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  The virtue of silence is highly commendable,

  and will contribute greatly to your ease and prosperity.

  The best proof of wisdom is to talk little, but to hear much. . . .


  SAMUEL & SARAH ADAMS, THE COMPLETE SERVANT, 1825
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  Remember Who it is that has placed you in your present position;

  perhaps you have no home,

  perhaps you have experienced a reverse of fortune; no matter what!

  It is God who has willed it so,

  therefore look to Him for guidance and protection.


  HINTS TO GOVERNESSES, BY ONE OF THEMSELVES, 1856


  Prologue
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  For years, I could not recall the day without a smoldering coal of remorse burning within me. I tried to bury the memory deep in the dark places of my mind, but now and again something would evoke ita public house placard, a column of figures, a finely dressed gentlemanand I would wince as the memory appeared and then scuttled away, like a silverfish under the door. . . .


  The day began wonderfully well. My mother, father, and I, then twelve, rode into Chedworth together and spent a rare afternoon as a harmonious family. We viewed many fine prospects and toured the Roman ruins, where my mother met by chance an old friend. I thought it a lovely outing and remember feeling as happy as I had ever beenfor my mother and father seemed happy together as well.


  The mood during the journey home was strained, but I chalked it up to fatigue and soon fell asleep in the gig, my head lolling against my mother’s shoulder.


  When we arrived home, I remained in such buoyant spirits that when my father dully proclaimed himself off to the Crown and Crow, I offered to go along, although I had not done so in many months.


  He muttered, “Suit yourself,” and turned without another word. I could not account for his sudden change of mood, but then, when had I ever?


  I had been going with him to the Crown and Crow since I was a child of three or four. He would set me upon its high counter, and there I would count to a thousand or more. When one has mastered one hundred, are not two, five, and nine so much child’s play? By the age of six, I was ciphering sums to the amusement and amazement of other patrons. Papa would present two or three figures and there before me, as if on a glass slate, I would see the totals of their columns.


  “What is forty-seven and fifty-five, Olivia?”


  Instantly the numbers and their sum would appear. “One zero two, Papa.”


  “One hundred two. That is right. That’s my clever girl.”


  As I grew older, the equations grew more difficult, and I began to wonder if the weary travelers and foxed old men would even know if I had ciphered correctly. But my father did, I was certain, for he was nearly as quick with numbers as I.


  He also took me with him to the race clubseven once to the Bibury Racecoursewhere he placed wagers entrusted to him by men from Lower Coberly all the way to Foxcote. Beside him, with his black book in my small hands, I noted the odds, the wins and losses, mentally subtracting my father’s share before inscribing the payouts. I found myself caught up in the excitement of the race, the smells of meat pasties and spiced cider, the crowds, the shouts of triumph or defeat, and the longed-for father-daughter bond.


  Mother had always disliked my going with Papa to the races and public house, yet I was loath to refuse him altogether, for I was hungry for his approval. When I began attending Miss Cresswell’s School for Girls, however, I went less often.


  In the Crown and Crow that day, being twelve years of age, I was too old to perch upon the high counter. Instead I sat beside my father in the inglenook before the great hearth and drank my ginger beer while he downed ale after ale. The regulars seemed to sense his foul temper and did not disturb us.


  Then they came ina well-dressed gentleman and his son, wearing the blue coat and banded straw hat of a schoolboy. The man was obviously a gentleman of quality, perhaps even a nobleman, and we all sat up the straighter in defense of our humble establishment.


  The boy, within a year or two of my own age, glanced at me. Of course we would notice one another, being the only young people in the room. His look communicated disinterest and contempt, or at least that was how I ciphered his expression.


  The gentleman greeted the patrons in gregarious tones and announced that they had just visited a lord somebody or other, and were now traveling back toward London to return his son to Harrow’s hallowed halls.


  My father, cheeks flushed and eyes suddenly bright, turned to regard the boastful gentleman. “A Harrow lad, ey?”


  “Just so,” the gentleman answered. “Like his old man before him.”


  “A fine, clever lad, is he?” Papa asked.


  A flicker of hesitation crossed the gentleman’s face. “Of course he is.”


  “Not one to be outwitted by a village girl like this, then?” Papa dipped his head toward me, and my heart began to pound. A sickening dread filled my stomach.


  The gentleman flicked a look at me. “I should say not.”


  Father grinned. “Care to place a friendly wager on it?”


  This was nothing new. Over the years, many of the regulars had made small wagers on my ability to solve difficult equations. And even fellows who lost would applaud and buy Papa ale and me ginger beer.


  The gentleman’s mouth twisted. “A wager on what?”


  “That the girl can best your boy in arithmetic? They do teach arithmetic at Harrow, I trust?”


  “Of course they do, man. It is the best school in the country. In the world.”


  “No doubt you are right. Still, the girl here is clever. Is she not, folks?” Papa turned to the regulars around the room for support. “Attends Miss Cresswell’s School for Girls.”


  “Miss Cresswell’s?” The gentleman’s sarcasm sent shivers down my spine. “My, my, Herbert, we had better declare defeat before we begin.”


  My father somehow retained control of his temper. Even feigned a shrug of nonchalance. “Might make for a diverting contest.”


  The gentleman eyed him, glass midway to his lips. “What do you propose?”


  “Nothing out of the ordinary. Sums, divisions, multiplications. First correct answer wins. Best of three?”


  That was when I saw itthe boy’s look of studied indifference, of confidence, fell utterly away. In its place pulsed pale, sickly fear.


  The gentleman glanced at his son, then finished his drink. “I don’t find such sport amusing, my good man. Besides, we must be on our way. Long journey ahead.” He placed his glass and a gold guinea on the counter.


  “I don’t blame you,” Papa rose and placed his own guinea on the bar. “A bitter pill, bein’ bested by a girl.”


  “Pu-ppa . . .” I whispered. “Don’t.”


  “Well, Herbert, we cannot have that, can we.” The gentleman poked his son’s shoulder with his walking stick. “What do you say, for the honour of Harrow and the family name?”


  And in the stunned dread with which son regarded father, I saw the rest. I recognized the fear of disappointing a critical parent, the boy’s eagerness for any morsel of approbation, and his absolute terror of the proposed contest. Clearly he was no scholar in mathematics, a fact he had perhaps tried desperately to concealand which was now about to be exposed in a very public and very mortifying manner.


  “Excellent,” my father said. “Ten guineas to the winner?”


  “Per equation? Excellent,” the gentleman parroted shrewdly. “Thirty guineas total. Even I am skilled in ciphering, you see.”


  I swallowed. My father had not meant thirty guineas. Did not have thirty guineas, as the gentleman must have known.


  My father did not so much as blink. “Very well. We shall start out easy, shall we? First with the correct answer wins.”


  He enunciated two three-digit numbers, and the sum was instantly before me and out of my lips before conscious thought could curtail it.


  I glanced at Herbert. A trickle of sweat rolled languidly from his hairline to his cheek.


  “Come, Herbert, there is no need to act the gentleman in this instance. You may dispense with ‘ladies first’ this time, ey?”


  Herbert nodded, his eyes focused on my father’s mouth as though willing the next numbers to be simple ones, as though to control them with his stare.


  Papa gave a division problem, not too difficult, and again the answer painted the air before me.


  And again the young man did not speak.


  Go on, I silently urged. Answer.


  “Come, Herbert,” his father prodded, features pinched. “We haven’t all night.”


  “Would you mind repeating the numbers, sir?” Herbert asked weakly, and my heart ached for him.


  I felt my father’s pointed look and heard his low prompting, “Out with it, girl.”


  “Six hundred forty-four,” I said apologetically, avoiding the gazes of all.


  Murmurs of approval filled the room.


  The gentleman stood, eyes flashing. “There is no way the girl could figure that in her head. I see what this is. A trick, is it not? No doubt we are not the first travelers to be taken in by your trained monkey who has memorized your every equation.”


  I cringed, waiting for my father to rise, fists first, and strike the man. Cheaters infuriated him, and many was the time I’d seen him fly into a rage over a thrown game or race. Yes, he’d take his share of other men’s winnings, but not a farthing more.


  “Let us see how she fares if I propose the question,” the gentleman demanded. “And the first correct answer wins the entire wager.”


  Would my father abide such an insulting insinuation?


  The proprietor laid a hand on his arm, no doubt fearing for the preservation of his property. “Why not, man?” he quietly urged. “Let Olivia prove herself the clever girl we all know she is.”


  My father hesitated.


  “Unless you are afraid?” the gentleman taunted.


  “I am not afraid.”


  My father’s eyes bore into the face of the proud traveler, while I could not tear mine from the son’s. Such humiliation and shame were written there. It was one thing for a girl to be cleverit was unexpected. A parlor trick, however honestly come by. But for a son, his father’s pride, and no doubt heir, to be proven slow, to be made a fool by a girl? I shuddered at the thought of the piercing reprimands or cold rejection that would accompany him on the long journey ahead. And perhaps for the rest of his life.


  The gentleman eyed the hop-boughed beams as he thought, then announced his equation. No doubt one he knew the answer to, likely his acreage multiplied by last year’s average yield. Something like it, at any rate. Against the background of the boy’s pale face and bleak green eyes, the numbers appeared before me, but lacked their usual clarity. Instead they swayed and slithered like that old silverfish and slid beneath the door.


  The young man’s eyes lit up. He had likely hit upon the number by memory rather than calculation, but as soon as he proclaimed the answer, I knew he was correct. The relief and near-jubilation on his face buoyed me up for one second. The answering smile and shoulder-clap from his father, one second more. Then the disapproval emanating from my own father’s eyes pulled me around, and I saw the terrible truth of what I had done. Too late, I saw. Never again would he take me with him. Never again would he call me his clever girl, nor even Olivia.


  The gentleman picked up my father’s guinea from the bar. “I will take only one guinea, and let that be a lesson to you. I shall leave the rest to cover your debts to the others you have no doubt tricked over the years.” Turning with a flourish, the gentleman placed a gloved hand on his boy’s shoulder and propelled him from the room.


  I watched them go, too sickened to be relieved that all I had cost my father was one guinea. For I knew I had cost him far morethe respect of every person in that room.


  Slowly I became aware of their hooded looks, their unconscious shrinking back from us. Now they would believe the traveler’s accusation that my ability had been a trick all along. All their applause and ale and wagers accepted dishonestly. In his eyesin theirsthey had all been made fools by us. By me.


  By my silence.


  Chapter 1
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  It is nought good a slepyng hound to wake.


  GEOFFREY CHAUCER


  Twelve years later

  November 1, 1815

  



  Heart pounding with fear and regret, Olivia Keene ran as though hellhounds were on her heels. As though her very life depended upon her escape.


  Fleeing the village, she ran across a meadow, bolted over the sheep gate, caught her skirt, and went sprawling in the mire. The bundle in her cape pocket jabbed against her hip bone. Ignoring it, she picked herself up and ran on, looking behind to make sure no one followed. Ahead lay Chedworth Wood.


  The warnings of years echoed through her mind. “Don’t stray into the wood at night.” Wild dogs stalked that wood, and thieves and poachers camped there, with sharp knives and sharper eyes, looking for easy game. A woman of Olivia’s four-and-twenty years knew better than to venture into the wood alone. But her mother’s cries still pulsed in her ears, drowning out the old voice of caution. The danger behind her was more real than any imagined danger ahead.


  Shivers of fear prickling over her skin, she hurled herself into the outstretched arms of the wood, already dim and shadowy on the chill autumn evening. Beneath her thin soles, dry leaves crackled. Branches grabbed at her like gnarled hands. She stumbled over fallen limbs and underbrush, every snapping twig reminding her that a pursuer might be just behind, just out of sight.


  Olivia ran until her side ached. Breathing hard, she slowed her pace. She walked for what seemed like an hour or more and still hadn’t reached the other side of the wood. Was she traveling in a circle? The thought of spending the night in the quickly darkening wood made her pick up her pace once more.


  She tripped on a tangle of roots and again went sprawling. She heard the crisp rip of fabric. A burning scratch seared her cheek. For a moment she lay as she was, trying to catch her breath.


  The pain of the fall broke through the dam of shock, and the hot tears she had been holding back poured forth. She struggled up and sat against a tree, sobbing.


  Almighty God, what have I done?


  A branch snapped and an owl screeched a warning to his mate. Fear instantly stifled her sobs. Hairs prickling at the back of her neck, Olivia searched the moonlit dimness with wide eyes.


  Eyes stared back.


  A dog, wiry and dark, stood not twenty feet away, teeth bared. In silent panic, Olivia scratched the ground around her, searching for something to use as a weapon. The undergrowth shook and the ground pulsed with a galloping tread. Two more dogs ran past, one clenching something round and white in its jaws. The head of a sheep?


  The first dog turned and bounded after the other two, just as Olivia’s fingers found a stout stick. She gripped it tightly, wishing for a moment that she still held the fire iron. Shivering in revulsion, Olivia thrust aside the memory of its cold, hard weight. She listened for several tense seconds. Hearing nothing more, she rose, stick firmly in hand, and hurried through the wood, hoping the dogs wouldn’t follow her trail.


  The moon was high above the treetops when she saw it. The light of a fire ahead. Relief. Wild animals were afraid of fire, were they not? She tentatively moved nearer. She had no intention of joining whoever had camped thereperhaps a family of gypsies or a gentlemen’s hunting party. Even if the rumors of thieves and poachers were stuff and nonsense, she would not risk making her presence known. But she longed for the safety the fire represented. She longed, too, for its warmth, for the November night air stole mercilessly through her cape and gown. Perhaps if another woman were present, Olivia might ask to warm herself. She dared move a little closer, stood behind a tree and peered around it. She saw a firelit clearing and four figures huddled around the flames in various postures of repose. The sound of men talking and jesting reached her.


  “Squirrel again tonight, Garbie?” a gravelly voice demanded.


  “Unless Croome comes back with more game.”


  “This time o’ night? Not dashed likely.”


  “More likely he’s lyin’ foxed in the Brown Dog, restin’ his head on Molly’s soft pillows.”


  “Not Croome,” another said. “Never knew such a monkish man.”


  Laughter followed.


  Every instinct told Olivia to flee even as she froze where she stood. This was no family, nor any party of gentlemen. Fear slithering up her spine, she turned and stepped away from the tree.


  “Wha’s that?”


  A young man’s loud whisper stopped Olivia’s retreat. She stood still, afraid to make another sound.


  “What’s what? I don’t hear nofin’.”


  “Maybe it is Croome.”


  Olivia took a tentative tiptoe step. Then another. A sticky web coated her face, startling her, and she stumbled over a log onto the ground.


  Before she could right herself, the sound of footsteps surrounded her and harsh lamplight blinded her.


  “Well, kiss my bonnie luck star,” a young man breathed.


  Olivia struggled to her feet and pushed down her skirts. She brushed her fallen hair from her face and tried to remain calm.


  “Croome’s got a mite prettier since we saw ’im last,” said a second young man.


  Beside him, a bearded hulk glowered down at her. In the harsh, gravelly voice she had first heard, he demanded, “What are ya doin’ here?”


  Panic shot through her veins. “Nanothing! I saw your fire and I”


  “Looking for some company, were ya?” The big man’s leer chilled her to the marrow. “Well, ya come to the right placehasn’t she, lads?”


  “Aye,” another agreed.


  The big man reached for her, but Olivia recoiled. “No, you misunderstand me,” she said. “I simply lost my way. I don’t want”


  “Oh, but we do want.” His gleaming eyes were very like those of the wild dog.


  The stout stick she had been carrying was on the ground, where it had landed when she fell. She lunged for it, but the man grabbed her from behind. “Where d’ya think yer going? Nowhere soon, I’d wager.”


  Olivia cried out, but did manage to get her hand around the stick as he hauled her up.


  “Let go of me!”


  The burly man laughed. Olivia spun in his arms and swung the stick like a club. With a thwack, it caught the side of his head. He yelled and covered the wound with his hands.


  Olivia scrambled away, but two other men grabbed her arms and legs, wrestled the stick from her, and bore her back to the fire.


  “You all right, Borcher?” the youngest man asked, voice high.


  “I will be. Which is more’n I can say for her.”


  “Please!” Olivia implored the men who held her. “Release me, I beg of you. I am a decent girl from Withington.”


  “My brother lives near there,” the youngest man offered.


  “Shut up, Garbie,” Borcher ordered.


  “Perhaps I have met your brother,” she said desperately. “What is his na?”


  “Shut yer trap!” Borcher charged forward, hand raised.


  “Borcher, don’t,” young Garbie urged. “Let her go.”


  “After the hoyden hit me? Not likely.” Borcher grabbed her roughly, pinning both arms to her sides with one long, heavy arm and pressing her back against a tree.


  She tried in vain to stomp on his foot, but her kid slippers were futile against his boots. “No!” she shouted. “Someone help me. Please!”


  His free hand flashed up and clasped her jaw, steely fingers clamping her cheeks in a vise that stilled her shouts. She wrenched her head to the side and bit down on his thumb as hard as she could.


  Borcher yelled, yanked his hand away, and raised it in a menacing fist.


  Olivia winced her eyes shut, bracing herself for the inevitable blow.


  Fwwt. Smack. Something whizzed by her captor’s ear and shuddered into the tree above her. She opened her eyes as Borcher whirled his head around. Across the clearing, at the edge of the firelight, a man stood atop a tree stump, bow and arrow poised.


  “Let her go, Phineas,” the man drawled in an irritated voice.


  “Mind yer own affairs, Croome.” Borcher raised his fist again.


  Another arrow whooshed by, slicing into the tree bark with a crack.


  “Croome!” Borcher swore.


  “Next time, I shall aim,” the man called Croome said dryly. Though he appeared a slight, older man, cool authority steeled his words.


  Borcher released Olivia with a hard shove. The back of her head hit the tree, where long arrows still quivered above her. Even the jarring pain in her skull did not diminish the relief washing over her. In the flickering firelight, she looked again at her rescuer, still perched on the stump. He was a gaunt man of some sixty years in a worn hat and hunting coat. Ash grey hair hung down to his shoulders. A game bag was slung over one of them. The bow he held seemed a natural extension of his arm.


  “Thank you, sir,” she said.


  He nodded.


  Glimpsing the stout stick by the light of the forgotten lamp, Olivia bent to retrieve it. Then turned to make her escape.


  “Wait.” Croome’s voice was rough but not threatening. He stepped down from the stump, and she waited as he approached.


  His heighttall for a man of his yearsand limping gait surprised her. “Take the provisions I brought for these undeserving curs.”


  She accepted a quarter loaf of bread and a sack of apples. Her stomach rumbled on cue. But when he extended a limp hare from his game bag, she shook her head.


  “Thank you, no. This is more than enough.”


  One wiry eyebrow rose. “To make up for what they did to youand would have done?”


  Olivia stiffened. She shook her head and said with quiet dignity, “No, sir. I am afraid not.” She handed back the bread and apples, turned, and strode smartly from the clearing.


  His raspy chuckle followed her. “Fool . . .”


  And she was not certain if he spoke of her or of himself.


  Olivia walked quickly away by the moonlight filtering through the autumn-bare branches, the stick outstretched before her like a blindman’s cane. She stayed alert for any hint of being followed but heard nothing save the occasional to-wooo of a tawny owl or the feathery scurrying of small nocturnal creatures. Eventually her fear faded into exhaustion and hunger. Perhaps I should not have been so proud, she thought, her stomach chastising her with a persistent ache.


  Finally, unable to trudge along any further, she curled into a ball beside a tree. She searched her cape pockets for her gloves, but only one remainedthe other lost in the wood, no doubt. She again felt the firm bundle in her pocket but did not bother to examine it in the dark. Shivering, she drew her hooded cape close around herself and covered her thin slippers with handfuls of leaves and pine needles for warmth. Images of her mother’s terrified eyes and of a man’s body lying facedown on the dark floor tried to reassert themselves, but she pushed them away, escaping into the sweet forgetfulness of sleep.


  Chapter 2
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  Send her to a boarding-school,

  in order to learn a little ingenuity and artifice.

  Then, Sir, she should have a supercilious knowledge in accounts . . .


  R. B. SHERIDAN, THE RIVALS, 1775


  Olivia awoke to birdsong and mist, her hand still grasping the heavy stick. It reminded her once more of the fire iron, and she was tempted to hurl it away. But was it not her only protection from wild dogs if not wicked men?


  The sunrise glimmered through the canopy of branches, beribboned with sparse, tenacious leaves. Her limbs were stiff, her toes numb from sleeping on cold, rooted ground. She rubbed warmth into her hands, then her feet, before replacing her shoes. If she had known what would happen yesterday, she would have taken time to lace on half boots instead of wearing her flimsy kid slippers.


  The dreadful scene replayed in her mind.


  She’d come home late from her post at Miss Cresswell’s school. Found her father’s coat on an overturned chair. Her slippers crunched on broken glass. What had he thrown this time? A drinking glass? A bottle? A shrill cry pulled her into the bedchamber, dark, but light enough to see a chilling sightthe back of a man with his hands around her mother’s throat. Her mother’s eyes wide, gasping for air . . .


  Olivia had not thought, only reacted, and suddenly the fire iron was in her hand. She raised it high and slammed it down with a sickening clang, and he fell facedown on the floor. The force of the blow reverberated up her arm and into her shoulder. Numbing shock followed like an icy wave. She stared, unmoving, as her mother sucked in haggard draws of air.


  Then her mother was beside her, pulling the fire iron from her stiff fingers, and drawing her from the room, through the kitchen to the front door, both of them trembling.


  “Did I kill him?” Olivia had whispered, glancing back at the darkened bedchamber door. “I did not mean to do it. I only”


  “Hush. He breathes still, and may revive any moment. You must leave before he sees you. Before he learns who struck him.”


  By the light of the kitchen fire, Olivia glimpsed the welts already rising on her mother’s neck. “Then you must come with me. He might have killed you!”


  Dorothea Keene nodded, pressing shaky fingers to her temples, trying to concentrate. “But first I will go to Muriel’s. She will know what to do. But he must never know you were here. You . . . you have left the village . . . for a post. Yes.”


  “But where? I don’t know of any”


  “Far from here.” Her mother squeezed her eyes shut, thinking. “Go to my . . . go to St. Aldwyns. East of Barnsley. I know one of the sisters who manage the school there. They may have a post, or at least take you in.”


  Her mother turned and hurried across the kitchen. Reaching up, she winced as she pulled a small bundle from behind a portrait frame.


  “I cannot leave you, Mammayou are hurt!”


  Returning, her mother gripped her arm. “If he should die, it will be the noose for you. And that would kill me more surely than he ever could.”


  She shoved the bundle into Olivia’s cape pocket. “Take this and go. And promise me you will not return. I will come to you when I can. When it is safe.”


  A low moan rumbled from the other room, and panic seized them both. “Go now. Run!”


  And Olivia ran.


  The scene faded from her mind, and Olivia shuddered. She drew forth the small bundle, studying it by morning’s light. At first glance, it looked like an old, folded handkerchief, but on closer inspection, she saw that it had seams and a small beaded clasp.


  Why had her mother made this? Had she foreseen last night’s events and Olivia’s need to flee? Or had she been prepared to make her own escape, from a husband whose violent temper had been escalating for months?


  Olivia opened the concealed purse and examined its contents. Four guinea coins were tacked in with thread, to keep them from jingling and giving away their hiding place, she supposed. There was also a letter. She picked it up, but saw it was firmly sealed with wax. She turned it over and read the tiny script in her mother’s fine hand: To be opened only upon my death. Olivia’s heart started. What in the world? She thought once more of her father’s jealous ragesthe overturned chairs, the broken glass, the holes punched in the wall. Still, Olivia had never believed he would actually harm his own wife. Had her mother feared that very thing? Curiosity gnawed at her, but she quickly returned the letter to its place.


  As she did, she felt a thin disk within the folds of fabric, apparently a fifth, smaller, coin. A small tear in the lining revealed its would-be escape route. Curious, she worked the coin with stiff fingers back to the hole. As she extracted the shilling, a scrap of paper came with it. It was an inch-by-three-inch rectangle, torn from a newspaper, yellowed with age. It appeared to be a brief portion of a marriage announcement.


  

  . . . the Earl of Brightwell of his son,

  Lord Bradley to Miss Marian Estcourt

  of Cirencester, daughter of . . .

  



  Brightwell . . . Estcourt . . . the names echoed dully in Olivia’s mind. She could not recall her mother mentioning either name before. Why had she kept the clipping?


  Her stomach growled and Olivia tucked away the paperand her questionsfor another time. Gingerly she rose and began pulling leaves and needles from her hair. Brushing off her cape and dress, she grimaced at a long tear in her bodice. Her shift and one strap of her stays showed. Thinking of her peril of the previous night, she shuddered, realizing the damage could have been far worse. She pulled up the hanging flap of bodice and tied it crudely to the strip of torn cloth at her shoulder. She hoped she didn’t look as dreadful as she felt.


  She tried to run her fingers through her hair and discovered it was a knotted mess, her neat coil long-since fallen. She longed for a bath and a comb. No use in fretting about it now, she told herself. If I don’t get moving, no one but the trees shall see me anyway.


  Olivia once more wove her way through the trees and underbrush, wondering if the schoolmistress her mother knew would really take in a stranger, and what Olivia would do if not. She bit the inside of her cheek to hold back self-pity and tears. She breathed a quick prayer for her mother and kept walking, her breath rising on the cold morning air.


  The trees thinned as the sun rose higher in the sky, lifting her spirits with it. She saw a ribbon of road ahead and decided to follow it, knowing she could return to the shelter of the wood if necessary.


  She walked along the road for several minutes, then accepted a ride in the back of a farmer’s wagon. His wife looked askance at the stick in her hand but did not comment.


  After many jostling, jerking miles, the farmer called a welcome “whoa” to his old nag and smiled back at Olivia. “That’s our farm up the lane there, so this is as far as we can take you.”


  Thanking the couple, Olivia climbed stiffly from the wagon and asked the way to St. Aldwyns.


  “Follow the river there,” the farmer said, pointing. “It’ll be quicker than the road, though you’ll not meet another wagon.”


  Olivia followed the river as it passed through a rolling vale, skirted a tiny hamlet, then another. Soon after that, the river disappeared within a copse of trees. Not another wood . . . Olivia lamented. She did not wish to lose her way, so she took a deep breath and entered the copse.


  The trees were not dense, and through them she saw an open field beyond. Having had her fill of trees the previous night, she walked faster.


  A sound startled Olivia, and she stopped abruptly. Listening over her pounding heart, she heard it once more. Barking. Her stomach lurched. More wild dogs? Coming fast! She was running before she consciously chose to, stick banging against her leg. With her free hand, she hiked up her skirts and darted onto the field. Ignoring the cinder burning in her side, she ran on, not daring to pause to look behind her. Another sound joined the firsta low rumble, growing louder. Thunder? A search party?


  The dogs drew closershe could hear the barking distinctly nowthey were nearly upon her. Panic gripped her. Something nipped at her skirts, and she spun around, swinging the stick and yelling at the top of her voice.


  “Be gone! Go!” The barking dogs skidded and jumped. She grazed one on its rump, and it yelped and ran away.


  Slowly the blur of mottled fur came into focus and she realized these were not wild dogs at all. Horse hooves thundered around her. She looked up in a daze as a small army of scarlet coats and black hatsmen in hunting attirecharged up on all sides.


  “Stand clear!” one of the riders shouted, his roan galloping dangerously close.


  She leapt out of his way. Then she screamed and lifted her arms over her headfor she had jumped right into the path of an oncoming horse. Its rider pulled up sharply and the black horse skittered and reared up. Dirt flew, splattering Olivia’s face. The horse’s hooves flashed inches from her chin and then exploded onto the ground before her.


  “What on earth do you think you are doing?” The rider of the black yelled down. “Are you mad?”


  Other riderswhippers-in and gentlemen on field hunters of white, grey, and chestnutcircled around her, their voices raised and angry.


  “You have spoilt an excellent hunt!” This from the elderly master of the hunt, silver side-whiskers showing beneath his telltale velvet hat. His lined, aristocratic face was nearly as red as his coat.


  “She tried to kill the hounds!” another accused. “The lead dog is limping.”


  “I thought they were wild dogs!” Olivia sputtered in lame defense.


  “Wild dogs!” the huntsman echoed, copper horn hanging from his neck. “I don’t believe it. Are you daft?”


  She wiped her sleeve across her eyes to clear the mud and her mind. “No. I . . . I”


  “I believe her, gentlemen.” The rider of the black horse dismounted and grabbed the stick from her hand. “She is obviously armed to ward off wild dogs.”


  “From the looks of the chit,” the stout rider of the roan called down, “I’d say she battled a mud puddleand lost.”


  The other men laughed. Ignoring the jeers, Olivia kept her eyes on the tall young man before her. Though not the master of the hunt, and by all appearances no older than she was, he was clearly a leader of men and cut an imposing figure in his hunting kit and Hessian boots.


  Forcing her voice into cool civility, she said, “I am sorry about the dog. Now kindly return my stick, sir.”


  His eyes were glittering blue glass in a face that would have been handsome were it not imperious and angry. “I believe not. You are far too dangerous.”


  Olivia could feel her anger mounting as the men continued their laughter and taunts. But it was the disdainful smirk of the young man before her that threatened her self-control, already worn thin by recent stress and lack of sound sleep. She thrust out her hand. “Return it to me at once.”


  The elderly master of the hunt called derisively, “Have you any idea whom you are addressing, ghel?”


  Keeping her eyes on the haughty young man before her, she answered levelly, “Someone with very poor manners.”


  The others reacted with barely concealed snorts of laughter.


  Good, she thought. See how he likes being laughed at.


  Some new emotion flickered across the man’s face, but the expression was quickly overlaid with contempt. Broad shoulders strained against his close-fitting coat as he carelessly flung the stick into the brush some thirty yards away.


  Olivia opened her mouth to protest, but the old master called down a steely warning. “Careful, ghel. Bradley there is magistrate as well as lord. You don’t want to risk his wrath.”


  She looked once more at the young man called Bradley. Golden side-whiskers indicated fair hair beneath his hat. Under its brim, blue eyes rested on a bit of dirt on his coat sleeve. With the merest glance at her, he flicked it away with a finger, and in that one gesture Olivia knew she had been dismissed as thoughtlessly.


  “Ross!” he called, and a younger man, by appearance his groom, jogged over. “How is Mr. Linton’s hound?”


  “He is well, my lord, merely bruised.”


  “Still, bear him on your horse. Linton’s kennel-man will want to have a look at him.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  “Thank you, Bradley,” the master said. “I think we must call off the hunt for today.”


  The huntsman nodded and pocketed his horn. “That fox is in Wiltshire by now at any rate.”


  “Perhaps she could be our fox.” The stout roan rider jeered, gesturing toward Olivia with his riding crop.


  “Excellent plan,” another said. “Quite sorry, constable. We thought the sorry creature a fox.”


  “Noa mad dog!” A second man poked Olivia on the shoulder with his crop, and soon three of them were circling her on their horses, laughing all the while.


  “Gentlemen!” came a loud command.


  The three men reined in and looked at Bradley.


  “That is quite enough,” he said. “Peasants are not for prodding.”


  “Just so,” another snorted. “They are for paying rents.”


  Lord Bradley scowled, clearly not amused.


  “Take heart, gentlemen,” the master consoled. “The season has barely begun. We shall have many more hunts come winter.”


  Lord Bradley prepared to remount his tall black horse. He paused, his icy glare resting briefly on Olivia. “Are you still here?”


  She expelled a dry puff of air. “No, sir. I have disappeared utterly.”


  His eyes narrowed. “Have you not somewhere to go?” It wasn’t a question.


  “I”


  “Go!” he commanded, jerking his crop to the south.


  Olivia strode blindly across the field, humiliated and indignant. She was angry at herself for obeying, for fleeing in the exact direction he pointed. Was she a dog herself? He surely had not meant for her to go in any specific direction. Only away. I was traveling in this direction at any rate, she thought hotly, and trudged toward the river once more.


  Chapter 3
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  Always remember to hold the secrets of the family sacred,

  as none may be divulged with impunity.


  SAMUEL & SARAH ADAMS, THE COMPLETE SERVANT


  The sun was high in the sky when Olivia knelt beside the river to wash her face and hands. She scrubbed at the stubborn dirt encrusted in the lines of her palms and beneath her nails. She hoped the dirt on her face did not cling as tenaciously. Nor the guilt she felt. Had there been no other recourse? Surely she might have thought of another way to stop her father. She might have called the constable or a neighbor. But it was too late now. Olivia splashed cold water on her face, wishing she could wash away the memorythe regretas easily.


  She found but two hairpins still tangled within her fallen curls and, in the end, tore a strip of ribbon edging from her shift and tied back her hair with it. She did not wish to enter the next village looking like a beggar. Or worse.


  The water, while too frigid for comfortable washing, seemed inviting to her dry throat and she bent low to drink, using her now-clean hand as a cup. Cold and delicious. She bent low over the water once again.


  “I say! Hello there! Don’t Are you all right?”


  Still on her knees, Olivia turned at the call. A man in a black suit of clothes and tabbed white neckcloth briskly approached. Behind him followed a spotted dog and four young boys, a sight which put Olivia more at ease than she would otherwise have been.


  “I am well. Only thirsty.”


  “Oh!” He stepped nearer. “I feared you might be about to do yourself harm. Though I suppose the river is too shallow and gentle here to pose much danger.”


  “No, sir. I was not.”


  “Of course not. Forgive me. A young lady such as yourself could have no reason to be so desperate, I trust.”


  She hesitated, her lips stiffening. “No reason . . .”


  “I am Mr. Tugwell,” he said, doffing his round, wide-brimmed hat of black felt. “Vicar of St. Mary’s.”


  “How do you do.” She guessed him to be in his midthirties, with light brown hair and soft, mobile face.


  He extended his hand. “May I offer you a hand up?”


  “I fear mine are wet and cold, sir,” she apologized as she placed her hand in his.


  He pulled her to her feet. “You were in earnest! A cold fish comes to mind.” He grinned. “Never fear, I have handled far worse.”


  She found herself grinning in spite of her recent ordeal. “And my face. I suppose it is a fright?”


  He cocked his head to the side and appraised her. “Your face is charming.” He nodded toward his boys. “You fit right in with my lot here. These are my sonsJeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah, and Tom. Amos, my eldest, is at school.”


  “Hello. I am Miss Keene.” The name was out of her mouth before she could think the better of it. But how could she lie to four such angelic, albeit dirty, boys?


  Mr. Tugwell handed her his handkerchief, then tapped a broad finger to a spot along his jaw.


  Blushing, she wiped the same place on her own jaw. “I am afraid I have fallen and made a mess of myself.”


  “Have we not all done so, Miss Keene?” he asked, a twinkle in his kindly hazel eyes. “Have we not all?”


  Not knowing how to respond, she returned the handkerchief and asked, “And who is this?” of the spaniel sniffing at her skirts.


  “That is Harley,” little Tom supplied.


  “Harley likes these wanders as much as we do,” Mr. Tugwell explained. “The lady of the house believes a great deal of exercise keeps male animals from tearing about the place.” He grinned. “The dog as well.”


  She smiled. “Might you direct me to St. Aldwyns, sir?”


  “With pleasure.” Tucking the handkerchief back into his pocket, the vicar said, “We are for Arlington, which is on your way. May we escort you that far at least?”


  “Thank you.” She thought a moment. “I suppose my first task will be to repair my appearance. Is there someplace in Arlington where I might purchase a needle and thread and perhaps a pair of gloves?”


  “Indeed there is. Eliza Ludlow’s shop. Miss Ludlow is a friend of ours. Might we have the pleasure of introducing you?”


  “Yes, that would be most kind. Thank you.”


  In company with Mr. Tugwell and his boys, Olivia crossed a stone bridge near the village mill and turned up the high street, passing the Swan Hotel and a row of weavers’ cottagesevidenced by stone troughs for washing and dying cloth, and the narrow mill leat flowing past. They crossed the cobbled street and approached a cluster of shopsa chandler’s, a wool agent’s, and the promised ladies’ shop with a display of hats and bonnets in its many-paned bow window.


  “Please await me here, boys,” Mr. Tugwell said. “And do keep Harley from the chandler’s wares this time, hmm?”


  The vicar opened the shop door for her. Quickly smoothing back the wisps of hair at her temples, Olivia stepped inside while the bell still jingled.


  The shop was small, neat, and sweet-smelling. Shelves displayed gloves, scarves, stockings, fans, and tippets. A dress form wore a flounced walking dress of white cambric muslin. The front counter held fashion magazines and an assortment of cosmetics and perfumes.


  A woman in her thirties, dressed in an attractive, vested gown of striped twill, stood at a tidy counter. She smiled brightly at the vicar. “Mr. Tugwell, what a lovely surprise.”


  Her ready smile dimmed only fractionally as Olivia stepped near.


  “Good afternoon, Miss Eliza.” He made a slight bow. “May I present Miss Keene, of . . . ?”


  Olivia faltered. “Near Cheltenham.”


  “Who is in need of your services.”


  “Of course.” Miss Ludlow turned warm brown eyes in Olivia’s direction.


  Mr. Tugwell straightened. “I shall leave you ladies to it. I know little of such falderals, and confess I prefer my ignorance.” He smiled at Olivia. “But you may trust Miss Ludlow implicitly, I assure you.”


  The woman blushed at his praise.


  Mr. Tugwell rubbed his lip in thought. “I don’t wish to be presumptuous, Miss Keene, but it does grow late, and St. Aldwyns is still a few miles off. You would be most welcome to stay the night in the vicarage guest room. Miss Tugwell will make you quite welcome, I assure you.”


  “You are very kind. I . . . Perhaps I shall, indeed. If you are certain it is not too much of an imposition?”


  “Not at all. And the boys and I promise to be on our best behavior. Though I cannot speak for Harley.” He grinned, then turned once more to Miss Ludlow. “If you would be so good as to point out the way, Miss Eliza, once your business is concluded?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then I shall bid you adieu for now.” He bowed to both ladies and made his exit.


  When the jingle of the shop bell faded, Eliza Ludlow asked kindly, “And how may I help you, Miss Keene?”


  “I hope to find a situation, you see . . . ” Olivia began.


  The woman’s dark eyebrows furrowed. “I am afraid this little shop barely provides for me.”


  “Oh no. Forgive me, I did not mean here. I understand there is a girls’ school in St. Aldwyns.”


  “Yes, I have heard of it. Managed by a pair of elderly sisters, I believe. I cannot say whether they need anyone, but you might try.”


  “I plan to. But I should not go looking like this.” Olivia pulled back one shoulder of her cape, exposing the crudely tied fabric of her frock. “I am afraid I suffered a mishapa few of them, actuallyon my way here.”


  Miss Ludlow tutted sympathetically. “You poor dear.”


  “Have you needle and thread I might purchase to put this to rights?”


  “Indeed I have. Blue thread?”


  Olivia nodded. “And, perhaps, a hairbrush and pins?” Her stomach rumbled a rude complaint, and Olivia ducked her head to hide a blush.


  “Of course, my dear.” Eliza Ludlow smiled sweetly. “And you must come up to my rooms and repair yourself properly. Perhaps you would join me for tea and cake?”


  Tears pricked Olivia’s eyes at this unexpected generosity. “You are very kind. I thank you.”


  An hour later, Olivia’s hair was combed and securely pinned, and her gown repaired and brushed reasonably clean. She wore a new chip bonnet, two gloves, and a small reticule dangling from her wrist. She’d had money enough to purchase the bonnet, but Eliza had insisted on giving her a lone glove, saying she’d lost its mate and wasn’t it nearly a perfect match? Not wanting to deplete her funds, Olivia had gratefully agreed and accepted. Now her mother’s small purse, a new comb, and a handkerchief were encased within the reticule, which Miss Ludlow had sold her for a suspiciously low price.


  Prepared to take her leave, Olivia listened as Eliza described the way to the vicarage. “Continue up the high street as it angles to the north. The vicarage is just past an old white house with a dovecote.”


  “Is it proper, do you think, for me to accept the vicar’s invitation?” Olivia asked. “Mrs. Tugwell won’t mind?”


  “You mean Miss Tugwell, his sister.”


  “Oh. I thought”


  “Mrs. Tugwell died several years ago, poor soul.”


  “How tragic. Those poor motherless boys . . .”


  “Yes.” Miss Ludlow’s brown eyes glowed sympathetically.


  “Still, I think it appropriate. Unless you would feel more comfortable in the Swan, though the inn might be more expense than you wish to bear.”


  “I am afraid it would be.”


  “Then we shall hope and pray the school has need of you directly.”


  Olivia pressed the shopkeeper’s hand. “Thank you. You have been prodigiously kind, and I shall never forget it.”


  “You are more than welcome.” Miss Eliza was suddenly distracted by a bandbox on the counter, her dark brows knit in perplexity or irritation. “Oh, fiddle . . .”


  “Are you all right?”


  The woman sighed. “I would be better had Mrs. Howe paid for this feathered cap she ordered. Said she wanted it for a party at Brightwell Court, but the party is this very evening, and still she has not sent anyone round to collect it. And bon chance trying to sell this piece of London frippery to anyone else in the village.”


  “I am sorry,” Olivia murmured, but her mind had caught on something else Miss Ludlow had said. “Brightwell Court?” Olivia asked. She remembered the name Brightwell from her mother’s newspaper clipping.


  “Yes. Do you know it? The largest estate in the borough, save the Lintons’. There is a party there this very evening.” She winked at Olivia. “But I seem to have misplaced my invitation.”


  Olivia grinned at her joke. “As have I.”


  Promising to call on her new friend when she was able, Olivia thanked her once again and let herself from the shop.


  The evening was already growing dark, the hours of daylight quite abbreviated in the final months of the year. The wind pulled at her cape and she shivered. It was indeed too dark and cold to continue further. At least by foot.


  She walked up the high street where it curved to the north, and passed the village square. She saw a stately church beyond it, which she supposed to be St. Mary’s. Several fine carriages passed, and one coachman stopped to ask if she would like a ride.


  “Are you for St. Aldwyns?” she asked hopefully.


  He shook his head. “Not bound for Brightwell Court like every other fine lady in the borough? Big doings there tonight.”


  Brightwell . . . There it was again.


  Olivia shook her head. “Thank you anyway.”


  She waited while the carriage passed, then watched as it turned through a gate and up a long, torchlit lane. Had her mother some connection to the place? Olivia felt compelled to lay eyes on this Brightwell Court. Then she would make her way directly to the vicarage.


  Olivia walked through the gate, up the graveled lane, past several small outbuildings, and then, there it was. A tall, grey Tudor manor in an E-shape, with a many-peaked roof.


  Had her mother friends here? Had she once visited or had a post here? Olivia certainly was not going to knock on the door and ask, especially while the owners were entertaining.


  She started to turn back when the lively, happy music caught her attention. It swirled in her ears and swelled in her chest. She stepped carefully across the lawn, drawn by the light spilling from large mullioned windows. As she drew near she received her first good look into one of the grand rooms. Lovely women in fine gowns and distinguished gentlemen in black evening attire stood in groups, talking, laughing, bowing, eating, and drinking. A sigh escaped her.


  Mesmerized, she slowly walked past the first wing, glimpsing a buffet graced by a life-size ice swan, towering jelly molds, a stuffed boar, and a huge golden bowl overflowing with fruits. She walked past the recessed courtyard of the shorter leg of the E, and then around the final wing, staring in each window, as if watching vivid tableaux lit by a hundred candles. As she rounded the manor, she walked by another window, open, she guessed, to release cigar smoke or the heat of the crowd. Her steps faltered. Inside what appeared to be a library, a dapper middle-aged gentleman embraced his middle-aged wife. They were alone. The man kissed the top of her head and stroked her back, murmuring some reassurance or encouragement near her ear. The gentle tenderness stung Olivia’s heart. She knew she should turn away, respect their privacy. But she could not. Then the man put his hands on either side of her face and said something. The woman nodded, her pale cheeks wet with tears. The man brushed them away with his thumbs and kissed the woman full on the mouth.


  Embarrassed, Olivia lowered her head and walked away. She leaned against a shadowed tree to catch her breath. If only her mother and father might have shown such affection to one other instead of brooding silences and heated arguments. If only she herself might one day know such tender love.


  A side door opened. Olivia froze beside the tree. Footsteps sounded on the flagstones of the veranda, followed by another set.


  “Edward, wait.”


  “This is not something I wish to discuss before the assembled company, nor the servants.”


  “Must we discuss it at all?”


  Olivia peered from behind the tree, looking for a way of escape. The veranda was mottled shadow and moonlight. Upon it, she glimpsed the same older gentleman from the library standing before a taller man, whose back was to her.


  The taller man sputtered, incredulous. “Am I to simply forget what I read?”


  “No, I don’t suppose you could. But it need not be a disaster, my boy.”


  “How can you say that?”


  “I have known all along and it has not altered my feelings.”


  “But how did you . . . ? Where did I come from? Who was my mother, my?”


  “Edward, lower your voice. I will tell you one day if you really must know. But not today. Not on the eve of our departure.”


  Olivia was chagrined to overhear such a personal conversation. What should she do? If she moved at all, even to lift her hands to her ears, they would see her.


  The elder man put his arm around the younger man’s shoulder. “I am sorry you had to learn of it at all, and especially now, but nothing has changed. Nothing. Do you understand?”


  The younger man slapped his chest, his voice hoarse. “Everything has changed. Everything. Or will. If . . .” His voice broke, and Olivia missed the rest of his sentence.


  “There is nothing we can do about that now. Promise me you will not attempt to ferret out anything more until we return. Let it lie for now, Edward. Please. You have been given enough to adapt to already.”


  “That is an understatement indeed, sir.”


  The father turned his son back toward the manor. “Come inside, my boy. How cold it is. Your mother will wonder what became of us.”


  The young man muttered something inaudible as they stepped to the door and Olivia released a breath she had not realized she was holding.


  “May we not burden your mother with this right now?” the older man asked. “I want nothing to spoil this journey for her.”


  His son sighed. “Of course. Her health must come first.” He held the door for his father. “After you.”


  The older man pulled a sad smile and disappeared inside.


  Olivia stepped from behind the tree, ready to make her escape at last. But the young man stopped suddenly, hand on the open door. He stood, staring blindly in her direction. Had he seen her? Heard her?


  Her heart pounded. She took a step backward, hoping to further conceal herself in the shadows, and instead collided with something solid and warm. She cried out as a foul sack descended over her head and wiry arms grasped her by the shoulders and hauled her away.


  Chapter 4
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  A poacher becomes an infirm old man if he be

  fortunate enough to escape transportation or the gallows. . . .


  THE GAMEKEEPER’S DIRECTORY


  When the sack was pulled from her head, Olivia found herself in a small parlor, staring at a bald man and a round, aproned woman. The man introduced himself. “I am John Hackam, village constable. Again.”


  “Again,” the woman echoed. “No one else will take ’is term.”


  The constable nodded to the woman. “My good wife.”


  “What did the earl’s man catch ’er at,” Mrs. Hackam inquired. “Thievin’?”


  “Mayhap,” Hackam replied.


  An earl? “No,” Olivia protested. “I took noth”


  “No time to hear your tale o’ woe now, girl. I’ve an inn to run, and we are full up tonight.”


  “Full up.” His wife nodded.


  Mr. Hackam took Olivia’s elbow. “It’s the lockup for you tonight, and we’ll sort it in the morning.”


  The constable led her from the inn’s parlor and out a side door to a windowless octagonal building some twenty yards distant.


  “Court is held here at my humble inn regular-like, but the JPs are all at Brightwell Court tonight and can’t hear your case at present.”


  He unlocked the heavy door and firmly, though not roughly, compelled her inside. The door shut behind her, enveloping her in darkness. She heard the key scrape in the lock and footsteps retreating. Weariness and fear competed for precedence within her.


  Was this God’s judgment for what she had done? She berated herself yet again for not going directly to the vicarage.


  Olivia blinked, trying to adjust her eyes to the darkness. Not complete darkness after alla small red glow shone several yards away. A rat’s eye? No. A lit cigar. Suddenly a flame sputtered and sparked to life, illuminating a big man holding a candle stub in one hand and the cigar in the other.


  Her heart lurched and stomach seized. Borcher!


  The big man held up the candle and peered at her. She prayed he would not recognize her from Chedworth Wood.


  “Well, well. What have we here?” He stepped closer and held the candle near her face. In the wobbling light, his fat lips curled into a feline smile. “The hoyden from the wood.”


  “No. I”


  Tossing aside the candle, he slammed her hard against the door. Pain shot up her spine. She turned and banged on the door. “Help! Please help me!” A scream caught in her throat as Borcher slapped one hand over her mouth and with the other gripped her arm, pulling her back against him. He laughed a ghoulish giggle in her ear, his foul breath making her gag.


  “I told ya I’d get ya, girlie. And now I have done.”


  She struggled and tried to call out, but only a muffled murmur escaped his thick hand. Her mind reeled, No, no, no! She opened her mouth and tried to bite his hand.


  “Not this time, pet.” He released her mouth only to grasp her neck with both hands. He squeezed until Olivia thought his thumbs would crush her windpipe. Something popped within her throat.


  Olivia choked and struggled against the pain and suffocation, panic soaring as she struggled to suck in the thinnest stream of air. Was this what her mother had experienced? At least Olivia had been able to save her. Oh, God, she prayed. Please forgive me. I only meant to stop him. . . . She hoped he would not try again. Please watch over her, Olivia silently pleaded as her mind clouded over, the shutters of her brain closing tight.


  Blackness.


  Vaguely she heard something. A key in the lock? The door banged open, though Olivia could see none of the lamplight that surely was flooding in. Borcher growled and pushed her roughly away as he released her. She would have fallen, but strong arms caught her. She tried to breathe through a throat that felt sealed off. Crushed. She gasped painfully and smelled a man’s sweat and pipe smoke. Sputtering and sucking in panting breaths, her vision returned. The constable righted her, then scowledfirst at her, then Borcher.


  “You there.” He glared at her attacker. “An extra fortnight for you. And you, come with me. There is someone to see you.”


  A fortnight? Olivia thought dumbly. That is all my life is worth?


  Relieved to be leaving the lockup, she asked no questions. With a trembling hand, she tentatively reached up to survey her burning throat. She thought it a miracle her neck was not broken. As it was, her legs shook from the shock and violence of the ordeal. When she stumbled, the constable took her arm and pulled her along. She would not have remained upright otherwise.


  “Lord Bradley wants to question you.” The constable sighed in a long-suffering manner. “Wants to see the trespasser properly punished, no doubt.” He whistled low. “Looks dreadful fierce, he does.”


  He led her back into the Swan, pushed open the door to the same parlor, and propelled her within.


  She shrank at the sight of the tall man in full evening dress, his blue eyes intense with scrutiny and suspicion, but not, she thought, recognition. She, however, recognized him at once. The haughty young man from the hunt. Lord Bradley. His father was an earl? Theirs was the conversation she had overheard?


  She looked down, hoping he would not remember her. She imagined she appeared quite altered with a clean face, her hair neatly pinned backat least it had beenand a proper bonnet over all.


  Olivia could feel his glare on her bowed profile. She registered his finely shod feet, then slowly raised her head. I am not a dog to cower in the corner, she encouraged herself, forcing her gaze to meet the man’s icy blue eyes. He scowled, his countenance darkening. Had he just recognized her from the spoilt hunt?


  Staring at the slight figure before him, Edward Stanton Bradley bade his heart rate to slow and his anger to calm. His mind still reeled, not only with the stunning sledgehammer of news he had barely had time to assimilate himself, but with the terrifying prospect that someone had overheard the tidings he hoped with all his being to bury forever. He fisted his hands, ineffectively trying to quench the irrational desire to squash this unknown foe, to silence her before she might open her mouth and devastate them all.


  When she looked up at him, Edward felt the barest hint of recognition, but it quickly flitted away. He knew not this sorry creature. Good heavens, what had befallen her? She seemed barely able to walk, let alone stand. Had Hackam not held her arm, she seemed certain to fall. Her face was ashen, her neck . . . What the plague?


  “Hackam, what have you done to the chit?”


  “Nothing, my lord.”


  “Did my man do this to you?” he asked her directly, knowing Hackam would not hesitate to lay blame at the gamekeeper’s feet.


  Eyes glazed, the girl shook her head.


  “Dash it, Hackam. Punishment before a hearing?”


  “No, my lord. It was another prisoner. Gordon didn’t tell me he’d put a poacher in the lockup. I thought it empty.”


  Biting back an oath, Edward grimly shook his head. Still, he believed Hackam. He was not a cruel man, but he was busy with his inn and held little patience for his secondary role as constable. The quarter sessions and more frequent petty sessions brought business to his establishment, so he begrudgingly took up the unpopular duty year after year when no one else stepped forward.


  “Do you not wish to hear about the poacher, my lord?” Hackam asked. “Likely to be one of the lot what evaded us all summer. Is that not good news, my lord?”


  Edward ignored the man’s attempt at diversion. “The next session is not for a fortnight, and there is no question of calling an early hearing. My father is leaving the country on the morrow, and Farnsworth is already on the continent. If this is what happens in half an hour, what would become of her in a week?”


  “I plan to send her up to Northleach. Let the justices up there deal with her.”


  Hackam referred to the new house of correctionsa fortresslike prison only about as old as Edward himself. An improvement over the gaols of old, where men and women were held together, but a prison just the same. “That will not be necessary.”


  “ ’Course it is. Your man said she were trespassing, maybe even a thief.”


  The young woman swayed, and Hackam tightened his grip.


  “Have you any evidence she meant to steal anything?” Edward asked. He knew trespassing was a petty offense, unless accompanied by theft, nuisance to the land, or injury to a person. But could not great personal injury come of her eavesdropping? Not to mention the repercussions his father would face should his deception be made known?


  “Well, she weren’t an invited guest, now, were she? What else would she be doin’ there?”


  “That is what I should like to know.” Edward turned to the pale-faced woman. “What is your name?”


  She opened her mouth to speak, her small lips forming a silent O. Wincing in surprise, tears swamping her bright blue eyes, she raised thin fingers to her rapidly discoloring throat.


  Could she really not speak, or was she a consummate actress?


  “Could have her flogged on the pillory,” the constable jovially suggested. “That would loosen her tongue.”


  The girl’s pale skin blanched nearly white.


  “Or hung in the stocks on the village green. An example to other would-be thieves.” The constable rocked on his heels as he considered. “Or ducked on the ducking chair. Haven’t used that contraption since my first term.”


  The woman’s eyes flared, then drooped, her posture rigid. She was falling forward before he realized it, her eyes open but unseeing. Hackam’s grip was insufficient to stop her fall, and she crumpled to the ground.


  Returning to her senses sometime later, Olivia peered through her lashes to find a bespectacled middle-aged man leaning over her. She shrank back instinctively, only to realize she was lying flat while he sat peering down at her, touching her throat in the gentlest of palpations. An apothecary, she guessed. Or a surgeon. She closed her eyes once more and listened to the conversation above her.


  “Such an injury could indeed render a person speechless for a time. Have you reason to think her pretending to muteness?”


  “She was caught trespassing on our estate.” Lord Bradley’s voice.


  “A great many people were at Brightwell Court this evening. Why do you think her intentions nefarious?”


  Lord Bradley did not respond. Instead he asked, “Can she be moved?”


  “I think so. Doesn’t seem to have any broken bones. Even so, I have given her laudanum. That neck injury must be dreadfully painful.”


  “Moved, my lord?” The incredulous voice of the constable. “Moved where?”


  “Clearly I cannot leave her here, Hackam. Nor do I wish her taken to Northleach for mere trespassing. Release her to my custody for now.”


  Hackam’s voice rose. “Are you certain that is wise, my lord?”


  “She doesn’t look dangerous to me,” the medical man offered.


  “Is that your professional diagnosis?” Bradley’s tone was acerbic. “I shall hold you to it.”


  “But” Hackam tried once more. “She might turn out to be a thief, after all.”


  “Then you shall have your chance to flog her yet.”


  Olivia sank into darkness once more, from a hefty dose of laudanum. And fear.


  Edward and the constable helped Dr. Sutton settle the young woman into the back of Sutton’s cart.


  “Speaking of moving,” the doctor said. “I dearly hope the trip to Italy does your mother good.”


  “Thank you, Sutton. As do I.”


  “Many in my profession attest to the benefits of a warm Mediterranean winter for their patients.”


  “Do you concur?”


  “What I can attest to are the benefits of avoiding a damp English winter. That I heartily recommend. When do they depart?”


  “Tomorrow.”


  The doctor nodded. “Then I wish them Godspeed.”


  The constable had just bid them good-night and returned to the Swan, when the Reverend Mr. Charles Tugwell crossed the cobbles toward them. “Bradley. Sutton.” His gaze flicked from the men to the prone girl, concern drooping his hound-dog eyes. “I say, what is happening here?”


  “Mr. Tugwell,” Edward said quickly. “I am afraid you have come upon me at an inopportune time. Might I come round the vicarage next week?”


  “Of course. But that young woman. I know her.”


  Edward was stunned. “Do you?”


  “That is to say, I met her today near the river. What has befallen her?”


  “She was caught trespassing at Brightwell Court and, I am afraid, was injured in the lockup by a male prisoner.”


  “Good heavens!”


  “Sutton here believes she will shortly recover.”


  “Thank God.” The clergyman shook his head. “A young lady such as she, locked in with a criminal!”


  “We do not know that she is not a criminal as well.”


  The clergyman shook his head. “She seemed a genteel, well-spoken young lady to me.”


  “Lady?” Edward sneered. “What sort of lady lurks behind trees, unchaperoned at night, eavesdropping on private conversations?”


  “A desperate one, to be sure, but let us not be too quick to judge. I myself escorted her to Miss Ludlow’s to replace the gloves she had lost in some mishap. I believe she said she was on her way to St. Aldwyns, seeking some post or other.”


  “And of course you believed her.”


  The clergyman eyed him speculatively. “Have you some reason to suspect her of more than curiosity? My own boys were tempted to sneak over and have a look-in at Brightwell Court tonight. All the fine carriages and horses, footmen and musicians, and I know not what. I had to send Zeke to bed without his supper and forbid Tom to leave his window open in hopes of hearing the music. Everyone in the village knew of the party. Why, I imagine Miss Ludlow mentioned it to her. The young lady was to come to the vicarage tonight and sleep in our guest room.”


  “Was she indeed?”


  “I wondered what became of her and dropped by Miss Ludlow’s just now to see if she had changed her plans. I imagine she took a brief detour to see the goings-on at the manor and that is all. Pray do not besmirch her reputation by calling her a criminal until she recovers and you learn her true intentions.”


  “Regardless of her intentions, she has likely” Edward broke off, glancing at Sutton, and waited while the doctor climbed onto the bench of his cart.


  “Likely what?” Tugwell urged.


  Edward lowered his voice. “I cannot say. But it is imperative that I learn who she is, and whether she plans to use whatever she may have overheard for mercenary ends.”


  “Good heavens, Edward. What is it?”


  “Forgive me, Charles. I am not at liberty to say.”


  His friend’s eyebrows rose. “Even to me?”


  Edward grimaced. “Even to you.”


  Chapter 5
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  People leave their native country, and go abroad

  for one of these general causes

  Infirmity of body, Imbecility of the mind, or Inevitable necessity.


  STEARNE, A SENTIMENTALJOURNEY THROUGH FRANCE AND ITALY


  It was nearly midnight when Edward faced his prim housekeeper. Fortunately she was still dressed, the party having only recently broken up. He held the young woman in his arms, still limp from laudanum. He found it ironic that a figure so light could weigh so heavily on his mind. His future.


  “This girl was injured in the village,” he began. “Attacked by a suspected poacher.”


  “In the village?” Mrs. Hinkley repeated, wide-eyed.


  He hesitated, remembering Tugwell’s request, and did not mention the arrest.


  “Yes. I don’t know all the details, because her injurythere you see her bruised throat?seems to have rendered her unable to speak.”


  “Merciful heavens.” She opened the door to her small parlor and gestured for him to lay the girl upon the settee.


  “Her attacker is in the lockup, Mrs. Hinkley. There is no call for alarm.”


  “Shall I send Ross for Dr. Sutton?”


  “Sutton has already seen her. In the Swan. In fact, we bore her here in his cart.”


  He could see her brain working, trying to add up his disjointed sentences and make them equal a reasonable explanation for bringing the young woman to Brightwell Court.


  “And you thought I . . . could . . . ?”


  “I want to see her recover. I feel some responsibility, as she was injured in our village. Being the new magistrate and all.”


  Again he could see the wheels of her mind turning. Could guess her thoughts. Would not the vicarage be better suited? Or Dr. Sutton’s offices. Or even the almshouse? But the woman had not risen to her position by questioning her masters.


  “Shall I see to her here in my parlor, my lord? The nurserymaid recovered here after she wricked her ankle.”


  “Excellent. Dr. Sutton will call tomorrow, but he does not believe her injury severe. In the meantime, I would rather not inform Lord or Lady Brightwell. I do not wish anything to spoil their departure in the morning.”


  “I see, my lord. As you wish.”
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  After a fitful sleep, Edward bid a stilted farewell to his father, and warmly embraced his mother as they prepared to depart. Once the coach disappeared up the lane, Edward went directly to the housekeeper’s parlor. He was determined to discover how much the girl had heard and if she had understood its import. He’d had insufficient time to grasp the potential consequences himself. He had barely slept for thinking of what might happen were she to sell such news to the highest bidder, or even to let it slip in company, where it would spread like barley fire through the county, through the London ballrooms and clubs, to the Harringtons, and the Bradley relatives. He would lose allhis reputation, inheritance, title, his very home.


  Could one slip of a girl ruin his life as he knew it?


  Mrs. Hinkley met him at the door with a curt nod and let him in, closing the door discreetly behind him. The young woman half reclined on the settee, some foul-smelling poultice wrapped around her neck. Whether the work of Dr. Sutton or Mrs. Hinkley he did not know or care. She wore the same light blue gown, neither that of a hussy nor a lady. A scratch marred one cheek. Her complexion was still pale, but not ashen as it had been the previous night. Her dark hair was neatly coiled at the back of her head. Her intense blue eyes regarded him levelly from between black lashes. She clasped and unclasped her hands, then stretched one out, indicating he should sit as though receiving guests in her very own drawing room.


  He remained standing. “If you will excuse us, Mrs. Hinkley?”


  The matronly housekeeper hesitated, pressing her thin lips into a disapproving line, but let herself from the room.


  When she had gone, he said briskly, “Now that you are somewhat recovered, I must put several questions to you.”


  She hesitated slightly, then nodded her acquiescence.


  “Have you regained the power of speech?”


  Again she hesitated, then parted her small lips. A broken rasp came from her throat, and her eyes immediately filled with tears. She gingerly touched her wrapped neck and shook her head, her expression apologetic.


  How convenient, he thought, far less than charitably. “Very well, then I shall pose questions and you will nod or shake your head as appropriate.”


  She nodded.


  He took a deep breath. “Was it your intention to spy on us last night?”


  She shook her head no.


  Well, what would she say? “You overheard my father and I speaking to one another on the veranda?”


  Shame flushed her pale cheeks, and she looked down at her clasped hands before nodding.


  His heart hammered. “You heard . . . everything?”


  Not meeting his eyes, she nodded once more.


  Dread twisted his stomach. Burn it, I am ruined. “Were you here on anyone’s behest?” He began pacing before her. “Did someone send you?”


  The girl shook her head.


  “Sebastian’s solicitor? Admiral Harrington?” He leaned near and stared into her eyes, daring her to lie. Seeing her shrink from him, he pulled back quickly, trying to rein in his emotions. Never before had he dealt so harshly with anyone.


  “Where do you . . . ? That is, do you live nearby or . . . ?” He ran agitated fingers through his hair. “Dash it, this is maddening.”


  She imitated the act of scribbling.


  “You can write?”


  She nodded and had the cheek to roll her eyes at his skepticism.


  He helped himself to the small desk in the housekeeper’s parlor and produced a piece of paper, quill, and pot of ink. He placed them on the low table before the settee and waited while she opened the ink and took up the quill. She looked up at him, expectant as a schoolgirl awaiting her tutor’s instructions.


  He asked, “What is your name?”


  She dipped the quill but hesitated. She bit her lip, then wrote, Miss Olivia Keene.


  Suspicion filled him. “Is that your real name?”


  Avoiding his eyes, she merely nodded.


  “And where do you come from, Miss Olivia Keene?”


  Again, that slight hesitation. Near Cheltenham.


  She was being purposely vague. But why? He was familiar with Cheltenham; a school chum had recently relocated to the area, but he had no enemies there. Did it signify?


  “How old are you?” he asked.


  She wrote, 24.


  His age. That surprised him. She looked younger.


  “What brought you to our borough?”


  I came seeking a post.


  “So our good vicar said. Godly man. Always believes the best in people. Sometimes to his cost. Why did you come to Brightwell Court?”


  Again that maddening hesitation as she apparently calculated her answer to best effect. She wrote, Miss Ludlow mentioned the party. I only meant to glimpse the place.


  “And to eavesdrop?”


  She shook her head. That was a mistake. I regret it.


  “As well you might,” he muttered. “Did you know of Brightwell before the helpful Miss Ludlow mentioned it?”


  She noddedsheepishly, he thought.


  “Where had you heard of it?”


  She reached for a folded handkerchief on the settee beside her and, from it, withdrew a yellowed newspaper clipping. She handed it to him.


  Skeptically, he read the old type, taking several seconds to recognize the announcement for what it was. What the devil? “Where did you get this?”


  She wrote, I found it in Mamma’s purse.


  “Did you indeed? How extraordinary. And why would Mamma have this in her purse?”


  I don’t know.


  “Do not lie to me.”


  She shook her head, shrugged once more.


  “And you wish me to believe you came here with no other motives? When you had the names Brightwell and Bradley in your possession?”


  No other motives, my lord.


  It was his turn to hesitate. He was surprised she addressed him thus. He was also surprised she wrote with such a fine hand, but of course did not verbalize the compliment.


  Even if she were innocent of all but eavesdropping, what was he to do with her? Let her go? Extract a promise of silence from her? Bribe her?


  She bent over the paper and wrote again. As she did, twin coils of hair came loose and fell forward. When she looked up once more, with dark curls framing her pale face, he recognized her with a start as the girl from the hunt. He had been ready to believe herthat she had stumbled upon his estate with no ulterior motives. But this . . . To have her interrupt the hunt and then appear outside his very door? The names Brightwell and Bradley on her person? It was too much of a coincidence. He looked from her face to the final words she had written. Words that pricked his pride.


  You have nothing to fear from me.


  “I, fear you? You will find, Miss Keene, that you had better fear me. As acting magistrate, I hold the power to see you imprisoned, or worse. Do I make myself clear?”


  She nodded, but did not look as frightened as he might have wished.


  When the housekeeper knocked and tentatively stepped back into her own parlor, Edward straightened and announced, “Mrs. Hinkley, good. It seems Miss Keene would like nothing more than a trial post at Brightwell Court. Three months. Is that not so, Miss Keene?”


  Again, that irksome hesitation. Did the chit think he was giving her any choice? He glared at her as a myriad of thoughts passed wordlessly behind those bright blue eyes. What he would give for a transcript.


  Finally, she nodded. Almost meekly, he thought.


  “What is she fit for?” the housekeeper asked, clearly dubious about the notion.


  “Emptying chamber pots?” Edward offered helpfully. “Or scrubbing laundry, perhaps?” He liked the idea of assigning Miss Keene to the laundry. She would spend her time in the washhouse and have little contact with the other servants, and none at all with the family.


  Miss Keene narrowed her eyes at him.


  “Look at them hands, my lord. She has never seen the inside of a laundry, and that’s a fact.”


  “Well, it is never too late to learn a new skill, is it?”


  Mrs. Hinkley tapped her chin in thought. “With Miss Dowdle gone and Becky still hobbling about on that ankle, the nursery is shorthanded. We could use an under nurse. One of the housemaids has been lending a hand, but none too happily.”


  “And what does an under nurse do, Mrs. Hinkley?” Though he addressed the housekeeper, his eyes held Miss Keene’s.


  “Why, she bathes and dresses the children. Carries up the breakfast and dinner trays, and attends the older children. Nurse Peale, of course, is chiefly engaged with the infant.”


  The idea of consigning Miss Keene to the nursery also appealed to him. High on the top floor, eating and sleeping separately from all the servants save a nurserymaid and old Nurse Peale, who had been his own nurse and was loyal to him to the last. And what of Judith? She went more rarely to the nursery than he privately thought she ought, but when she did, she was certainly not one to encourage the confidences of a servant.


  Could he trust Miss Keene with the children? He believed so. He would have a word with Nurse Peale and ask her to keep a sharp eye on the new girl.


  And when she did happen upon another servant or family member in the course of her duties, she was not likely to ask for a paper and quill, was she? Yes, the nursery seemed an excellent plan.


  “Under nurse, it is, Mrs. Hinkley.” He turned to the girl. “You shall not leave the premises until I give you leave to do so. Nor post any letters without my consent. I trust I make myself clear?”


  She opened her mouth as if to replyor protestbut closed it again and nodded.


  So until her voice returned, he should be safe enough. At least until he could figure out if he could trust this secretive, silent newcomer.
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