mention of her husband brought Rosalind to her feet. “I should be letting you rest. Since you’re doing so well, I’ll go to my own room. Do you need anything before I leave?”

Suppressing the improper answer that came to mind, he asked, “Will the company be leaving Redminster tomorrow?”

“No, the town is larger than Fletchfield. We’ll stay for several days.” She smiled. “We even have a fairly decent theater in the assembly room of the Royal George.”

“Why don’t you stay at the Royal George? Would playgoers pester members of the company?”

“Perhaps, but the real reason is that we can’t afford the rates there,” she said cheerfully as she left the room. “I’ll see you in the morning, Stephen.”

After the door closed, he got cautiously to his feet. More dizziness, but it passed quickly. He went to his luggage across the room, feeling every bruise he’d acquired in the river, and dug out Blackmer’s jar of pills. He’d been taking the medication faithfully, despite its limited usefulness. At least tonight opium would help his throbbing head. He tipped two pills into his hand and washed them down with water.

Then he returned to his bed, shaky enough to appreciate lying down again. Yet he drifted toward sleep in a surprisingly good mood.


After seeing The Tempest, he had decided that he didn’t want either a wife or the synthetic passion of a courtesan. That was easy to say when desire was dormant. But now it had returned in full flood. Perhaps it would be possible to bed a warm, attractive woman who was worldly and unconventional enough to take a love affair lightly. Was Rosalind Jordan such a woman? He wanted to think so.

God, how he wanted to think so.

 

Rosalind was grateful to return to her room and find that her sister hadn’t yet returned from the performance. She sank onto the bed, her hand pressing to her mouth.

As she and Jessica had both noticed even during a performance, Stephen Ashe was…very attractive. And not only because he was tall and strong and handsome. She’d been right to see passion in his features when he was unconscious. In fact, she would be willing to wager that under his facade of light, ironic detachment was a character of Shakespearean complexity. Passion and hidden fires. Dark, compelling currents that contained—what? Anger, sorrow, desire? A decisive Hamlet, a man of natural authority. Yet at the same time, he had a gentle courtesy that she found immensely appealing.

Plus, of course, he kissed very well. Part of her wished they had stayed longer in that hazy, unreal state between waking and sleeping. In his arms she had felt warm. Secure. Desired. And just a little bit alarmed.

Firmly she told herself that she was letting her imagination run away with her. She and Mr. Ashe were strangers to each other, and she found him intriguing mostly because he was different from anyone else she’d ever met.

Her vagabond life meant that she knew mostly actors and other volatile sorts. Not that she didn’t adore her father and many of the other actors she’d met over the years, but she’d sworn never to marry such a man again. Charles Jordan had been blindingly handsome and, when he chose, utterly charming. He had also been dishonest and unreliable, and he had overrated his acting ability.

She chuckled at the last thought and lay back across the bed. Obviously she was enough of a Fitzgerald to rate bad acting as a character flaw.

Yet she was different from the other Fitzgeralds. The mysterious parents she could not remember had left their mark on her, both physically and mentally. The rest of her adoptive family seemed content with their nomadic existence, but Rosalind often looked at the homes she passed and wondered what it would be like to live in one for always. She talked to men like Stephen Ashe and realized how refreshing it was not to have to deal with an artistic temperament. Sometimes she daydreamed about being married to a good-natured country squire and creating a home and family.

She released her breath in a sigh. Though her dreams were not outrageous, she might as well be wishing for a castle on the moon and a knight in shining armor. The harsh truth was that she was probably incapable of having children, and she never stayed in one place long enough to form a relationship with the sort of man who attracted her.

Besides, if she ever did meet a solid, respectable gentleman like that, he’d think her a wicked actress. The thought made her laugh, since she was neither wicked nor much of an actress. Nor was Stephen Ashe a jolly country squire by any stretch of the imagination.

Laughter was better than the knowledge that the most interesting man she’d ever met would be gone in a day or two, and she’d never have a chance to know him.
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