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The Village




 Prologue

LONG ago, before England was cut up with pavement or bisected by trailways, there existed in the county of Lancashire a small village called Reston that never bothered anyone. Oh, of course its residents knew of the greater world and participated—paid those taxes and fought those wars that greater men told them to. They kept their eye on the periodicals for the latest fashions and dances. But of far greater concern to the village of Reston was how the trout were running that year, when the summer squash would be ready for picking, and whether the village council would vote to allow the creation of a cow path across the Morgans’ farm, mere miles from the village proper.

Reston sat on a small river connecting two small lakes, wedged delightfully in the valley of remarkable fells and mountains. We will concern ourselves with the easternmost lake, called Merrymere. It was not like the grand bodies of water that attracted most of the tourists, but it did provide most of the scenery and sport for the locals, as well as the occasional sightseer who became lost and bypassed larger venues to the south like Windermere or Coniston Water.

The people of Reston amused themselves in much the same manner as other villages, earned their living in much the same manner,  prayed, danced, lived, loved . . . all of those things that make people people. Their biggest gossip concerned the public assemblies, and their biggest fears were those people for whom they had yet to be introduced. Everyone in Reston was pleasant, polite, and above all, socially correct.

All except one.

They said he was a war hero—others thought perhaps he was an enemy soldier, cowardly hiding from his losses in the middle of their happy valley. Some thought him romantic, a lost soul—others merely a beast. But everyone learned after their first encounter to stay far away from old widow Lowe’s house, for her nephew, the man who inherited, was certain to send them running back to the safety of the village.

It was whispered that he had dreams. Terrible dreams of blood and water, salt and gunpowder that haunted him, had him crying out in his sleep—mournful noises that carried over the lake, the sound of the damned being ferried to hell.

But, as vexing as they found his presence, their British souls refused to bow to their fears and be undone. So the people of Reston went about their lives, ignoring the far side of the lake they called Merrymere and its sole inhabitant. And he ignored them. Reston rose, ate, worked, talked, took tea, danced, and slept, all while keeping in the periphery of their mind the danger, the monster, that lurked mere miles away.




 One

LADY Jane Cummings, only daughter of the Duke of Rayne, second cousin twice removed of the Prince Regent (or was it three times?), and most sought-after ginger-haired—but unfreckled—dance partner of the Ton, was in trouble.

And it was all Phillippa Benning’s fault.

Or Phillippa Worth, as Jane supposed she must become accustomed to calling her recently reclaimed friend. But how long would that friendship last if Phillippa persisted in causing Jane such distress as to commit social blunders was undetermined.

For you see, Lady Jane had missed a step.

She could be mistaken for a statue in that moment, standing stock-still in the center of Phillippa’s great ballroom, which was festooned in bridal drapery, white silk bowers running between massive bouquets of summer roses in every color. Dancers swirled around her, as colorful as the flowers, stepping with mirth and verve in time to the music, while Lady Jane’s attention was caught and held by the alarmingly familiar shock of hair she saw at the other end of the row, lazily scanning the dancers from the sidelines. Everyone who was anyone  was celebrating Phillippa’s recent conversion from Benning to Worth, i.e., her marriage. And being as this was London, and it was the Ton, and Phillippa being, well, Phillippa, she must have invited the entire catalogue of Debrett’s to her wedding celebration. Oh, but how could she have invited him?

Jane was jolted out of her shock when a twirling debutante, doing her best with the tricky steps of the quadrille, bumped into her frozen form. Murmured apologies set off a ripple of whispers that Lady Jane, of all people, had taken a misstep when dancing. Jane quickly rejoined her partner, falling into the steps with a hurried but well-practiced ease.

“Is everything all right?” Lord Turnbridge asked in his reedy, if earnest, voice.

“Of course, my lord.” She smiled prettily at him, causing his face to take on a decidedly berry shade. “I was simply . . . struck by the decorations on the fireplace mantel. Mrs. Worth has outdone herself.”

Jane turned her eyes toward the far end of the room, where the gold and white silk-draped fireplace stood and where she last saw that blazing shock of hair, that tall, languid form. But this time, no such sight was presented. She turned her head back around, scanning the crowd behind Lord Turnbridge fervently, but to no avail. Drat it all, where had he gone?

Lucky for Lady Jane’s sanity and Lord Turnbridge’s ego, the music ended then, and she need no longer subject her dance partner to such inattentiveness. Instead, she smiled sweetly at him as he escorted her to the side of the room. Annoyingly, Lord Turnbridge escorted her very slowly. Once there, he bowed tediously low—it was all Jane could do not to tap her foot with impatience. But finally he rose, and Jane performed the most perfunctory of curtsies before he turned away to find his next partner, and presumably, allowing Jane to be found by hers.

That is, if she had wanted to be found.

As quick as grace and the crush of people would allow, Jane  moved through the crowd, ducking and weaving the flow of traffic like a fish in a current.

She couldn’t have imagined him, could she? Oh please, let her be suffering delusions and she imagined Jason. He couldn’t be in London. He just couldn’t. It had only been six weeks since she came out of mourning and back into society—maybe two months . . . but now . . .

Jane ducked into a corridor that she hoped led to Phillippa’s outrageously pink drawing room—really, if Jane and Phillippa had been speaking to each other at the time of her redecoration, Jane would have seriously attempted to steer Phillippa into a few more varied shades. It was in the Pink Room, however, that desserts were being served. There, overly plump matrons would be devouring sweets with a speed that would distress their laces come tomorrow, and where Jane knew no sane eligible man would go. (Those men who did cross the threshold of a room that pink quickly scampered away, either because of a lack of young female attention or the fervent enthusiasm of their mothers.) But alas, a left turn, and another left, and Jane quickly found herself nowhere near the Pink Room. Backtracking, Jane lifted a curtain she thought led to the hallway.

Suffice to say, it didn’t.

“Jane!” Phillippa Worth (née Benning) cried, as she tore her lips away from those of her husband, who was kind enough to use his height to block her from view as she readjusted some clothing that had gone suspiciously awry. “Whatever are you doing?”

“I’m looking for a place to hide!” Jane whispered furiously, placing her hands on her hips.

“I apologize, Lady Jane,” Marcus Worth said in his even, affable drawl, “but as you see, this alcove is occupied.”

Jane shot him a rueful glance to which Marcus only smiled. “You’ve been married all of twelve hours. You can’t wait another two until your wedding banquet is over?” Jane snorted at Phillippa.

Phillippa looked up at her husband and he down at her, his easy grin apparently infectious.

“No.”

“Don’t suppose we can.”

“Well you’ve got to,” Jane replied, “because I am in a dreadful spot, and it’s all your fault!”

“Why?” Phillippa looked immediately concerned. “What have you done now?”

“I’ve done nothing,” Jane scoffed, “’tis your doing, and I demand that you fix it!”

“Me?” Phillippa replied, outraged. Then looking to Marcus: “Darling, you can’t let her . . .”

“My dearest wife,” Marcus interrupted, then, grinning, added, “I just love saying that. Ah—anyway,” he continued, at said dearest wife’s look, “if there is one thing I’ve learned during our brief courtship, it’s not to get in between the two of you when you squabble.”

Phillippa looked like she was about to teach her new husband a very keen lesson about disagreeing with one’s wife, but Jane had no time for such a segue. “How could you invite him?”

“Invite who?” Phillippa replied, immediately snapping back to the pertinent conversation.

“Jason!” Jane whispered in a rush and watched a slight look of confusion mar Phillippa’s brow.

“Jason? You mean your—” at Jane’s nod, Phillippa expostulated. “But I didn’t. I didn’t even know he was in Town—I would have added him to the guest list had I known, but—”

“You would have added him?” Jane exclaimed.

“Well of course—he is, after all, a Marquis—” Phillippa replied blithely, but Jane threw up her hands.

“Did it never occur to you that I might not wish to see him?”

“So sorry,” Phillippa snipped, “I haven’t kept up with your preferences—next time I’ll plan my wedding celebration around your  likes and dislikes, shall I?”

Before the conversation could further devolve into a spitting match, Marcus Worth luckily (and intelligently) intervened.

“Dearest,” he said, putting a gentle hand on his wife’s arm before turning to her assailant. “Lady Jane—I take it you feel the need to  make an expedient exit?” She nodded, and so he continued, “Did your father attend with you this evening?”

Jane shook her head. “He was feeling a little tired. Lady Charlbury was good enough to act as my chaperone this evening.”

Even Phillippa raised her brows at that—Lady Charlbury was an interesting paradox: a widow of middle years, she ruled society through her friendships with the Lady Patronesses, but it was of late more and more difficult to get her to respond positively to an invitation. They had both been lucky enough to attend her fete earlier this season, but to have her attend Phillippa’s—!

“She’s an old friend of my father’s,” Jane replied with only the slightest of braggadocio.

“Well, then my darling wife will go and tell her you had a headache, and we sent you home in our carriage,” Marcus said, forcing the conversation back onto its original track, “and I will show Lady Jane the back way to the door.”

Phillippa, nodded, agreeing to this scheme—in no small part, Jane was certain, because it afforded her the opportunity to be seen conversing with Lady Charlbury—who was impressive even by Phillippa’s standards.

Phillippa leaned in and gave her husband a not-so-quick peck on the lips. Then, once Jane stopped cringing, Marcus offered her his arm and led her out of the alcove and in the opposite direction of the flow of human traffic.

Marcus Worth neatly ducked and weaved his way through the crowd, managing to blend himself into the throng so much so that not a soul stopped him or wished him well or smiled in acknowledgment. Considering this was his wedding banquet, it was an astonishing feat. One that must have served him well in his covert role with the Home Office. It was rumored he would be knighted for his services to the Crown, and no matter how much the public cajoled, Phillippa would not divulge specifics of said service. Which, of course, made the gossip all the more rampant.

But Jane was privy to the truth. She had witnessed Marcus and  his brother Byrne in acts of heroics usually reserved for sensational novels.

“Turn here,” Marcus’s whisper interrupted her musings as he abruptly turned down an underlit servants’ corridor.

It took Jane’s eyes a moment to adjust, but when she did, she followed Marcus Worth’s abominably long stride toward the kitchens.

“Right this way, Lady Jane,” Marcus Worth said solicitously, carefully stooped in the low corridor—Phillippa had met and married perhaps the tallest man in London, outside of the circus. Lady Jane was just a hair shorter than the average female—and so to keep up with his leisurely stride, she was reduced to trotting.

Once in the kitchens, so rife with activity no one noticed the new master of the house and the daughter of a Duke wandering through, Marcus, after a quick word with one of the servants, guided her into a different corridor.

“This will take us to the butler’s pantry, which is right beside the front door,” Marcus informed her.

“Phillippa keeps her silver next to the front door?” Jane questioned. “Does she wish to invite burglary?”

But Marcus simply laughed at her snide remark. “No, the silver is kept in safer stores—we call it the butler’s pantry because it keeps the butler, who has a habit of lying down in between answering the door.”

Considering Marcus and Phillippa had been married mere hours, it was on the tip of Jane’s tongue to ask not only how he became so familiar with the workings of this household, but also with all its secret corridors. But Jane found it prudent to keep her mouth shut, especially since they had just breached the hidden door to the butler’s pantry.

There was indeed a lack of silver, and in its stead a comfortable chair and blankets for either a terribly indulged or greatly beloved family retainer. A book on the chair completed the tableau, and Jane was tempted to peek at the title, but that would have necessitated moving, and the space was too tight for such allowances.

“Right through this door,” Marcus pointed in front of them, “and  left out of the house. I believe you’ll find a carriage waiting to convey you home at the top of the drive.”

“Mr. Worth”—Jane smiled at him—“you are a terribly useful sort.”

Marcus, it seemed, decided to take that as a compliment, for after a moment he inclined his head with a smile.

“I am very glad Phillippa married you,” she said, patting his arm, “and do hope you survive it.”

At that, Marcus Worth threw back his head and barked with laughter. He opened the door in front of him and escorted her out of the butler’s pantry.

And since he was laughing, Jane simply had to join in. And so, as they laughed, and came into the candlelight of the main foyer, they perhaps were less than attentive to who else could be in that general vicinity.

So the fist to Marcus’s jaw came as a bit of a surprise.

Not that it actually connected. Marcus had alarmingly quick reflexes, and his extra height allowed him to narrowly avoid his attacker’s reach. Jane smothered a scream, as Marcus caught the hands of his attacker and pinned them mercilessly behind his back. Then, attracting far too much attention from the festivities’ attendants down the hall, he shoved him face-first against the door to the butler’s pantry.

“For heaven’s sake, Jason,” Jane cried, as he squirmed beneath Marcus Worth’s iron grip, his right cheek pressed against the wainscoting, “have you gone completely mad?”

“I take it this is the man you were so keen to avoid?” Marcus drawled.

“Yes—Mr. Worth, I’m so sor—”

“Oh shut it, Jane!” Jason spat out of the side of his mouth. Then, to Marcus, “Now, who are you, and what the devil were you doing in that closet with my sister?”




 Two

“HAVE you become a raving lunatic while abroad?” Jane crossed the foyer of Rayne House in Grosvenor Square in a huff, her voice echoing against the cold marble and gilt-painted moldings. Jason followed her in, after slamming his hat and cloak in the waiting hands of the very old and very austere butler.

“Actually, I’m beginning to believe I’m the only sane person left in this family,” he retorted.

Jane’s head snapped up from the aggravating task of unknotting her cloak’s strings, two circles of angry color flooding her cheeks. “You take that back,” she gritted out between locked teeth.

But Jason merely approached her in three long strides. “I specifically told you to stay at the castle! When I came back, together we would decide what was best to do next.”

“When you came back?” Jane screeched. “I waited a whole bloody year, and you didn’t come back! You expected me to sit in that drafty, crumbling castle while you gallivanted about with your friends? No, thank you.”

Jason had the grace to turn slightly pink under his freckling. “I  wasn’t gallivanting; I had a great deal of research to do. If Mother had been alive, she’d have understood.”

Only the fact that her fingers were tied up in her cloak strings kept Jane from smacking her brother. “Mother might have,” she said stiffly, “but Father did not.”

It had been only the three of them, after the funeral, over a year ago now. Their mother, the round-faced, worrying, practical, adored Duchess of Rayne, had passed after a sudden illness and a prolonged suffering. It had been her heart, the doctors had decided. The nervous spasms she had claimed whenever she was overwrought had turned out to be true, and had taken the Duchess away from her family far too soon.

They had made the short trip into the countryside to Crow Castle, the Duke of Rayne’s ancestral estate, when she had first fallen ill. It was called such not only for the great black birds that graced the Rayne crest but also for the crows that had taken nest in the north tower sometime in the fourteenth century. There, in the dark, hard earth of the spring, the body of the Duchess was laid to rest, next to the bodies of the previous Dukes and Duchesses, in rigid lines of crumbling stone. The mound of dirt that covered her mother was too black, Jane had thought, the marble of her headstone too new. How could her mother be here, in the midst of this cold, still cemetery? Her mother fluttered, she fussed . . . she did not quietly lie in the ancient ground. She moved! She talked!

Jane had barely begun to process the loss of her mother—barely had time to dye her wardrobe an inky midnight for the year of mourning she was embarking upon—when Jason announced he intended to complete his grand tour of Europe . . . immediately.

“You can’t leave now!” Jane had cried, wrapping the old wool shawl tighter about her shoulders. The castle had long been drafty, so even in the temperate breeze of the southern counties, there was always a large collection of wraps kept in stock.

“I have to,” Jason had replied, as he organized papers from his desk into thick leather folders. Behind him, his valet was directing a small army of footmen as they packed up the finest linen shirts and silk cravats that could be found on Bond Street, along with every  color of riding jacket, dinner jacket, and greatcoat. Jason had been going through a slightly foppish phase. He would discover Brummell’s definition of dress while abroad. “You know I’m going to present a paper when I return to the Historical Society.”

Admittance to the Historical Society—or as it was known by its full name, the Society of Historical Art and Architecture of the Known World—was Jason’s true dream. Unfortunately, it also tended to serve as his best excuse.

“It’s history; it can wait!” Jane had replied.

“My subject is the damage done to medieval architecture on the Continent during Boney’s last campaign; I need to take an inventory while it’s still fresh—before anyone else does. Charles and Nevill are already in Bruges—”

“Ah yes, Charles and Nevill.” Jane arched a brow as she repeated the names of Jason’s two greatest friends—and partners in mischief. She let the sarcasm drip like honey. “You’ll get so much work done with them by your side.”

When Jason showed a modicum of intelligence and did not rise to her bait, Jane crossed the room and placed her hand gently on his arm, stilling his movements.

“Please, Jase,” she said, her voice soft in its honesty, “I don’t want to be here alone. It’s so strange without—”

“You won’t be alone. Father is here,” Jason countered.

Jane sighed and spoke the truth that had prickled at the back of her conscience. “Father is not well.”

Jason looked into his sister’s eyes, then looked over his shoulder, giving his man a curt nod. The efficient valet clapped his hands once and led the bevy of footmen out the door.

“Father is fine,” Jason said once they were alone.

“He is not, and you know it,” Jane replied quietly. Jason was contemplative for a moment, and his silence assured her that he knew she had the right of it, even if he wasn’t yet willing to admit it.

“He’s . . . he’s simply in mourning. His mind will right itself,” he finally said. But Jane knew better.

The Duke of Rayne was a proud man—proud most of his two  children but also proud of his strong mind. He could calculate to the fiftieth decimal the numerical pi without pen and paper. He could name every bird that flew past his window, its common English name and its Latin scientific counterpart. But lately, occasionally, he had begun to forget things. The name of Crow Castle’s housekeeper, who had been in service to the family since before Jane’s birth. That England was no longer at war with France. The children could have blamed the grief, the loss of the man’s wife . . . if only these little slips hadn’t started before the Duchess’s death. And since they arrived at Crow Castle, they had only gotten worse.

“At least let’s go to London—have a physician examine him—” Jane reasoned, but a flash of anger crossed Jason’s face, cutting off her argument.

“No!” he retorted vehemently. “You think Father would want anyone to know about his . . . lapses?” Jason went back to clearing his desk of papers, violently shoving them into their folders. “A little respite from the city is just what he needs. I daresay he had enough of the dramatics surrounding your debut season to wear out anyone’s brain.”

Tears stung Jane’s eyes as she felt her cheeks go red. “That’s not fair.” Jason looked up and immediately went back to his sister’s side, contrite.

“I’m sorry,” he said, putting his arm around her shoulders. “I shouldn’t have said that. But Jane, you can’t go to London anyway—the family of the Duke of Rayne mourns at the family seat. It’s the way it’s always been done.”

“The family—that includes you.” Jane sniffed.

“I’ll be back in no time,” he promised, chuffing his sister on the shoulder. “And when I get back, if father’s . . . problem is still unresolved,  then you and I shall figure out what’s to be done. But until then, you must stay here and look after him.” Jason took her by the shoulders, looked her dead in the eye, like he used to when they were children and he had to elicit a promise from her to not tell their governess about the frog on her chair. “Jane—it’s you and me. We’re in this together.”

And so she’d nodded and acquiesced and waved her brother good-bye at the castle gate the next morning. And waited.

And waited.

It was not long before Jason’s letters home became cursory. It was not long after that that they became nonexistent.

This didn’t bother Jane much—she knew her brother. He may have claimed, even intended, to be abroad with some nobler purpose, but the delights of the Continent would forever outweigh its virtues. Besides, her letters to him were being received (or at least, were not being returned as undeliverable), so she knew he was healthy enough to pay for a penny a page. No, it didn’t bother Jane—in much the same way that oversalted meat does not bother: it annoys, but it does not require global conflict. We all grieve in our own way, she thought charitably. He would be home soon.

He promised.

In fact, Jane—however lonely she refused to acknowledge she was—was of the opinion that her brother’s absence was unnoted by the rest of the house. After all, if the lifelong staff voiced an issue, they certainly didn’t do so to her. And her father—his grief for his wife was still so profound, it overtook any disappointment in his son. Nay, he did not notice Jason’s absence.

Or so she thought.

One morning, Jane came down the stairs of the castle, wrapping her shawl firmly over her shoulders. It was past Christmas now, and raining. Through the summer and autumn, people would call with condolences—their tenants, their neighbors. But since the winter came, everyone stayed in on their own. Whatever comfort they had in the solitude of the country was lost on Jane. She yearned to go to London for the Little Season, to see people, to be seen, and not be left alone here, forgotten. But thoughts like that she pushed aside—it was selfish to indulge in misery. Especially when she had her father to keep her company, and her him. But when she settled down to breakfast that morning, her father had not joined her.

Worried, she searched and found him at the open front door, awaiting the footman he’d sent for the post.

“Jason must send us a letter soon, my dear,” he’d said, his breath a sharp slice of frost in the freezing rain that soaked the Duke and the Oriental rug in the foyer.

“It’s only been a few weeks since the last one,” Jane soothed. “Truly, you can’t expect him to write every day.” Even though Jane herself had been hoping for a bit more frequency. “Come away from the door, it’s wet and awful out.”

“It’s been five weeks. Five!” the Duke countered, and Jane was surprised that he had been counting.

“The post is never regular in this weather—” she rationalized, but was cut off by a curt shake of the head.

“I mandated he write once a week, dearest. If he intends to try for a first once he goes to Oxford, his grades at Eton must be impeccable! I need constant reports from him, from his teachers—”

Her father continued, but for a moment, Jane could hear no sound. The world had gone quiet.

He thinks Jason a boy, off at school, she realized with shock. And he thinks me . . .

“Jane will be off to school all too soon, darling,” the Duke was saying, “and I will despise not being able to influence my children’s education.”

That was the moment Jane realized her father’s condition was worse than they’d feared.
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But as Jane recounted the story to Jason in the main drawing room of the London house, all he did was remove himself to the sideboard and pour out two glasses of brandy.

When he handed one to Jane, she responded with a quiet, “Ladies don’t drink brandy.”

“Which precludes you, how?” was Jason’s reply. Then, after seating himself in the wing chair to the right of the fire, he downed his brandy in one quick gulp.

Jane gave her glass a discreet sip and managed to hide her ensuing shock at its fire.

“I stopped at the club before I came out to the Benning Ball, searching for you—by the by, what on earth were you doing at Phillippa Benning’s party? I thought you hated each other.”

“You’ve been away a long time,” Jane replied tersely. “Things change.”

Jason waved away her ire, continuing with his initial line of thought. “At the club, the first thing I was asked was not, ‘How was the Continent? ’ or ‘Did you enjoy your time abroad?’” He held the empty glass up to the fire, watching the light glint across the facets. Her brother’s best effort of nonchalance. “It was, ‘How does your father?’”

Jane stilled in her movements. “A perfectly natural question,” she hedged, “to ask after the Duke.”

“You aren’t understanding me, Jane. It was the first question everyone  asked me.”

And with that, Jane drained the rest of the brandy.

“You shouldn’t have come to London.” Jason cursed, sitting up straight in his chair. “Father is a proud man. Do you think he wants the dukedom tarnished by the rumor that his mind is going? He’s second cousin twice removed to the King!”

“I thought it was thrice removed,” Jane interrupted.

“It doesn’t matter! A mad King, a mad Duke—people will think the whole bloodline corrupt!”

“Father is not mad!” Jane said hotly, coming to stand. “Besides, what would you have me do, Jason?”

“Don’t pretend like you didn’t jump at the first chance to come back for the Season—a year of mourning Mother, and at the chiming of the church bell, Lady Jane of Society Fame runs back to Town.”

“We were practically alone at the castle!” she shot back. “The servants, they have every other Sunday off, and I was frightened. If he’s having a good day, it’s fine, but there have been more and more bad days, and . . . I couldn’t do it, I couldn’t be the only one there.”

“Why? Has Father grown violent? Is he a danger to himself or others?” Jason asked, suddenly alarmed.

“No,” Jane admitted and was pleased by the relief she read on her brother’s face. “But he’s more . . . confused, more often.”

Jason was quiet for a moment. Then, “What did the doctor say?”

Jane sighed. “They say many things. And nothing. They blame age, they blame his bloodlines, they—”

“They?” he interjected, alarmed. “How many has he seen?”

She ignored that, saying, “But what they all say is that it’s getting worse, and he needs constant care.”

Jason looked thoughtful a minute. “Then we shall procure constant care.”

Jane exhaled her relief, let her body slump for a moment—unrestrained by proper posture for the first time all evening. All year, perhaps. Finally, Jason understood. He would take some of this awful weight from her shoulders.

“Send out a letter to the agencies tomorrow,” Jason was saying, “Hire whomever you need, but make certain they are discreet and can travel.”

“Travel?” Jane’s posture snapped back into attention.

“You’ll take Father back to the castle, of course,” Jason dictated blithely. “This time you’ll have sufficient help and can . . .” However, Jane did not hear the rest, simply because her mind swam colors in front of her at the staggering quantity of error her brother had managed to incorporate into his speech.

“Jason,” Jane said very clearly, holding on to composure with whatever strength she had left after the long night, “I am not going back to the castle.”

“What, you think to flit around London, dangling after a Marquis or two?” Jason answered wryly, as Jane felt her face turn hot. “Didn’t think I’d been in Town long enough to hear about that one, did you? Your little wager to win the hand of that fripperish Broughton?”

Jane had to admit the wager she made with Phillippa Benning to see who could catch the newly returned to Town Lord Broughton a month or so ago was one of her more ludicrous follies. But then, she had been newly returned to Town herself, and eager to throw herself back into the game that she had been forced to abandon the year before. But something had shifted—either the merry chase had lost  its merriment, or Jane had lost a bit of hers. For some reason, running about Town, striving for the most sought-after man and the most sought-after invitation didn’t hold the interest it once did.

The engagement of such pursuits proved empty . . . and proved to Jane just how much things had changed. The thrill was gone.

“That has no bearing on why I do not wish to go back to the castle.” Jane responded to her brother’s query with a superior sniff.

“Why?” Jason asked suspiciously. “What trouble did you cause there?”

“I didn’t cause any.” She sighed but did not elaborate further. Because . . .

Because . . . It was the silliest thing. It was weakness on her part, and she would refuse to admit it to Jason, but—the castle was where their mother had been ill. It was where she was buried. And Jane had borne it—the constant edge to her thoughts, walking down a corridor and catching a glimpse of the hall where her mother had stumbled . . . the bed where her mother had perspired through the sheets . . . but now that she had been away, the idea of going back was unbearable.

But she’d be damned if she ever told her brother that. Because she knew he would laugh.

“Whatever mischief you got into at the castle—” Jason began, but Jane cut him off.

“Hear me, Jason Cummings. I am not going back to the castle.”

“And did you not hear me when I said that Father cannot be seen on the streets of London? Especially with a caretaker, being coddled as if a child. I suspect that is why you held back from hiring someone so far—fear for father’s pride.”

“The scales have tipped, Brother. I now fear far more for his health and safety.”

Jason brooded for a moment. Rubbed his hand against his chin—so much like their father, however much he did not realize it, Jane thought.

Jason’s head came up. “The Cottage is a mere three miles from Reston,” he said.

“The Cottage? Reston—Jason, you can’t mean to retire us to the Lake District!” Jane expostulated.

“Why not? Dr. Lawford is eminently respected, and his practice is very near the Cottage’s grounds. Father will have the benefit of the outdoors—”

“His constitution is not in question,” Jane retorted. Then, with more whine in her voice than she liked, “It’s . . . the Cottage, Jase. In the Lake District. You would exile us to the north?”

“Your objection to the castle has forced my hand. Reston will be nearby, the good Dr. Lawford at hand—we would be within a half a day’s ride to Manchester or York, if more drastic action is necessary.”

“There are half a dozen other estates we could go to—” she argued.

“None so plausibly. We used to go to the Cottage every summer. Well, it’s summer now. No one would blink an eye at you going,” Jason rationalized, much too neatly, damn him. “A little rustication. Besides, the rules were always more relaxed there—”

“For you, perhaps,” Jane grumbled.

“And,” Jason continued, ignoring her, “Father always loved going to the lake. It will make him happy.”

And Jane knew her brother had her. Her father did always love going to the Cottage. It had been part of her mother’s dowry and very much her mother’s house, but the Duke was never less an aristocrat and never more a man than when he was on the lake.

Yes, Jason knew he had Jane. But Jason didn’t know that Jane had him in turn.

“You’re incorrect on one major point, Jason.” Jane rose, sliding gracefully to the sideboard and replacing her long-empty glass on its polished surface. “You said no one would blink an eye at my going to the lake.”

“And so they shan’t,” Jason replied. “Half the Ton will abandon Town within the next month for the sweeter country air; you simply traveled a bit earlier.” Jason’s eyebrow shot up. “I know you, Jane—you will not get out of your obligations that way—I was not gone from the country so long that I am wrong about that.”

Jane came to lean over her brother as he leaned back in his chair, stretching his legs out, all too comfortable in his superiority.

“No,” Jane smirked, “your mistake was merely singular.” At her brother’s confused look, Jane bared her teeth in a feline smile. “I’m certain you meant to say we.”
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