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 Martin Cambden Willesden, fifth Earl of Merton, strode purposefully along the first-floor corridor of the Hermitage, his principal country residence. The scowl marring his striking features would have warned any who knew him that he was in a foul mood. A common saying among the men of the 7th Hussars had been that if any emotion showed on Major Willesdens face the portents were bad. And, thought ex-Major Willesden savagely, Ive every right to feel furious.
Recalled from pleasant exile in the Bahamas, forced to leave behind the most satisfying mistress he had ever mounted, he had landed in gloomy London to face an uphill battle to extricate the family fortunes from the appalling state they had, apparently unaided, tumbled into. Matthews, the elder, of Matthews and Sons, his and his familys man of business, had warned him that the Hermitage was in need of attention and would not, in its present state, meet with his approval. He had thought that was all part of the old mans attempt to persuade him to return to England without delay. He should have recalled Matthews habit of understatement. Martins lips thinned. The grim look in his grey eyes deepened. The Hermitage was in even worse case than the investments he had spent the last three weeks reorganising.
As he paced the length of the corridor, the crisp clack of boot-heels penetrated his reverie. In a state bordering on shock, Martin stopped and stared down. There were no runners! Just bare wooden boards and, to his critical eye, they were not even well-polished.
Slowly, his grey gaze lifted to take in the sombre tones of decaying wallpaper framed by faded and musty hangings. A pervasive chill inhabited the gloom.
His frown now black, the Earl of Merton sworeand added yet another item to the catalogue of matters requiring immediate attention. If he was ever to visit the Hermitage again, let alone reside for more than a day, the place would have to be done up. Downstairs was bad enough but this! Description failed him.
Setting aside his aggravation, Martin resumed his determined progress towards the Dowager Countesss rooms. Since his arrival eight hours ago, he had postponed the inevitable meeting with his mother on the grounds of dealing with the problems crippling his major estate. The excuse had not been exaggeration. But the critical decisions had been made; the reins were now firmly in his grasp.
Despite such success, his hopes for the coming interview were less than certain. Curiosity brushed shoulders with a lingering wariness he had not thought he still possessed.
His mother, Lady Catherine Willesden, the Dowager Countess of Merton, had terrorised her household for as long as Martin could recall. The only ones apparently immune from her domination had been his father and himself. His father she had excused. He had not been so favoured.
He halted outside the plain wooden door that gave access to the Dowagers apartments. Despite all that lay between them, she was his mother. A mother he had not seen for thirteen years and whom he remembered as a cold, calculating woman with no room in her heart for him. How much of the blame for the decay of his ancestral acres could be laid at her door? The question puzzled him, for he knew her pride. In fact, he had a good few questions, including how she would deal with him now; the answers lay beyond the door facing him.
Recognising the instinctive squaring of his shoulders as his habit when about to enter his colonels domain, Martins lips twitched. Without more ado, he raised a fist to the plain panels and knocked. Hearing a clear instruction to enter, he opened the door and complied.
He paused just beyond the threshold, his hand on the doorknob and, with a practised air of languid ease, scanned the room. What he saw answered some of his questions.
The tall, upright figure in the chair before the windows was much as he remembered, more gaunt with hair three shades greyer, perhaps, but still retaining that calm air of determination he so vividly recalled. It was the sight of the gnarled and twisted hands resting, useless, in her lap and the peculiar rigidity of her pose that alerted him to the truth. They had told him she kept to her room, a victim of rheumatism. He had interpreted that as a fashionable response to a relatively minor ailment. Now, reality stared him in the face. His mother was an invalid, bound to her chair.
Pity stabbed him, sharp and fresh. He remembered her as an active woman, riding and dancing with the best of them. Then his eyes locked with hers, chilly grey, haughty as everand more defensive than he had ever seen them. Instantly, he knew that pity was the very last thing his mother would accept from him.
Despite the real shock, his face remained impassive. Unhurriedly, he closed the door and strolled into the room, taking a moment to acknowledge the round-eyed stare of the only other occupant of the large chamberhis eldest brothers relict, Melissa.
Catherine Willesden sat in her high-backed chair and watched her third son approach, her features as impassive as his. Her lips thinned as she took in his long, powerful frame, and the subtle elegance that cloaked it. The light fell on his features as he drew nearer. Her sharp eyes were quick to detect the hardness behind the elegance, a ruthless determination, a hedonism ill-concealed by the veneer of polite manners. It was a characteristic she was honest enough to recognise.
Then he was before her. To her horror, he reached for her hand. She would have stopped him if shed been able but the words stuck in her throat, trapped by her pride. Warm, strong fingers closed over her gnarled fingers. Her surprise was swamped beneath a sudden rush of emotions as Martins dark head bent and she felt his lips brush her wrinkled skin. Gently, he replaced her hand in her lap and dutifully kissed her cheek.
Mama.
The single word, uttered in a gravelly voice deeper than she recalled, jolted Lady Catherine to reality. She blinked rapidly. Her heart was beating faster. Ridiculous! She fixed her son with a frown, struggling to infuse an arctic bleakness into her grey eyes. The slight smile which played about his mouth suggested that he was well aware he had thrown her off balance. But she was determined to keep this black sheep firmly beneath her thumb. She could, and would, ensure he brought no further scandal upon the family.
I believe, sir, that I sent instructions that you were to attend me here immediately you reached England?
Entirely unperturbed by his mothers icy glare, Martin strolled to the empty fireplace, one black brow rising in polite surprise. Didnt my secretary write to you?
Indignation flared in Lady Catherines pale eyes. If you are referring to a note from a Mr Wetherall informing me that the Earl of Merton was occupied with taking up the reins of his inheritance and would call on me at his earliest convenience, I received it, sirrah! What I want to know is what the meaning of it is. And why, once you finally arrived, it took you an entire day to remember the way to my rooms!
Observing the unmistakable signs of ire investing his mothers austere features, Martin resisted the temptation to remind her of his title. He had not expected to enjoy this discussion, but, somehow, his mother no longer seemed as remote nor as truly hostile as he recalled. Perhaps it was her infirmity that made her appear more human? Suffice it to say that the Merton affairs were in a somewhat deeper tangle than I had understood. Placing one booted foot on the brass fender, Martin braced an arm against the heavily carved mantel and, with unimpaired calm, regarded his mother. However, now that I have managed to spare you some time away from the damnable business of setting this estate to rights, perhaps you could tell me what it is you wish to see me about?
By the conscious exercise of considerable will-power, Lady Catherine kept surprise from her face. It wasnt his words that shook her, but his voice. Gone entirely were the light, charming tones of youth. In their place, there was depth containing a great deal of hardness, harshness, with the undertones of command barely concealed beneath the fashionable drawl.
Inwardly, she shook herself. The idea of being cowed by this scapegrace son was ludicrous. He had always been impudentbut never stupid. Such languid insolence would be a thing of the past, once she made his position clear. Wrapping herself in haughty dignity, Lady Catherine embarked on her sons education. I have much to say concerning how you should go on.
Exuding an attitude of polite attention, Martin settled his shoulders against the mantelpiece, elegantly crossing his long legs before him, and fixed his mother with a steady regard.
Frowning, Lady Catherine nodded towards a chair. Sit down.
Martins lips twisted in a slow smile. Im quite comfortable. What are these facts you needs must inform me of?
Lady Catherine decided not to glare. His very ease was disconcerting. Much better not to let on how disturbing she found it. She forced herself to meet his unwavering gaze. Firstly, I consider it imperative that you marry as soon as possible. To this end, Ive arranged a match with a Miss Faith Wendover.
One of Martins mobile brows rose.
Seeing it, the Dowager hurried on. Given that the title now resides with the third of my four sons, you can hardly be surprised if, in my estimation, securing the succession is a major concern.
Her eldest son George had married to please his family but Melissa, dull, plain Melissa, had failed lamentably in satisfying expectations. Her second son Edward had died some years previously, part of the force which had successfully repelled The Monsters invasion. George had succumbed to the fever a year ago. Until then, it had never dawned on the Dowager that her impossible third son could inherit. If she had thought of it at all, she would have expected him to die, somewhere, on one of his outlandish adventures, leaving Damian, her favourite, as the next Earl.
But Martin was now the Earl; it was up to her to ensure that he toed the line.
Determined to brook no opposition, Lady Catherine fixed her son with a commanding eye. Miss Wendover is an heiress and passably pretty. Shell make an unexceptionable Countess of Merton. Her family is well-respected and shell bring considerable land as her dower. Now you are here and the settlements can be signed, the marriage can take place in three months time.
Prepared to defend her arrangements against a storm of protest, Lady Catherine tilted her chin at an imperious angle and regarded the lean figure propped by the fireplace with keen anticipation. Once again, she was struck by the changes, enveloped by a unnerving sense of dealing with a stranger who was yet no stranger. He was looking down, his expression guarded. Unexpectedly curious, Lady Catherine studied her son. Her last memories of Martin were of a twenty-two-year-old, already steeped in every form of fashionable vicedrinking, gambling and, of course, women. It was his propensity for dabbling with the opposite sex that had brought his tempestuous career to a sudden halt. Serena Monckton. The beauty had claimed Martin had seduced her. He had denied it but no one, least of all his family, had believed him. But he had steadfastly resisted all attempts to coerce him into marrying the chit. In a fury, her husband had bought off the girls family and banished his third son to a distant relative in the colonies. John had regretted that action bitterly, regretted it to his dying day, quite literally; Martin had always been his favourite and he had died without seeing him again.
Intent on finding evidence that the son of her memories had not in truth changed, Lady Catherine acknowledged the broad shoulders and long, lean limbs with an inward snort. He still possessed the figure of Adonis, hard and well-muscled through addiction to outdoor pursuits. His long-boned hands were clean and manicured; the gold signet his father had given him on his twenty-first birthday glowed on his right hand. The hair that curled about his clear brow was as black as a ravens wing. All that she remembered. What she could not recall was the strength engraved in the chiselled features, the aura of confidence which went further than mere arrogance, the graceful movements that created an impression of harnessed power. Those she could not remember at all.
Unease growing, she waited for some show of resistance. None came.
Have you nothing to say?
Startled from his reverie, induced by memories of the last time his mother had insisted he marry, Martin lifted his gaze to the Dowagers face. His brows rose. On the contrary. But I would like to hear all your plans first. Surely thats not the sum of them?
By no means. Lady Catherine threw him a glance that would have wilted lesser men and wished he would sit down. Towering over her, he seemed far too powerful to intimidate. But she was determined to do her duty. My second point concerns the family estates and businesses. You say youve been acquainting yourself with them. I wish you to leave all such matters in the hands of those retainers George hired. Theyre doubtless better managers than you could ever be. After all, you can have no experience of running estates of such size.
A muscle at the corner of Martins mouth quivered. He stilled it.
Lady Catherine, absorbed in ordering her arguments, missed the warning. Lastly, once you and Miss Wendover are married, you will reside here throughout the year. She paused to eye Martin speculatively. You may not yet realise, but it is my money that keeps the Merton estates afloat. Remember, I wasnt a nobody before I married your father. Ive allowed what passed back to me through settlements on your fathers death to be drawn upon for living expenses as the estates are unable to pay well enough.
Martin remained silent.
Confident of victory despite his impassivity, Lady Catherine advanced her trump card. Unless you agree to my conditions, Ill withdraw my funds from the estate, which will leave you destitute. On the word, her eyes flickered over the long frame still negligently propped against the mantelpiece. The subtle hand of a master showed in the cut of his dark blue coat; the pristine state of his small clothes was beyond reproach. Gleaming Hessians completed the picture. Martin, his mother reflected, had never been cheap.
The object of her scrutiny was examining the toe of one boot.
Undeterred, the Dowager added a clincher. Should you choose to flout my wishes, Ill see you damned and will settle my fortune on Damian.
As she made this final, all-encompassing threat, Lady Catherine smiled and settled back in her chair. Martin had always disliked Damian, jealous of the fact that the younger boy was her favourite. Knowing the battle won, she glanced up at her son.
She was unprepared for the slow smile which spread across his dark face, softening the harsh lines, imparting a devilish handsomeness to the aristocratic features. Irrelevantly, she reflected that it was hardly surprising that this son, of the four, had never had the slightest trouble winning the ladies to his side.
If thats all you have to say, maam, I have a few comments of my own.
Lady Catherine blinked, then inclined her head regally, prepared to be gracious in victory.
Nonchalantly, Martin straightened and strolled towards the windows. Firstly, as regards my marriage, I will marry whom I please, when I please. And, incidentally, if I please.
The stunned silence behind him spoke volumes. Martins gaze skimmed the tops of the trees in the Home Wood. His mothers suggestions were outrageous, but entirely expected. However, while her machinations were unwelcome, he understood and respected the devotion to family duty that prompted her to them. Even more to the point, they confirmed his supposition that she had had no hand in the decline of the Merton fortunes. As she was tied to her room, her household under the sway of an unscrupulous factor he had derived great satisfaction from verbally flaying before evicting him in the time-honoured way, he doubted his mother had any idea of the state of the rest of the house. Her chambers were in reasonable condition, better than any others in the rambling mansion. The factor had succeeded in intimidating the rest of the staff and, very likely, had gulled Melissa and possibly even George into believing that the decay was unavoidable. And if the section of gardens he could now see was the only fragment of the grounds still deserving of the title, how could his mother know the rest was wilderness? Martin paused by the window, his fingers drumming lightly on the wide ledge. Apropos of Damian, I should point out that he will hardly thank you for rushing me to the altar. He is, after all, my heir until such time as I father a legitimate son. Considering his current pecuniary embarrassments, hes unlikely to appreciate your motives in assisting me to accomplish that deed, and in such haste.
Lady Catherine stiffened. Martin spared a glance for his sister-in-law, huddled back in her chair, listening intently to the exchange between mother and son while ostensibly absorbed with her embroidery. One brow rising cynically, Martin turned to his mothers fury.
How dare you! For a moment, rage held the Dowager speechless. Then the dam broke. You will marry as I say! To think of any other course is out of the question! The arrangements have been made.
Naturally, Martin replied, his voice cool and precise, I regret any inconvenience your actions may cause others. However, he continued, on a sterner note, I am at a loss to understand what gave you the impression that you were empowered to speak for me in this matter. I find it hard to believe that Miss Wendovers parents were so ill-advised as to imagine you did. If they have, in truth, done so, their discomfiture is the result of their own folly. I suggest you inform them without delay that no alliance will occur between Miss Wendover and myself.
Stunned, Lady Catherine blinked. Youre mad! I would be mortified to do so! She sat bolt upright, her hands twisting in her lap, her expression one of dawning dismay.
Martin quelled an unexpected urge to comfort her. She would have to learn that the youth who left this house thirteen years before was no more. I hesitate to point out that any embarrassment you might feel has been accrued through your own machinations. It would be well if you could bring yourself to understand that I will not be manipulated, maam.
Unable to meet his stern gaze, Lady Catherine glanced down at her crabbed fingers, conscious for the first time in years of an urge to fuss with her skirts. Suddenly, Martin looked very likesounded very likehis father.
When his mother remained silent, Martin continued calmly, his tone dry. As for your second point, I can inform you that, having become thoroughly acquainted with my inheritance, Ive rescinded all the appointments made by George. Matthews and Sons and Bromleys, our brokers, together with our bankers, Blanchards, remain. They date from my fathers time. But my people are now in charge of this estate and the smaller estates in Dorset, Leicestershire and Northamptonshire. The men George hired were bleeding the estate dry. Its beyond my comprehension, maam, why even you did not question the story that estates of the size of the Merton holdings were, within two years of my fathers death, mysteriously no longer able to support the family.
Martin paused, tamping down the anger simmering beneath his calm. Just thinking of the state of his patrimony was enough to summon his demons. Surmising from his mothers stunned expression that she needed a few minutes to adjust to his revelations, he let his gaze wander the room.
Lady Catherines mind was indeed reeling. A niggling memory of the odd look old Matthews had given her when, angry at Martins inheriting, she had given vent to her frustrations in a long catalogue of his shortcomings, returned with a thump. She had been taken aback by the mans quietly tendered opinion that Mr Martin was just what the Merton estates needed. Martin, expensive profligate that he was, was hardly the sort she had expected Matthews to support. Later, she had learned that Martin had engaged the same firm his family had long used to represent him in his business dealings. It had come as something of a shock to realise that Martin had the sort of dealings with which a firm such as Matthews and Sons would assist. Matthews comment had bothered her. Now she knew what he had meant. Damn himwhy had he not explained more fully? Why had she not asked?
After gazing at Melissas bent head, pale blonde flecked with grey, and recalling his conclusion of years before that nothing much actually went on inside it, Martin turned back to his mother. As he guessed rather more of her thoughts than she would have wished, his lips twisted wryly. Youre quite right in saying that Ive little experience in running estates of this sizemy own are considerably more extensive.
Confirming as they did that her third son had changed in more ways than met the eye, his words seriously undermined Lady Catherines composure. They more than undermined her plans.
At her thunderstruck look, Martins grin converted to a not ungentle smile. Did you think your prodigal son was returning from a life of deprivation to hang on your sleeve?
The glance she threw him was answer enough. Martin leant back against the window-ledge, long legs stretched before him. Im desolated to disappoint you, maam, but Im in no need of your funds. On my return to London, Ill instruct Matthews to call on you here, to assist in redrafting your will. I pray you hold to your threat to disown me. Damian will never forgive you if you dont. Besides, he added, grey eyes gleaming with irrepressible candour, he needs the support that the news that hes your beneficiary will bring. If nothing else, it should relieve me of the necessity of repeatedly rescuing him from the River Tick. As far as Im concerned, he may go to the devil in whatever way he chooses. If he uses your money to do it, Ill be even better pleased. However, regardless of what you may choose to do, no further monies from your settlements will be used for the Merton estates, in any way whatever.
Martin examined his mothers face, sensitive to the encroachments of age on past beauty. After her initial shock, she had drawn herself up, her eyes grey stone, her lips compressed as if to hold back her incredulity. Despite her ailment, there was a deal of strength and determination still discernible in the gaunt frame. To his surprise, he no longer felt the need to strike back at her, to impress her with his successes, to demonstrate how worthy of her love he was. That, too, had died with the years.
And now to your last stipulation. He pushed away from the window-ledge, glancing down to resettle his sleeves. I will, of course, be residing for part of the year in London. Beyond that, I anticipate travelling to my various estates as well as visiting those of my friends, as one might expect. I also anticipate inviting guests to stay here. As I recall, during my fathers day, the Hermitage was renowned for its hospitality. He looked at his mother; she was staring past him, plainly struggling to bring this new image of him into focus.
Of course, such visits will have to wait until the place is refurbished.
What? The unladylike exclamation burst from Lady Catherines lips. Startled, her gaze flew to Martins face, her question in her eyes.
You neednt concern yourself about that. Martin frowned. There was no need for her to know how bad it really was; she would be mortified. Im sending a firm of decorators down once theyve finished with Merton House. He paused but his mothers gaze was again far-away. When she made no further comment, Martin straightened. Im returning to London within the hour. So, if theres nothing further you wish to discuss, Ill bid you goodbye.
Am I to assume these decorators will, on your instruction, redo these rooms as well? The sarcasm in Lady Catherines voice would have cut glass.
Martin smothered his smile. Rapidly, he reviewed his options. If you wish, Ill tell them to consult with you over the rooms that are peculiarly yours, of course.
He could not, in all conscience, saddle her with the task of overseeing such a major reconstruction, and, if truth be known, he intended to use this opportunity to stamp his own personality on this, the seat of his forebears.
His mothers glare relieved him of any worry that she would react to his independence by going into a decline. Reassured, Martin raised an expectant brow.
With every evidence of reluctance, Lady Catherine nodded a curt dismissal.
With a graceful bow to her, and a nod for Melissa, Martin left the room.
Lady Catherine watched him go, then sought counsel in silence. Long after the door had clicked shut, she remained, her gaze fixed, unseeing, on the unlighted fire. Eventually shaking free of her recollections, she could not help wondering if, in her most secret of hearts, despite the attendant difficulties, she was not just a little bit relieved to have a man, a real man, in charge again.
Downstairs, Martin briskly descended the steep steps of the portico to where his curricle awaited, his prize match bays stamping impatiently. A heavy hacking cough greeted him, coming from beyond the off-side horse. Frowning, Martin ignored the reins looped over the brake and, patting the velvety noses of his favourite pair, rounded them to find his groom-cum-valet and ex-batman Joshua Carruthers propped against the carriage, eyes streaming above a large handkerchief.
What the devils the matter? Even as Martin asked the question, he realised the answer.
Nuthing moren a cold, Joshua mumbled thickly, waving one gnarled hand dismissively. He gulped and stuffed the handkerchief in his breeches pocket, revealing a shiny red nose to his masters sharp eyes. Best get on our way, then.
Martin did not move. Youre not going anywhere.
But I distinly eard you say nuthin on earth woul induce you to spen the night in this ramshackle ole.
As always, your memory is accurate, your hearing less so. Im going on.
No without me, youre not.
Exasperated, hands on hips, Martin watched as the old soldier half staggered to the back of the curricle. When he had to brace himself against the curricle side as another bout of coughing shook him, Martin swore. Spotting two stable boys gazing in awe, whether at the equipage or its owner Martin was not at all sure, he beckoned them up. Hold em.
Once assured they had the restless horses secured, Martin grasped Joshua by the elbow and steered him remorselessly towards the house. Consider yourself ordered back to barracks. Dammit, manwe wouldnt get around the first bend before you fell off.
In vain, Joshua tried to hang back. But
I know the place is in a state, Martin countered, sweeping his reluctant henchman back up the steps. But now Ive got rid of that wretched factor, the rest of the staff will doubtless remember how things should be done. At least, he added, stopping in the gloomy front hall, I hope they will.
He had given orders that the household should conduct itself as it had previously, in his fathers day. Enough of the staff remained for him to expect a reasonable outcome. All locals, many from generations of Merton servitors, they had been overwhelmed by the outsider George had installed over them. Freed from the tyrannical factor, they seemed eager to return the Hermitage to its proper state.
Joshua sniffed. What about the horses?
Martins lips twitched but he suppressed the urge to smile, assuming instead a repressively haughty attitude. His brows rose to chilling heights. You arent about to suggest I dont know how to take care of my cattle, are you?
Muttering, Joshua threw him a darkling glance.
Get off to bed, you old curmudgeon. When youre well enough to ride, you may take a horse from the stables and come on to London. Itll have to be that hack of Georges; its the only animal remaining with sufficient resemblance to the equine species to meet your high standards.
Not at all mollified, Joshua humphed. But he knew better than to argue. Contenting himself with a last warning Theres rain on the way, sos youd best take heedhe stumped down the hall towards the faded baize-covered door at its rear.
Smiling, Martin returned to his curricle. Dismissing the wide-eyed lads, he climbed to the box seat and clicked the reins. The carriage swept down the weed-choked drive. Martin did not glance back.
As he passed through the gateposts marking the main entry, through the heavy iron gates, half off their hinges, Martin heaved a heartfelt sigh. For thirteen years, his home had glowed in his memory, a place of charm and grace, an Elysian paradise he had longed to regain. Fate had granted him his wish but, as fickle as ever, had denied him his dream. The charm and grace had vanished, victim to the neglect of the years since his father had had it in his care.
He would restore itbring back the gracious beauty, the calming sense of peace. On that he was determined. Martins jaw set, his eyes glinted, grey steel in the afternoon sun. In truth, he was glad to leave behind the travesty of his dream. He would remain in London until the work was done. When next he saw his home, it would once again be the place he had carried in his heart through all the years of his roaming. His particular paradise.
The road to Taunton loomed ahead. Checking his team for the turn, Martin cast a quick glance to the west. Joshua had been rightthere was rain on the way. Pursing his lips, Martin considered his options. If he stopped at Taunton, London the next day would be a tough order. He would make for Ilchesterhe and Joshua had passed the previous night at the Fox in tolerable comfort. Decision made, Martin dropped his hands, letting the horses stretch their legs. From memory, there was a short cut, just south of Taunton, which would see him in Ilchester before the coming storm.
Two hours later, the curricle swayed perilously as the wheels hit yet another rut. Martin swore roundly. He reined in his team to peer ahead into the gathering gloom. The short cut, dimly remembered as a fair road, had not lived up to expectations. A low mutter came from the west. Martin scanned the horizons, barely visible beneath the low-lying cloud. He doubted he could even make the London road before the storm struck.
He was gently urging the horses over the rutted stretch, dredging his memory in an effort to recall any nearby shelter, when a scream rent the air. The horses plunged. Rapidly bringing them under control, Martin leapt from his perch and ran to their heads. He caught hold of their bits just in time to prevent them rearing as a second scream sliced through the night. No doubt about it, a womans scream, coming from the woods just ahead. Swiftly, Martin tied the team securely to a nearby gate and, grabbing the pair of loaded pistols from beneath the seat, made for the trees. Once in their shadow, he took care to move silently, thanking the years of his misspent youth, when he had often gone poaching on his fathers preserves with young Johnny Hobbs from the village.
Some distance into the wood, he froze. Before him lay a small clearing, a track leading into it from the opposite direction. Sounds of a struggle came from an ill-assorted trio, waltzing in the shadows in the centre.
Keep still, you little!
Ow! Gawd! She bit my finger, the doxy!
As one man pulled away, the group resolved into two burly men dressed in unkempt frieze and a lady, unquestionably a lady, in a silk gown which shimmered in the twilight. The larger of the men succeeded in grabbing the woman from behind, trapping her arms by her sides. Despite her efforts to kick him, he managed to hold her.
Listen, missus. The master said to hold you ere and not to harm a single hair of your head. Now hows we to do that ifn you dont stop still?
The exasperation in the mans voice brought a sympathetic smile to Martins face. The clearing was too large to allow him to creep up on them. Quietly, he worked his way around so that the man holding the woman would have his back to him.
You fools! The woman and her captor teetered perilously. Dont you know the price for kidnapping? If you let me go, Ill pay you double what your master will!
Martins brows rose. The womans voice was unexpectedly mature. Clearly, she had not lost her head.
Maybe so, lady, growled the man nursing his finger. But the masters gentry and theyre mean when crossed. NoI dont rightly see as how we can oblige.
Holding both pistols fully cocked, Martin stepped from the trees. Dear me. Havent you been taught to always oblige a lady?
The man holding the woman let her go and swung to face Martin. In the same moment, Martin saw the second man draw a knife. He had a clear shot and took it, the ball passing into the mans elbow. The man dropped the knife and howled. His comrade turned to the source of the sound and so missed the pretty sight of ex-Major Martin Willesden, soldier of fortune and experienced man at arms, being laid low by a right to the jaw, delivered by a very small fist. Martin, his attention on the man he had shot, did not see the blow coming. His head jerked back from the contact and struck a low branch. Stunned, he crumpled slowly to the ground.
Helen Walford stared at the long form stretched somnolent at her feet. God in heaven! It wasnt Hedley Swayne after all! The discharged pistol, still smoking, was clutched in the mans left hand. His right hand held a second pistol, cocked and ready. She darted forward and grabbed it. Catching her skirts in one hand, she leapt over the sprawled form and swung to train the pistol on her captor, hampered in his efforts to reach her by the body between. Keep your distance! she warned. I know how to use this.
Noting the steadiness of the pistol pointed at his chest, the man who had held her decided to accept her word. He glanced back at his accomplice, now on his knees, moaning in pain. He threw Helen a malevolent glance. Blast!
He eyed her menacingly, then turned and stumped over to his mate. Helping him up, he growled, Lets get out of this. The masters bound to be along shortly. To my mind, he can sort this lot out hisself.
His words carried to Helen. Her eyes widened in shock. You mean this man isnt your master? She spared a glance for the still form at her feet. Heavens! What had she done?
The men looked at the crumpled figure. That swell? Never set eyes on him afore, missus.
Whoever he be, hes goin to be none too pleased with you when he wakes up, added the second man with relish.
Helen swallowed and gestured with the gun. Grumbling, the two rogues made their way to the edge of the clearing where stood a disreputable gig pulled by a single broken-down nag. They clambered aboard and, whistling up the horse, departed down the rough track.
Left alone in the gloom with her unconscious rescuer, Helen stood and stared at the recumbent form. Oh, lord!
Thus far, her day had been a resounding disaster. Kidnapped in the small hours, bundled up in a distinctly odoriferous blanket, bustled from one carriage to another until the sounds of London had been left far behind, she had spent the day being battered and jostled, tied and gagged, trussed and trapped in a worn-out chaise. Her head was still pounding. And now she had been rescued, only to lay her rescuer low.
With a groan, Helen pressed a hand to her temple.
Fate was having a field day.


    




    
 			Chapter Two
[image: alt]

 The back of his head hurt. Martins first thought on regaining consciousness convinced him he was still alive. But, when his lids fluttered open, he realised his error. He had to be dead. There was an angel hanging over him, her golden hair lit by an unearthly radiance. A sudden twinge forced his eyes shut.
He could not be dead. His head hurt too much, even though it was cradled in the softest lap imaginable. A delicate hand brushed his brow. He trapped it in one of his. No spectre, his angel, but flesh and blood.
What happened? He winced, pain stabbing behind his eyes.
Helen, bending over him, winced in sympathy. Im dreadfully afraid that I hit you. On the jaw. You stumbled back and hit a branch.
When a spasm of painor was it irritation?passed over her rescuers strong features, Helens guilt increased. As soon as the rattle of the gig had receded, she had fallen on her knees beside her victim. Quelling all maidenly hesitation she was hardly a maiden, after allshe had bent her mind to ministering to the injuries she had caused. His shoulders were abominably heavy, but, eventually, she had managed to lift his head on to her lap, gently stroking back the raven locks that had fallen across his brow.
Martin held on to her hand, reluctant to let his anchor to reality slip. It was a small hand, the bones delicate between his fingers. Gradually, the pounding in his head subsided, leaving a dull ache. He put up his free hand to feel the bruise on his chin. Just in time, he remembered not to try and feel the bump on his head. It was, after all, resting on her lap and she sounded like a lady.
Do you always attack your rescuers? Martin struggled to sit up.
Helen helped him, then sat back on her heels to look at him, open concern in her eyes. I really must apologise. I thought you were Hedley Swayne.
Gingerly, Martin examined the lump rising on the back of his skull. Her voice, if nothing else, confirmed his angels station. The soft, rounded tones slid into his consciousness like warmed honey. He frowned. Whos Hedley Swayne? The master who arranged your abduction?
Helen nodded. So I believe. She should have guessed this man wasnt Hedleyhis voice was far too deep, far too gravelly. Feeling at a distinct disadvantage due to the unfortunate circumstance of their meeting, she studied her hands, clasped in her lap, and wondered what her rescuer was thinking. She had had ample opportunity to admire his length as he had lain stretched out beside her. A most impressive length. The single comprehensive glance she had had, before his head had hit the branch, had left a highly favourable impression. Despite her predicament, Helens lips twitched. She could not recall being quite so impressed in years. Reality intruded. She had hit him and knocked him out. He, doubtless, was not impressed at all.
Surreptitiously observing his damsel in distress as she knelt beside him in the shadowy twilight, Martin could understand his earlier conviction that she was an angel. Thick golden curls rioted around her head, spilling in chaotic confusion on to her shoulders. Very nicely turned shoulders, too. A silk evening gown which he thought would be apricot under normal light clung to her shapely curves. He could not guess how tall she was but all the rest of her was constructed on generous lines. He glanced at her face. In the poor light, her features were indistinct. An unexpectedly strong desire to see more, in better light, possessed him. I take it this same Hedley Swayne is expected here at any moment?
Thats what the two men said. Helen spoke dismissively. In truth, she could summon little interest in her abductor; her rescuer was far more fascinating.
Slowly, Martin got to his feet, grateful for his angels steadying hand. His faculties were a trifle unsettled, his senses distracted by her nearness. Why did they leave? She was quite tall; her curls would tickle his nose if she were closer, her forehead level with his lips. Just the right height for a tall man. Her legs, glorious legs, were deliciously long. He resisted the urge to examine them more closely.
I held the second pistol on them. Sensing his distraction and worried that she might have caused him serious injury, Helen frowned, trying to study his expression through the gloom. Reminded of his pistols, she bent to retrieve them, her silk skirts clinging to her shapely derrire.
Martin looked away, shaking his head to dislodge the fantasies crowding in. Damn it! The situation was potentially dangerous! Definitely not the time for idle dalliance. He cleared his throat. In my present condition, I feel it might be wise to leave before Mr Swayne arrives. Unless you think it preferable to stay and face him?
Helen shook her head. Heavens, no! Hell have a coach and men with him. He never travels without outriders. Her contempt for her abductor rang in her tone. A sudden thought struck her. Where are we?
South of Taunton.
Taunton? Helen stood, the pistols hanging from her hands, and frowned. Hedley mentioned estates somewhere in Cornwall. I suppose he was going to take me there.
Martin nodded; the explanation was likely, given their present location. He glanced around to reorientate himself, then reached for his pistols. If hes likely to come with friends, I suggest we depart forthwith. My curricles in a lane beyond the wood. I was passing when I heard your screams.
Thank heaven you did. Belatedly, Helen shook out her skirts. I held very little hope we would be near any main road.
She glanced up at her rescuer, to find he was studying her, the shadows concealing his expression.
Martin smiled, a little wryly. His angel was not out of the woods yet. I hesitate to disabuse you of such a comforting thought, but were some way from any main road. I was taking a short cut through the lanes in the hope of reaching the London road before the storm.
Youre going to London?
Eventually, Martin conceded. The branches above obscured too much of the sky to let him judge the approach of the rainclouds. But first well have to find shelter for the night.
With a last glance about, Martin offered her his arm.
Quelling a rush of uncharacteristic nervousness, Helen placed her hand on his sleeve. She had no choice but to trust him, yet her trust in gentlemen was not presently high.
Was it from London you were taken?
Yes, Helen felt no constraint in revealing that much but the question reminded her to be wary until she knew more of her rescuer, fascinating though he might be.
Absorbed in negotiating the numerous hurdles in the congested path through the trees without further damaging her gown, Helen felt the calm certainty with which she normally faced her world return. Her rescuers strong arm assisted her over the blockages. The subtle deference in his attitude effectively dispelled her fears, settling a cloak of protectiveness about her. Relieved to find his behaviour as gentlemanly as his elegance, she relaxed.
Martin waited until they were some distance from the clearing before appeasing his burgeoning curiosity. The question burning his tongue was who she was. But that, doubtless, would be best left for later. He contented himself with, Who is Hedley Swayne?
A fop, came the uncompromising reply.
You mistook me for a fop? Despite the potential seriousness of their plight, Martins latent tendencies were too strong to repress. When she turned her head his way, eyes wide, her lips parted in confusion, his eyes wickedly quizzed her.
Helen caught her breath. For an instant, her eyes locked with her rescuers. Three heartbeats passed before, with a desperate effort, she wrenched her gaze free and snatched back her wandering wits. I didnt see you, remember.
At the sound of her soft and slightly husky disclaimer, Martin chuckled. Ah, yes!
A fallen tree blocked their path. He released her to step over it, then turned and held out his hands. From beneath her lashes, Helen glanced up at his face. A strong, intriguing face, rather more tanned and harsh-featured than one was wont to see. She wondered what colour his eyes were. With a calm she was not entirely sure she possessed, she put her hands into his. His strong fingers closed over hers; a peculiar constriction tightened about her chest. Helen glanced down, ostensibly to negotiate the fallen tree, in reality to hide her sudden frown at the ridiculous skitterishness that had attacked her. Surely she was too old for such girlish reactions?
Resuming his place by her side, Martin glanced down at her bent head, perfectly sure, now, that the tremor he had felt in her fingers had not been a figment of his over-active imagination. Highly experienced in the subtleties of this particular form of play, he sought for some topic to get her mind off him. I trust youve suffered no harm from your ordeal with those ruffians?
Determined not to let her ridiculous nervousness show, Helen shook her head. Nonone at all. But they were under orders to take care of me.
So I heard. Nevertheless, I dare say youve had your wits quite addled by fright.
Despite an unnerving awareness of the presence by her side, Helen laughed. Oh, no! I assure you Im not such a poor creature as all that. She risked a glance upwards and saw her rescuers dark brows rise. The look he bent on her was patently disbelieving. Her smile grew. Very well, she conceded, Ill admit to a qualm or two, but when they were plainly being as gentle as they knew how I could hardly quake for fear of my life.
Ive rescued an Amazon.
The bland statement floated above her curls. Helen chuckled and shook her head, but refused to be further drawn.
As the trees thinned, she resolutely turned her mind to her present predicament. With the uncertainty of her abduction receding, she was conscious of an oddly light-hearted response to this new set of circumstances. Twilight was drawing in; she was walking through woods, very much alone, with an unknown gentleman. While she was quite convinced of his quality, she was not nearly so sure it was safe to approve of his style, much less his propensities. Nevertheless, trepidation was not what she felt. Unbidden, a smile curved her lips. Not since childhood had such a whimsical, adventurous mood claimed her; the same buoyant exuberance had whirled her through her most outrageous childhood exploits. Why on earth it should surface now, in response, she was sure, to the stranger by her side, she had no idea. But the thrill of exhilaration tripping along her nerves was too marked to ignore. In truth, she had no wish to ignore itlife had been too serious, too mundane, for too long. A little adventure would lighten the dim prospect of her lonely future.
They emerged from the trees. In the narrow lane, a fashionable curricle was outlined against the gathering gloom, a pair of high-stepping bays restlessly shifting between the shafts. Impulsively, Helen gasped, What beauties!
The lines of both equipage and horses spoke volumes. Clearly, her rescuer was a man of means. Smiling, he released her beside the carriage, going to the horses heads to run a soothing hand over their noses.
Helen eyed the curricle, wondering if, in her slim evening gown, it was possible to gain the box seat perched high above the axle with reasonable decorum. She was about to attempt the difficult climb when a pair of strong hands fastened about her waist and she was lifted, effortlessly, upwards.
Oh! Her eyes widened; she bit back a most unladylike squeal. Deposited gently on the seat, she blushed rosy red. Erthank you. The smile on her rescuers face was decidedly wicked. Abruptly, Helen busied herself with settling her skirts, while, under her lashes, she watched him untie the reins.
It wasnt just the fact that she knew she was no lightweight, nor that no man before had ever lifted her like that, making her feel ridiculously delicate. It wasnt even the impression of remarkable strength that lingered with the memory of his hands gripping her waist. No. It was her quite shocking response to that perfectly mundane little intimacy that was tying her nerves in knots. Never in her life had she felt so odd, so thoroughly witless. What on earth was the matter with her?
Her rescuer swung up beside her. He moved with the ease of a born athlete, compounding the impression of leashed power created by the combination of understated elegance and sheer size. A deliciously fascinating impression, Helen was only too willing to admit. Then he glanced at her.
Comfortable?
She nodded, the simple question dispelling any lingering fears. In her estimation, no blackguard would ask if his victim was comfortable. Her rescuer might make her nervous; he did not frighten her.
A drop of rain fell on Martins hand as he clicked the reins. The sensation drew his mind from contemplation of the woman beside him and focused it on more practical matters. Night was closing in and, with it, the weather.
He levelled a measuring glance at his companion. When he had lifted her to the box seat, getting a good glimpse of a pair of shapely ankles in the process, he had confirmed the fact that her dress was indeed silk, fine and delicate. Furthermore, his experienced assessment told him her fashionable standing extended to wearing no more than a fine silk chemise beneath. In the wood, the warmth of the afternoon had been trapped beneath the trees but now they were in the open and the temperature was dropping. The neckline of her gown was cut remarkably low, a fact which met with his unqualified approval; the tiny puffed sleeves, badly crushed, were set off her shoulders. Even in the poor light, her skin glowed translucently pale. She was not yet shivering, but it could only be a question of time. If youll forgive my impertinence, why are you gallivanting about without even a cloak?
Helen frowned, considering. How much was it safe to reveal? Then, unconsciously lifting her chin, she took the plunge. I was at Chatham House, at a ball given for Lady Chathams birthday. A footman brought a note asking me to meeta friend on the portico.
In retrospect, she should have been more careful. There werecircumstances that made that seem quite reasonable at the time, she explained. But there was no one aboutat least, thats what I thought. I waited for a moment or two, then, just as I was about to go back inside, someoneone of those two ruffians, I thinkthrew a coat over my head.
Helen shivered slightly, whether from the cold or the memory of her sudden fright she was not sure. They bundled me into a waiting carriageit was still early and there were no other coaches in the drive. She drew a deep breath. So thats why no cloak.
I see. Martin trapped the reins under his boot and reached behind the seat to drag his greatcoat from where it was neatly stowed. He shook it out and flung it about his companions distracting shoulders, then calmly picked up the reins. What makes you think it was this Hedley Swayne behind your abduction?
Helen frowned. In reality, now that she considered the matter more closely, there was no firm evidence to connect Hedley with the kidnap attempt.
Observing her pensive face, Martins brows rose. No real reasonjust a feeling?
At the superior tone rippling beneath the raspy surface of his deep voice, Helen drew herself up. If you knew how Hedleys been behaving recently, you wouldnt doubt it.
Martin grinned at her prickly rejoinder and infused a degree of sympathy into his, How has he been behaving?
Hes forever at me to marry himheaven only knows why.
Pressing his lips together to suppress the spontaneous retort that had leapt to his tongue, Martin waited until his voice was steady before asking, Not the obvious?
Absorbed in cogitations on the vagaries of Hedley Swayne, Helen shook her head. Definitely not the obvious. Suddenly recalling to whom she was speaking, she blushed. Praying that the poor light would conceal the fact, she hurried on. Hedleys not the marrying kind, if you know what I mean.
Martins lips twitched but he made no comment.
Helen considered the iniquitous Mr Swayne, a slight frown puckering her delicate brows. Unfortunately, Ive no idea why he wants to marry me. No idea at all.
They proceeded in silence, Martin intent on the bad road, Helen lost in thought. The land about was open pastures, separated by occasional hedgerows, with not even a farmhouse to be seen. A stray thought took hold in Martins mind. Did you say you were at a ball when they grabbed you? Have you been missing since last night?
Helen nodded. But I went in my own carriagenot many of my friends have returned to town yet.
So your coachman would have raised the alarm?
Slowly, Helen shook her head. Not immediately. I might have gone home in some acquaintances carriage and my message to John got lost in the fuss. Thats happened before. My people wouldnt have been certain I was truly missing until this morning. Her brows knit, she considered the possibilities. I wonder what theyll do?
For his own reasons, Martin also wondered. The possibility of being mistaken for a kidnapper, and the consequent explanations, was not the sort of imbroglio he wished to be landed in just at presentnot when he had barely set foot in England and had yet to establish his bona fides. Youll certainly cause a stir when you reappear.
Mm. Helens mind had drifted from the shadowy possibilities of happenings in London, drawn to more immediate concerns by the presence beside her. Her rescuer had yet to ask her name, nor had he volunteered his. But her adventurous mood had her firmly in its grip; their state of being mutually incognito seemed perfectly appropriate. She felt comfortably secure; appellations, she was sure, were unnecessary.
Absorbed in the increasingly difficult task of managing his team over the severely rutted track, Martin racked his brains for some acceptable avenue to learn his companions name. Their situation was an odd onenot having been formally introduced, he did not expect her to volunteer the information. He balked at simply asking, not wanting her to feel impelled to reveal it out of gratitude for her rescue. Yet, without it, could he be sure of finding her in London? He ought, of course, to introduce himself, but, until he was more certain of her, was reluctant to do so.
Another drop of rain and a low mutter from the west jerked his mind back to practicalities. Skittish, the horses tossed their heads. He settled them, carefully edging them about a sharp corner. The dark shape of a barn loomed on the left, set back in a field and screened on the west by a stand of chesnuts. The mutter turned into a growl; lightning split the sky.
With a grimace, Martin checked the horses for the turn into the rough cart track leading to the barn. He glanced at his companion, still lost in thought. Im afraid, my dear, that before you you see our abode for the night. Were miles from the nearest shelter and the horses wont stand a thunderstorm.
Startled from her reverie, Helen peered ahead. Seeing the dark structure before her, she considered the proposition of spending the night in a barn with her rescuer and found it strangely attractive. Dont mind me, she replied airily. If Im to have an adventure then it might as well be complete with a night in a disused barn. Is it disused, do you think?
In this area? Unlikely. Hopefully therell be a loft full of fresh straw.
There was. Martin unharnessed the horses and rubbed them down, then made them as secure as possible in the rude stalls. By now very grateful for the warmth of his thick greatcoat, Helen clutched it about her. She wandered around the outside of the barn and discovered a well, clearly in use, by one side. Before the rain set in, she hurried to draw water, filling all the pails she could find. After supplying the horses, she splashed water over her face, washing away the dust of the day. Refreshed, she belatedly remembered she had no towel. Eyes closed, she all but jumped when a deep chuckle came from behind her, reverberating through her bones, sending peculiar shivers flickering over her skin. Strong fingers caught her hand; a linen square was pushed into it. Hurriedly, Helen mopped her face and turned.
He stood a yard or so behind her, a subtle smile twisting his firm lips. He had found a lantern and hung it from the loft steps. The soft light fell on his black hair, glossing the curls where they formed over his ears and by the side of his neck. Hooded grey eyesshe was sure they were grey lazily regarded her. Helens diaphragm seized; her eyes widened. He was handsome. Disgustingly handsome. Even more handsome than Hazelmere. She felt her throat constrict. Damn it! No man had the right to be so handsome. With an effort, she masked her reactions and swept him an elegant curtsy. Thank you most kindly, sirfor your handkerchief and for rescuing me.
The subtle smile deepened, infusing the harshly handsome face with a wholly sensual promise. My pleasure, fair Juno.
This time, his voice sent tingling quivers down her spine. Fair Juno? Shaken, Helen held out the handkerchief, hoping the action would cover her momentary fluster.
Taking back the linen square, Martin let his eyes roam, then abruptly hauled back on the reins. Dammithe was supposed to be a gentleman and she was very clearly a lady. But if she kept looking at him like that he was apt to forget such niceties.
Smoothly, he turned to a rough bin against one wall. Theres corn here. If we grind some up, well be able to have pancakes for supper.
Helen eyed the blue-suited back a touch nervously, then turned her gaze, even more dubiously, on the corn bin. Were pancakes made of corn? Im afraid she began, forced to admit to ignorance.
Her rescuer threw her a dazzling smile. Dont worry. I know how. Come and help.
Thus adjured, Helen willingly went forward to render what assistance she could. They hunted about and found two suitable rocks, a large flat one for the grinding base and a smaller, round one to crush the corn. After a demonstration of the accepted technique, Helen settled to the task of producing the cornmeal, while her mentor started a small fire, just outside the barn door, where the lee of the barn gave protection from the steady rain.
Every now and then, a crack of lightning presaged a heavy roll of thunder. The horses shifted restively, but they settled. Inside the barn, all was snug and dry.
That should be sufficient.
Seated on a pile of straw, Helen looked up to find her mentor towering beside her, a pail of water in one hand.
Now we add water to make a paste.
Struggling to keep his eyes on his task, Martin knelt opposite his assistant and, dipping his fingers in the water, sprinkled the pile of meal. Helen caught the idea. Soon, a satisfyingly large mound of soft dough had been formed. Helen carried the dough to the fire in her hands, while Martin brought up the heavy rock.
She had seen him wash an old piece of iron and scrub it down with straw. He had placed it across the fire. She watched as he brought up the water pail and let a drop fall to the heated surface. Critically, he watched it sizzle into steam.
Martin smiled. Just right. The trick is not to let it get too hot.
Confidently, he set two pieces of dough on to the metal surface and quickly flattened them with his palm.
Helen pulled an old crate closer to the fire. How do you know all this?
A slow grin twisted Martins lips. Among my many and varied past lives, I was a soldier.
In the Peninsula?
Martin nodded. While they cooked and ate their pancakes, he entertained her with a colourful if censored account of his campaigning days. These had necessarily culminated with Waterloo. After that, I returned tomy business affairs.
He rose and stretched. The night was deepest black about them. It was as if they were the only souls for miles. His lips twisted in a wry grin. Stranded in a barn with fair Junowhat an opportunity for one of his propensities. Unfortunately, fair Juno was unquestionably gently bred and was under his protection. His grin turned to a grimace, then was wiped from his face before she could see it. He held out a hand to help her to her feet.
Time for bed. Resolutely, he quelled his fantasies, insistently knocking on the door of his consciousness. He inclined his head towards the ladder. There are piles of fresh straw up there. We should be snug enough for the night.
Helen went with him readily, any fears she had possessed entirely allayed by the past hours. She felt perfectly safe with him, perfectly confident of his behaving as he ought. They were friends of sorts, engaged in an adventure.
Her transparent confidence was not lost on Martin. He found her trust oddly touching, not something he was usually gifted with, not something he had any wish to damage. Reaching the foot of the ladder, he unhooked the lantern. Ill go up first. He smiled. Can you climb the ladder alone?
The idea of being carried up the ladder, thrown over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, was not to be borne. Helen considered the ascent, then shrugged out of his greatcoat. If youll take that up, I think I can manage.
Briskly, Martin went up, taking the coat and the lantern with him. Then he held the lantern out to light her way. Helen twisted her skirts to one side and, guarding against any mis-step, carefully negotiated the climb.
Above her, Martin swallowed his curses. He had thought coming up first was the right thing to do, relieving her of the potential embarrassment of accidentally exposing her calves and ankles to his view. But the view he now had of a remarkable expanse of creamy breasts, barely concealed by the low neckline of her gownwas equally scandalous. And equally tempting. And he was going to have to spend a whole night with her within reach?
He gritted his teeth and forced his features to behave.
After drawing her to safety, he crossed to the hay door and propped it ajar, admitting the cool night air and fitful streaks of moonlight, shafting through breaks in the storm clouds. He extinguished the lantern and placed it safely on a beam. Earlier in the evening, he had brought up the carriage blanket from the curricle. Spreading his greatcoat in the straw, he picked up the blanket and handed it to her. You can sleep there. Wrap yourself up well or youll be cold.
The air in the loft was warmer than below but the night boded ill for anyone dressed only in two layers of silk. Gratefully, Helen took the blanket and shook it out, then realised there was only one. But what about you? Wont you be cold, too?
In the safety of the dark, Martin grimaced. He was hoping the night air would cool his imagination, already feverish. Only too aware of the direction of his thoughts, and their likely effect on his tone, he forced his voice to a lighter pitch. Sleeping in a dry loft full of straw is nothing to the rigours of campaigning. So saying, he threw himself down, full-length in the straw, a good three yards from his coat.
In the dim light, Helen saw him grin at her. She smiled, then wrapped the blanket around her before snuggling down into his still warm coat. Goodnight.
Goodnight.
For ten full minutes, silence reigned. Martin, far from sleep, watched the clouds cross the moon. Then the thunder returned in full measure. The horses whinnied but settled again. He heard his companion shift restlessly. Whats the matter? Afraid of mice?
Mice? On the rising note, Helen sat bolt upright.
Silently, Martin cursed his loose tongue. Dont worry about them.
Dont! You must be joking!
Helen shivered, an action Martin saw clearly as a shaft of moonlight glanced through the hay door and fell full on her. God, she was an armful!
Hugging the greatcoat about her, Helen struggled to subdue her burgeoning panic. She sat still, breathing deeply, until another crack of thunder rent the night. If you must know, Im frightened of storms. The admission, forced through her chattering teeth, came out at least an octave too high. And Im cold.
Martin heard the querulous note in her voice. She truly was frightened. Hell! The storm had yet to unleash its full furyif he did nothing to calm her she might well end up hysterical. Revising his estimate on which was the safer spending an innocent night with fair Juno or campaigning in Spainhe sighed deeply and stood up, wondering if what he was about to do qualified as masochism. It was certainly going to make sleep difficult, if not impossible. He crossed to where she sat, huddled rigid beneath the blanket. Sitting beside her, on his coat, he put his arm about her and gave her a quick hug. Then, ignoring her confused reluctance, he drew her down to lie beside him, her head resting on his shoulder, her curls tickling his chin. Now go to sleep, he said sternly. The mice wont get you and youre safe from the storm and you should be warm enough.
Rigid with panic, Helen held herself stiffly within his encircling arms. Heaven help her, she did not know which frightened her mostthe storm, or the tempest of emotions shattering her confidence. Nothing in her extensive experience had prepared her for spending a night in a strangers arms but, with the storm raging outside, she could not have forced herself from her safe haven if the stars had fallen. And she was safe. Safe from the elements outside. Gradually, it dawned that she was also safe from any nearer threat.
Reassurance slowly penetrated the mists of panicky confusion assailing her reason. Her locked muscles eased; the tension left her limbs. The man in whose arms she lay was still and silent. His breathing was deep and even, his heart a steady thud muffled beneath her cheek. She had nothing to fear.
Helen relaxed.
When she melted against him, Martin stifled a curse, willing his muscles to perfect stillness.
Goodnight. Helen sighed sleepily.
Goodnight, Martin replied, his accents clipped.
But Helen was still some way from sleep. The storm lashed the countryside. Inside the barn, all was quiet. Martin, very conscious of the warm and infinitely tempting body beside him, felt her flinch at the thunderclaps. In the aftermath of a particularly violent report, she murmured, Ive just realised I dont even know your name.
Helen excused her lie on the grounds of social nicety; she had been wondering for hours how to approach the subject. Their unexpected intimacy gave her an opening she felt justified in taking. It was part of the adventure for him not to know her name, but she definitely wanted to know his.
Martin Willesden, at your service. Despite his agony, Martin grinned into the darkness. He was only too willing to serve her in any number of ways.
Willesden, Helen repeated, yawning. Then, her eyes flew wide. Oh heavens! Not the Martin Willesden? The new Earl of Merton? Helen twisted to look up into his face.
Martin was entertained by her tone. Fraid so, he answered. He glanced down, but her expression was hidden by the dark. I presume my reputation has gone before me?
Your reputation? Helen drew breath. You, dear sir, have been the sole topic of conversation among the tabbies for the last fortnight. Theyre all dying for you to show your face! Is the black sheep, now raised to the title, going to join polite society or give us all the go-by?
Martin chuckled.
Helen felt the sound reverberate through his chest. The temptation to stretch her hands over the expanse of hard muscle was all but overwhelming. Resolutely, she quelled it, settling her head once more into his shoulder.
Ive no taste for the melodramatic. Martin shifted his hold, adjusting to her position. Since landing Ive been too busy setting things to rights to make my presence known. Im returning from inspecting my principal seat. Ill be joining in all the normal pastimes once I get back to London.
All the normal pastimes? Helen echoed. Yes, I can just imagine.
Can you? Unable to resist, Martin squinted down at her but could not see her face. He could remember it, though green-flecked amber eyes under perfectly arched brown brows, a straight little nose and wide, full lips, very kissable. What do you know of the pastimes of rakes?
Helen resisted the temptation to reply that she had been married to one. Too much, she countered, reflecting that that, also, was true. Then the oddity of the conversation struck her. She giggled sleepily. I feel I should point out to you that this is a most improper conversation. Her tone was light, as light-hearted as she felt. She was perfectly aware that their present situation was scandalous in the extreme, yet it seemed oddly right, and she was quite content.
Martins views on their situation were considerably more pungent. Sheer madness designed to make his head hurt more than it already did. First she had hit him on the jaw, and caused him to crack his skull. Now this. What more grievous torture could she visit on him?
With a soft sigh, Helen snuggled against him.
Martins jaw clenched with the effort to remain passive. A chuckle he could only describe as siren-like escaped her. Ive just thought. I escaped from the clutches of a fop only to spend the night in the arms of one of the most notorious rakehells London ever produced. Presumably there is a moral in this somewhere. She giggled again and, to Martins profound astonishment, as innocently and completely as a child, fell asleep.
Martin lay still, staring at the rough beams overhead. Her admission to a knowledge of rakes and their activities struck him as distinctly odd. Also distinctly distracting. Before his imagination, only too willing to slip its leash, could bring him undone, he put the peculiar statement aside for inspection at a later datea safer date. Given fair Junos apparent quality, taking her declaration at face value and acting accordingly might not be wise.
With an effort, he concentrated on falling asleep. First, he tried to pretend there was no woman in his arms. That proved impossible. Then he tried thinking of Erica, the mullato mistress he had left behind. That did not work either. Somehow Ericas dark ringlets and coffee-coloured skin kept transforming to golden curls and luscious white curves. Instead of Ericas small, dark-tipped breasts, he saw fuller white breasts with dusky pink aureoles. His experienced imagination had no difficulty in filling in what the apricot silk gown hida subtle form of mental torture. Finally, after making a vow to learn fair Junos name and track her down once she was restored to her family and no longer under his protection, Martin forced himself to think of nothing at all.
After an hour, he drifted into an unsettled doze.
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