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LADY IN THE BRIARS
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Prologue



October 1819



Pale wraiths of mist waltzed across the dew-drenched lawn as Rebecca slipped out through the side door of the manor. She set down her portmanteaux and turned to close the door behind her. Despite her care the click of the latch sounded loud in the dawn stillness.

She held her breath and listened. A rook cawed in a distant elm but there was no sound from the sleeping house.

To renew her courage she touched the letter in her pocket. Lady Parr was in need of a companion and would be happy to offer her young cousin a home in London. All the contrivances to keep the correspondence secret from her uncle were worthwhile since they had brought that response.

Rebecca pulled her hood close about her ears, picked up the bags and flitted across the wet grass to the shelter of the woods. Her grey cloak merged with the grey beech trunks, veiled by the mist. She did not look back.

New-fallen leaves crunched crisply beneath her half-boots. She trudged down the path, her luggage growing heavier at every step but her heart buoyed by the hope of freedom. When she reached the lane, Geoff Carter was waiting as he promised, with his wagonload of beechwood chairs for the fine furniture stores of London.

Geoffs son had been transported for poaching. He had no love for the squire and would never give her away.

Marnin, Mistress Beckie. He stowed her bags among the chairs and helped her up onto the bench. With instinctive courtesy he kept his gaze from the bruise on her left cheek.

Good morning, Geoff, and bless you.

The taciturn countryman nodded. He clucked at his team and the patient horses plodded on.

It would take fourteen hours to reach the city, but if Squire Exbridge searched at all he would check the stagecoach from Aylesbury. Nor would he start the search soon, for he always slept late after one of his violent drinking bouts while Rebecca and her aunt huddled in their rooms, away from the curious, commiserating eyes of the servants. She would not be missed for hours.

She touched her sore cheek and reminded herself that her uncle was no longer her legal guardian. Yesterday she had turned twenty-one. Though he controlled her fortune until her twenty-fifth birthday, he had no other power over her.

Never again would she allow any man power over her.




Chapter 1



March 1820



Lord John Danville screwed up his aching eyes against the glare of the rising sun. The headband of his beaver was pressing unbearably on his forehead, so he took it off and let the light breeze ruffle his dark hair. He groaned. Why did this seem like such a good notion last night, Bev? he enquired in a failing voice.

There was no bearing old Worthingtons sneers about the effete younger generation. His friend was a literal-minded gentleman. When Rawley boasted about seeing Minette on the sly while shes under your protection, the only thing to do was to challenge him.

John groaned again.

Youre by far the better shot, Mr. Bevan hastened to assure him.

Ive no intention of shooting a man over the honour of a ladybird!

He stepped down from the carriage, moving cautiously so as not to awaken the drummer in his head. The hoar-frosted grass of Paddington Green crackled beneath his Hessians. Bev, who had drunk at least as much of the Royal Saloons brandy last night, jumped down after him with infuriating alacrity and walked over to talk to Rawleys seconds. He returned moments later, grinning, to offer his principal a choice of pistols.

Rawley dont mean to aim for the heart either, he reported, but were agreed youll have to go through the motions to show old Worthington.

John chose a gun at random and waited while the seconds measured out the distance. Reluctantly, he took his place. There was a crow perched on the branch of an oak not six feet beyond his opponent and slightly to one side. He would aim at that.

The handkerchief dropped. Raising the pistol, John turned towards the bird. As he squeezed the trigger, his foot slid on the slippery turf.

The two reports sounded almost simultaneously, ringing in the frosty air. The crow flapped away, croaking its disgust.

The Honourable Augustus Rawley slumped to the ground.

* * * *

He is not dead, thank God. I swear to you, sir, it was an accident.

I believe it. Despite his words, the Duke of Staffords sternness was unabated. Whatever your faults, you are no liar, nor, I trust, so stupid as to fight over the favours of a Paphian. The fact remains, I have had enough of your irresponsibility. Your present way of life can lead only to disaster. You need an occupation.

I begged to join the army ten years ago. John tried not to sound resentful.

Perhaps I was wrong to let your mother persuade me not to allow it. It is too late now. My intention is to find you a post abroad.

I had rather go into Parliament, sir.

His father raised his eyebrows. Indeed? Prove yourself in the diplomatic service and I shall speak to Liverpool about finding you a government post.

Im afraid Id prefer to sit on the opposition benches, sir. Ive a mind to join the fight against slavery. Johns voice grew enthusiastic. I have thought of it on and off since Teresa told us about rescuing those slaves in the Indies, and the other day I was talking to Iverbrook... I beg your pardon, sir. I do not expect you to help me join the Whigs.

I daresay you think my influence does not run so far. You are mistaken. However, that is beside the point at present. You must leave the country until this scandal blows over.

Like Cousin Teresas father. But he killed a marquis, did he not? And I have merely wounded the heir to a barony.

There is no comparison with my brother Edward. Your grandfather exiled him for life. You will be taking a position in one of our embassies, and I sincerely hope you will exert yourself to be useful. Until I can make arrangements, you are to go down to Lincolnshire.

Though John grimaced, he knew better than to argue. His brother Tom was starchy and Muriel, Lady Danville, was a bore, but in truth it would not be so bad to leave town for a while. There might be some good hunting with the Fitzwilliam, and he could ride over for a day or two to join the Belvoir or the Cottesmore. Somewhat to his own surprise, he also found himself looking forward to seeing his nephew againa game little fellow, young Ned.

As for the embassy post, even if he was set to scribing reports, there would be a foreign land to explore at leisure and he was not be exiled forever.

He tactfully withheld a jaunty whistle until the dukes study door closed behind him.



After a fortnight as a guest in his house, Rebecca still found Lord Danville intimidating. She had never seen him lose his temper, and he was kind to her in his somewhat pompous way, but he was a man, and men were by definition unpredictable and threatening.

In her nervousness at finding herself alone at the breakfast table with him, she spilled her tea. Without a pause in his disquisition on the state of the fields after last nights storm, his lordship raised a finger. The butler swiftly and silently removed the offending cup and saucer, laid a clean napkin over the spreading stain, and presented a fresh cup.

Do you mean to walk this morning? Lord Danville enquired. There was great deal of rain in the night, but if the past weeks north winds have not deterred you I daresay you will think nothing of a little mud.

No, sir... I mean, yes, I shall go out.

I dont blame you a bit. His tone was conspiratorial. His relationship with Lady Parr, his mother-in-law, was far from cordial. Lucky thing the old dragon rises late. Muriel asked that you pop in for a moment before you go. Im afraid she doesnt feel at all the thing. It always takes her this way, you know. Have another muffin, do.

Rebecca obediently took the toasted muffin the butler offered her and spread it with butter and jam, but she could not eat more than a few bites. Though Lady Parr was constantly admonishing her for being skinny, mealtimes were inextricably connected in her mind with her uncles unavoidable presence. The very act of sitting down at table made her lose her appetite.

Lord Danville finished his methodical demolition of a plateful of devilled kidneys, washed it down with a glass of ale and took his leave. Rebecca thankfully abandoned her muffin and hurried above-stairs.

Muriel was in bed, a lacy nightcap crowning the golden curls above a pallid face. As Rebecca entered her chamber she put down the dry toast she was nibbling distastefully and waved to her maid to take the tray away.

This wretched morning sickness, she wailed. I always feel like death until noon for the first three months. Poor Tom is so patient with me.

Rebecca thought that it was entirely Toms fault that his wife was increasing again, but she made soothing noises and patted Muriels hand. Lord DanvilleCousin Tomsaid that you wanted to see me?

Oh Beckie, Im so sorry about Mama scolding you last night in front of the servants. I ought to have remonstrated with her, but I am so used to obeying her that even now I am married I cannot bring myself to confront her.

It was nothing. I promise you it takes more than a reproof or two to overset me, and I had indeed forgotten to fetch her shawl. Pray do not worry about me, Muriel, for I am content with my position. I have been with Cousin Adelaide for nearly half a year and she has never raised a hand to me.

Muriel looked at her in astonishment. Mama beat you? Oh no, she would never do that, however sharp her tongue. Why, I dont believe she has ever so much has cuffed her abigail, and you are a relative.

Embarrassed, Rebecca changed the subject. A very distant relative. It is kind in Lord Danville to insist that I call him cousin.

Dear Tom has a very strong sense of family. Which reminds me, Nurse says little Mary was fretful in the night. Will you go and see her when you come in from your walk? She and Edward do love you so.

Ill go up at once.

No, take your walk first, before Mama rises. You remind me of Teresa, the way you walk in all weathers. We should never have been abducted if she had not insisted on tramping through the mud, and then I should have been married to Andrew instead of Tom and wed all have been miserable forever.

Rebecca laughed. I do not expected to be abducted, nor to find a husband! Shall I take Buttercup? She will get muddy.

One of the stable boys can clean her before she comes in. She has been much better behaved in the house since you have been exercising her regularly. How glad I am that Mama brought you to visit! You are by far the nicest companion she has had.

As Rebecca left the house, with the little spaniel frisking ahead, she reflected on her predecessors in the post of companion to Lady Parr. In the four years since Muriels marriage to the heir to the Duke of Stafford, her ladyship had gone through a round dozen. Most of them, according to Muriel, had left in tears or in a huff.

Rebecca saw no cause for either. A scolding unaccompanied by a blow was nothing. Muriel had been shocked at her comment, but experience had taught Rebecca to expect violence from those in authority. She knew Cousin Tom never raised a finger to Muriel, but then Muriel never crossed him, being a placid, obliging creature. She never crossed her mother either.

Though Lady Parr was easily irked, Rebecca did not fear her and she enjoyed being useful. She had time to herself, to walk and read, and since coming to Lincolnshire she had found in Muriel her first friend since childhood.

She enjoyed Muriels little daughter and son. It was a pity that one could not have a family without first taking a husband. That precondition put it beyond her reach, but perhaps one day she might find employment caring for children.

Passing the row of tall, narrow poplars that sheltered the house and gardens, Rebecca and Buttercup left the gravel path and set out across the meadows. Only yesterday the flat green fields had been frozen hard; after the rain they were as muddy as Lord Danville had warned. Undeterred, Rebecca walked on, watching the last storm-clouds drifting eastward. They crossed several wooden bridges over the frequent drainage dykes, and she saw that the water level had risen. Buttercup stayed close to her heels as they passed through a herd of Lincoln red cattle, staring incuriously, then they reached the river embankment and the little dog dashed ahead again.

Rebecca followed, up the steep, slippery grass slope. From this slight eminence she could see for miles across the levels. The church tower rose above the trees around the village, and she turned in that direction. The usually placid river was in full spate. Grey-brown water swirled almost to the raised banks, tugging at the skirts of the willows.

Rebecca picked her way carefully along the path towards the bridge that led to the village.

The spaniel rounded a twisted hawthorn and started to bark, her high yips sounding above the rivers roar. Rebecca could see nothing but a stumpy tail, wagging madly. She hurried past the tree. A small boy, perhaps eight or nine, was perched on the edge of the bank, fishing in the turbulent stream with a stick and a bit of string.

Hush, Buttercup! Come here.

Thets all roight, miss, Oi dont moind im. The child flashed an engaging gap-toothed grin, then turned back to the serious business of baiting the bent pin on the end of his line. Reaching for it, he lost his balance and slid feet first into the river.

Rebecca dropped to her knees and grabbed at his flailing hand. Her fingers closed over him as the current took him with a jerk. Feeling herself falling, she caught at a tuft of grass. It came loose in her fist and she gasped as the icy water closed over her.

Somehow she kept her grip on his hand. They were swept downstream, tossed and tumbled, to fetch up with a thud against one of the timber supports of the bridge. Clinging instinctively to the post and to each other, they gulped air into their starved lungs.

Buttercup was yelping from the bank. She ran onto the bridge and stopped above them, her black-and-tan rump in the air as she peered anxiously over the side.

Her worried eyes looked very far away. Rebecca cautiously freed one arm and stretched upward. Her fingertips curled over a cross-brace. Her feet were touching the riverbed, she realized. If she managed to wriggle out of her heavy, sodden cloak she might just be able to pull herself up. But the boy could not reach, nor could she lift him. If she deserted him he would be torn away by the raging torrent.

Helpless, they hugged the post with numbing arms.




Chapter 2



Devilish damp part of the country, observed Mr. Bevan critically as the horses hooves drummed across yet another plank bridge.

It was all marshland once, John informed him. The Romans were the first to drain it.

I say, old chap! His friend sounded alarmed.

John grinned. Not to worry, I shant lecture you. The place has been in the family practically since the Conquest, and mbrothers liable to spout off about the history at the drop of a hat.

Bev clutched his hat. Dont know Danville well, but now I come to think of it, I remember the bear-garden jaw he gave us when you had that shooting match with your cousin. Prosy sort, too, is he? Daresay I shant stay long. Inspiration struck. Bad for my rheumatism, you know, all this water.

Coming it rather too thick and rare! Just tell my sister-in-law that your family is expecting you. Speak of the devilthat looks like Muriels spaniel on the bridge there. Here, Buttercup. Here, girl.

Buttercup! Bev snorted in disgust. What a name for an inoffensive creature.

The dog darted towards them, barking furiously, then backed away, refusing to leave the bridge. This one crossed not a drainage channel but a river, a raging torrent sweeping branches and other flotsam along in its rush towards the sea.

John saw half the sunken remains of a rowboat caught in a willow on the far side. Surely no one would have gone boating on a flood like that, yet the dog was behaving oddly. Frowning, he spurred forward. Buttercup raced to the middle of the bridge and stopped, yapping at something in the water.

With a gesture to Bev to halt behind him, John drew rein. As soon as the sound of hoof-beats died away, he heard a weak cry.

Help!

He swung down and knelt beside the little dog. Two white faces gazed up at him.

Tossing his hat aside and ripping off his greatcoat, he issued rapid orders to Bev. His boots followed his hat and he lowered himself over the side of the bridge. His feet found a cross-brace. He swivelled to sit astride it, half under the span, and saw with satisfaction that the unfortunate pair were within reach.

A girl and a freckle-faced child. She was holding fast to a post, the other arm about the boy so that he would not be swept away if he lost his grasp. The lad raised his arms. John leaned down and gripped his wrists. Muscles long strengthened in Gentleman Jacksons Boxing Saloon and in wild curricle races tautened. He was in an awkward position, with little leverage, but inch by slow inch the river unwilling yielded its prey.

Lying flat on the bridge above, Bev stretched down and took over the burden as soon as he could reach. As the lad rose above his head, John thanked heaven that he was travelling with his favourite sparring partner.

He looked down at the girl. He could not possibly lift her in the same way. He had reluctantly reached the conclusion that he would have to join her to help her when he saw that the derelict rowboat had broken free of the willow branches and was racing downstream towards her. Without hesitation he slithered down beside her, pressing her to the post.

The shock of the frigid water was instantly succeeded by the shock of the boat hitting his back broadside. It hurt, but the pain was numbed by the coldness. A spectacular bruise, no doubt, he muttered, then shouted in her ear above the roar of the river, Soon have you out of here!

His feet were on firm silt, the cross-brace was within easy reach of his six foot plus. Moments later he was sitting on the planks beside the huddled figure of the rescued girl, shivering as he ruefully contemplated the duckweed that decorated one of Westons best efforts.

He shrugged out of the ruined coat, his gaze moving to the girl. She lay very still, eyes closed, her lips bluish. He glanced at Bev. Be a good fellow and take the tyke home, he half requested, half commanded.

My coat will never be the same again, Mr. Bevan mourned, but he picked up the dripping child, set him on his horses withers and mounted behind him. Sure you can manage?

Ill manage. John was already struggling with the fastenings of the girls cloak.

Her eyes opened, filled with terror, and she made a feeble motion towards his hands.

Keep still. I shant harm you but youll freeze to death if I dont get these wet things off you quickly.

Though she obeyed, he felt her frightened gaze on his face as he stripped off the cloak. It worried him that she was not shivering. He had to tear her dress to remove it, and as he did so he talked to her soothingly, as he would to a nervous horse. Her wet shift clung to her skin. She was skinny, her ribs showing clearly, the dark nipples of her small breasts visible through the thin linen.

Where are you from? he asked abruptly. He had nothing to dry her with, so he might as well leave her the minimal decency of her underclothing. He reached for his discarded greatcoat, wrapped it about her and fastened the buttons.

Visiting...Lord Danville, she whispered.

She must be a friend of Muriels. He picked her up to lift her to his horses back. She was light as a feather without the wet garments. As an afterthought he kicked their clothes into the riverno need to start any unnecessary rumours.

Well be home in ten minutes, he reassured her.

She managed to cling to the horses mane while he swung up into the saddle. He pulled her back against his chest and resumed his interrupted journey to his brothers house, Buttercup prancing alongside.

The girl was shaking now, and a little colour had returned to her lips. On the other hand, John was frozen. He had not been so cold and wet since his cousin Teresa had doused him with a bucket of icy water.

She had soaked Andrew too, he remembered with a grin, in her successful effort to stop that dog fight. What a woman she was! If she had fallen into that river, as she well might with her talent for scrapes, she would doubtless have rescued both herself and the boy without a second thought.

John sighed. Teresa had been Andrews wife for years now, and he would never find another like her. The girl in his arms, for instance, seemed to be a fearful creature in need of protection, very different from his lively, independent cousin.

Not that he had any intention of marrying. He rather thought he should enjoy a life of bachelorhood, like his Uncle Cecil, though hed be damned if hed ever let himself grow so stout.

* * * *

They cantered around the poplar windbreak and up the drive. Rebecca felt a flood of relief as the house grew nearer. The stranger really had brought her home. She was much warmer already, in control of her limbs, and she could not wait to escape his overpowering, masculine presence.

As soon as their mount came to a standstill at the front steps, she pulled away from his restraining arm and slid to the ground. To her dismay, her knees buckled. Grasping for support, she found herself clinging to a well-muscled leg clad in damp buckskin. The gentleman grinned down at her and an embarrassed flush swept her from top to toe.

She transferred her grip to the stirrup leather, still far too close to him for comfort. As a stableboy ran up to take the reins, her rescuer awkwardly dismounted on the horses other side.

Whatever he thought of this strange manoeuvre, the patient, well-mannered beast merely snorted gently.

His master advanced on Rebecca. For the first time she realized how very large he was. Though her height was above average he topped her head and shoulders, making her feel small and helpless. The feeling was intensified when he picked her up without a by-your-leave and strode up the steps to the front door, shouting for service.

Lord Danvilles footman had the door open when they reached it. Lord John! he gasped. Miss Nuthall!

Hot baths, ordered the gentleman, coming straight to the point. A hot drink for the ladyMiss Nuthall?and brandy for me.

At once, my lord.

The butler appeared. Unruffled by the commotion, he dismissed his underling about his business with a wave. An accident, I take it, my lord. Perhaps your lordship will be so good as to carry Miss Nuthall into the parlour, where there is a good fire.

No, I can walk, Rebecca protested.

Lord Johns arms tightened about her and, panicking, she began to struggle. At once he set her on her feet, steadying her with a hand at her elbow.

Lord Danville emerged from the library to one side of the vestibule, Muriel from the parlour on the other, the latter followed by Lady Parr.

John, what...

Beckie, what...

Rebecca, what is the meaning of this disgraceful scene? Lady Parrs enquiry cut through the babble.

Pray hush, Mama, can you not see that she is unwell? Dear Beckie, come above-stairs at once. Tom will lend you his arm, will you not, my love?

To be sure, said Lord Danville, advancing. My arm is at your cousins disposal and my wardrobe at my brothers.

Of course, he was Toms brother, thought Rebecca as her host and hostess helped her unsteady steps up the stairs. There had been something familiar about him, but she had been in no case to ponder it. She glanced back.

I demand an explanation. Lady Parrs penetrating voice reached her. What sort of scrape has that foolish child fallen into now?

Lord John stood dripping on the flagstones, towering over the short, stout lady. Im dashed if I know the details, maam, he said with indignation, but Ill go bail Miss Nuthall had no intention of taking a swim. Sort of thing that could happen to anyone.

Rebecca heard Lady Parrs disbelieving snort as they reached the landing. Lord Johns ingenuous defence warmed her.

The hot bath Muriel and her abigail hurried her into completed the thaw. She was ready to go down and make her excuses to Lady Parr, but Muriel insisted on putting her to bed with an extra eiderdown and a cup of broth.

The kindness made tears rise to Rebeccas eyes. A distant memory of a childhood illness returned: Mama and Grand'mère had cosseted her thus, and Papa had brought marzipan and a wooden monkey on a stick. She had long since discovered that it was best not to think of those happy days, for they made her life in her uncles house the more unbearable by comparison. Yet now she was free of him, perhaps she dared allow herself to remember.

If you are sure you feel well enough, Muriel was saying, I shall bring Mary to see you in a while.

Pray do. And then I must explain to Cousin Adelaide how it all happened.

There is no need for explanations, Beckie dear. We are just glad that John was there to make himself useful for once. Now, I must go and see that he has been made comfortable. Try if you can sleep a little.

Rebecca watched her bustle out, smiling at her firmness. Timid as Lady Danville seemed in her mothers presence, she ran her household with the greatest aplomb, and would doubtless make an excellent duchess one day.

All the same, Cousin Adelaide must have an explanation sooner or later. Muriel and her abigail had delicately avoided commenting on Rebeccas lack of clothing under Johns greatcoat. Doubtless they would not spread the word, but would John himself be equally reticent? His sister-in-law had commented more than once on his disgracefully rakish ways, his irresponsibility. Rebecca shuddered to think how utterly she had been at his mercy, and still she was not free of him. He might think it an amusing story, or even suppose that it gave him licence to pester her with his attentions.

She resolved to avoid him as much as possible. That was not likely to prove difficult, for he would hardly seek out the company of Lady Parr!

If she had heard the conversation in the bedchamber just across the hall, it would have confirmed this supposition.

Not even his Graces orders could have persuaded me to come within a mile of the place if Id known you had that devilish woman visiting, grumbled Lord John, stretching carpet-slippered feet to the fire and sipping at his bumper of brandy and hot water.

Family. His brother was apologetic. She wont be here more than another fortnight, for even Muriel wont put up with her longer than that. Ive developed a veritable plethora of ways to ensure her departure on time. But tell me just why we have been honoured with your presence. His Graces orders, you say?

Ill tell you when you have explained to me who Miss Nuthall is.

Thomas, Viscount Danville, heir to the Duke of Stafford, had never been known to refuse an invitation to speak. Rebecca Nuthall is a distant cousin of Muriels. Lady Parrs maternal uncle was married to...

Cut line, Tom! I can do without the family tree. What is she doing here?

Acting as companion to Lady Parr; the thirteenth, I believe. Shes lasted longer than the rest. A meek, nervous creature.

Oh, a ladys companion. Johns tone dismissed the occupation as beneath his notice, but he went on to ask, Does the old dragon starve her? Shes thin as a rail.

Starve her? In my house? I trust you are joking! Rebecca has a delicate appetite, I daresay. What exactly happened this morning?

She fell into one of your devilish watercourses and I fished her out. There was a boy, too. I wonder whats become of Bev?

Mr. Bevan arrived a half hour since, while you were in your bath. He, too, was in need of a borrowed coat.

John jumped up and headed for the door. Bevs less likely to split your seams than I am, he said over his shoulder, and our traps should arrive at any minute. The carriage set out from Stamford at the same time we did.

Where are you going? You cannot wander about the house in my dressing gown in broad daylight!

Tell me which chamber is Bevs and I shant have to wander about. Or I could leave the dressing gown behind, offered John with a grin, his hand on the knob.

With a resigned sigh Tom went to fetch Mr. Bevan and moments later the three gentlemen were once more seated cosily about the fire.

The lad was right as rain by the time I got him home, Bev reported. One of your tenants brats, Danville, and more like to get a hiding than sympathy by the look on his fathers face.

Did he tell you how the accident came about? Tom asked.

He swore up and down the young lady jumped in to save him, and that she could have climbed out but she wouldnt abandon him. Regular heroine, I collect.

That doesnt sound like Rebecca. Tom shook his head. Shes a spiritless little thing, couldnt say boo to a goose.

John agreed. She struck me as the timid sort. Delicate. Ill wager you its all a hum.

Regular heroine, his friend persisted. Youre on for ten guineas. The boy would have been washed away if she hadnt held him up. How is she? Looked to be in queer stirrups when you fished her out.

Yes, Id have sworn she was half dead, yet she managed to walk above-stairs after I carried her in. Insisted on it, in fact. Come to think of it, that showed some pluck.

Told you so, Bev said triumphantly.

How is she? John turned to Tom.

Ill go and ask Muriel. Ive business to see to, cant sit about chatting all day. Well talk later. With a dark glance at his brother, the viscount heaved himself out of his chair and departed.

Not in the way, am I? Bev lounged back with his boots on the gleaming brass fender, reaching for the glass of brandy on the table at his elbow.

On the contrary. Your presence has postponed a painful explanation of my presence.

Havent told him about the duel yet, eh?

Of all the ill-considered, muttonheaded starts, John said gloomily, that was the stupidest.

It seemed like a good idea at the time. Tell me about the young lady you pulled out of the river. I gather she is staying here?

Toms mother-in-laws companion, Miss Rebecca Nuthall.

Not an heiress then. Pity.

Dont tell me youre looking for an heiress! Under the hatches again?

Not at all! Well, I admit its low tide with me till quarter day but thats not far off and Im not about to let it drive me into parsons mousetrap. Never hurts to have an unknown heiress up ones sleeve though. Pretty, is she? Bev asked.

Dont be a clunch. If theres a woman on this earth who looks pretty when shes frozen and half-drowned, Id like to meet her. Besides, pretty females have no need to become ladys companions.

True. Mr. Bevans sigh was philosophical. And from what your brother said shes not even a lively un. Ah, well, daresay I ought to be on my way tomorrow.

You cant mean to desert me so soon! And dont tell me the damp is bad for your rheumatism.

My dear fellow, you cant expect me to stay in the middle of a family row without even a flirtation to amuse me.

There wont be a row, said John optimistically. Tom may be six years my senior but he aint head of the family yet. At worst, hell sermonize.

In that case, Bev resolved, Ill be gone at first light!

When Tom cornered him later that afternoon, Johns optimism proved well-founded. The viscount tut-tutted at the story of the duel, but agreed that the outcome had been an unfortunate accident.

Rawleys not likely to die, is he? Barring a fever or putrefaction of the wound? So thats why his Grace has sent you to rusticate.

Worse than that. Hes sending me abroad. Ill be leaving as soon as hes arranged a post for me in one of our embassies.

To Johns indignation, his staid brother roared with laughter. Youa diplomat! he spluttered. This is too rich!

I daresay I can be as good a diplomat as the next man.

Where are you going? I suppose he will not reward you with Paris or Vienna.

More likely some godforsaken hellhole like Calcutta or Cairo. The sort of place Teresa and Andrew would love to visit.

They are off to far more civilized parts on their next posting. I heard from them only this morning. They will be coming to stay for a few days next week on their way to Hull to take ship for St Petersburg.

John brightened. Coming here? Famous! I havent seen Teresa since they stayed with us in London in the autumn, just after they arrived back in England.

Muriel hopes to persuade Teresa to leave the little girl with us.

Shell catch cold at that. The child was born in China, wasnt she? She has already travelled half round the world. Ill lay you a monkey Teresa will think nothing of taking her to Russia.

Thats one wager Ill not take you up on, though I dont say I approve. Our cousin may be an intrepid traveller but it is the outside of enough to endanger her daughter unnecessarily.

Russias not so very different from England. I met Prince Nikolai Volkov when the Tsar was here in 14, and I assure you he was up to every rig and row.

That is hardly reassuring! However, it is certainly safer than China and I do not mean to pinch at Teresa about it. I beg you will not lead her into mischief while she is here.

Come, Tom, she is a respectable matron now.

If she has changed, you have not.

Foreseeing the expected lecture on his here-and-thereian ways, John made his escape.




Chapter 3



Is that Miss Nuthall? You had me expecting a muffin-faced drab! Bevs whispered indignation was just audible above the crackle of the drawing-room fire.

John turned towards the door. He was pleasantly surprised by the slight figure poised there like a nervous doe. The hair he had seen in lank strands intertwined with duckweed turned out, when dry and wound in a coronet of braids about her head, to be a glossy bronze. Her brown eyes had a slight, attractive tilt, and her thinness was less obvious when her clothes were not damply revealing every inch of her figure.

Muriel bustled forward and took her hand. Beckie, dear, come and be introduced.

The gentlemen bowed and murmured, Delighted, as the girl curtsied, a flush mantling her delicate features.

Thank you, my lord, Mr. Bevan, for rescuing me. Her soft voice was composed, but before she lowered her gaze John noted the look of apprehension she cast at him.

Our pleasure, Miss Nuthall. Eager to put her at ease, he continued, Bev tells us you are a heroine.

Heroine? She seemed bewildered.

The farmers lad told me how you jumped into the river to save him, Mr. Bevan explained.

Oh no, I did not jump in, I slipped.

John had never before met a female who would deny a story so much to her credit. It intrigued him. And you did not stay in the water to hold him up, when you might have climbed out on your own? he asked.

I...I doubt I am strong enough to have climbed out unaided.

Then you did not even attempt it? That qualifies you as a heroine in my book, maam. You must accept the title.

Of course she is a heroine, said Muriel, but pray do not bother her about it now, John. She is not yet quite recovered. Come and sit down, Beckie.

John had a distinct feeling that the girl was glad of an excuse to escape. Wealthy, titled and handsome, he was more used to being chased by hopeful maidens. He watched thoughtfully as she followed his sister-in-law across the room.

Bev dug him in the ribs with his elbow and muttered in his ear, Ten guineas.

John scowled at his inoffensive friend. He had completely forgotten their wager and now it struck him that if Miss Nuthall came to hear of it she might think he had questioned her with the ulterior motive of disproving her heroism. Hush! he hissed. Well be going in to dinner at any moment. Ill pay you tonight.

At that moment Lady Parr came in. With a regal nod to the young gentlemen, she sailed past them and plumped into a chair beside the sofa on which Miss Nuthall now reclined. Her piercing voice easily reached Johns ears.

Well, girl, where have you been hiding?

Cousin Muriel would not allow me to rise from my bed, maam. I hope my absence has not been troublesome.

Of course it has been troublesome, said her ladyship testily. I mislaid my spectacles and could neither read nor set a stitch without you to find them for me. What is this shocking tale I hear of you jumping into a river after a village urchin? I expect more decorum of my companion.

The girl seemed not in the least discomposed by the combined interrogation and tongue-lashing but John found it acutely irritating.

May I join you, maam? He took a seat nearby before any objection could be voiced. I think you cannot have heard that Miss Nuthall is something of a heroine.

Lady Parr raised a quizzing glass that had quelled many an impertinent jackanapes. Lord John was made of sterner stuff and withstood the scrutiny with scarcely a blink. However, to his dismay he saw that his taking up arms in her behalf, far from pleasing the girl, had brought back the look of alarm to her pale face.

Why was she afraid of him? Surely she could not suppose him such a blackguard as to tell anyone how he had stripped her nearly naked on the bridge!

Heroines are best left between the pages of a novel, or on the stage, Lady Parr was declaring. It is, to say the least, indiscreet for a young woman to put herself forward in such a way.

John smiled at the girl, reassuringly he hoped. They say discretion is the better part of valour, but since your valour saved a child from drowning, I cannot agree. Allow me to help you, Miss Nuthall, he added as the butler appeared to announce that dinner was served.

Oh no, I can manage very well, my lord. Pray take in Cousin Adelaide.

He acquiesced, though with a bad grace. Doubtless had she accepted his aid it would have led to another scolding for putting herself forward and he wanted to spare her that.

Tom escorted Miss Nuthall into the dining room, but she did not take his arm, John noted. While bearing his part in the general conversation, he watched her. She scarcely spoke, seldom raising her eyes from her plate though she ate very little. To be sure her position was awkward, both companion and relative, yet such reticence seemed excessive. And she was too pretty to waste her life away jumping at the bidding of the old tartar.

John sensed a mystery.

It might be amusing to try to fathom her secret before the duke sent him off to the ends of the earth. In any case, he must seek her out privately to assure her that she need fear no scandalous revelation from his lips.

As it happened, his continued silence had already reassured Rebecca on that head. Neither by word nor by look had he so much as hinted at having seen her en extreme déshabille. She was grateful, but nonetheless embarrassed by his presence. She also found him even more intimidating than his brother.

She mused on this when she retired to her chamber, shortly after dinner and long before the gentlemen joined the ladies in the drawing-room. Lord John was taller than the viscount, to be sure, though not by much, and broader in the shoulders. Yet it was not so much his size that disturbed her: after all her uncle, who terrified her, was not a large man. It was his air of vitality, perhaps, the sense of boundless vigour barely held in check.

Muriel had intimated that her brother-in-laws energies were chiefly expended on such frivolous pursuits as gambling, drinking and wenching. However, Rebecca had seen no signs of the flabbiness of dissipation. On the contrary, Lord John possessed a splendidly muscular figure as well as a face certain to guarantee success with any number of wenches.

Taken one by one, his features were very like Cousin Toms, but whereas Toms expression in repose was definitely haughty, Johns liveliness made a quite different impression. It attracted Rebecca even as she fled him.

She had just slipped into bed when there was a light knock on the door and Muriel came in.

I just wanted to make sure you are all right, Beckie. You may make nothing of it but it must have been the horridest experience. John has been making us all laugh with his description of his valets disgust at the condition of his clothes. It seems that Pierce made John promise that if he ever again jumps into a river he will not do so in a coat from Weston.

Oh dear, I had not thought, his things must be quite spoiled. That is a poor reward for his gallantry in saving me.

I assure you he does not regard it in the least. You must not suppose that because he is a younger son he is purse-pinched. His allowance from the duke is excessively generous. Besides, Tom says he is amazingly lucky in his gaming and wagering on horse-races and prize-fights and such. He may be a scapegrace, as Tom calls him, but he is very droll and always ready to laugh at himself. I wish you had stayed to hear his joking.

I was a little tired.

John asked if you were indisposed. How he defended you against Mamas reproaches! I do believe that having rescued you once he considers himself your champion.

I hope not. I promise you I was in no need of his help with Cousin Adelaide. I ought to have gone down this afternoon, as she said.

Nonsense, it was I who insisted that you stay abed, and Mama managed very well without you. Now I must let you sleep. Good-night, my dear.



Rebecca woke early the next morning, much refreshed. She dressed and went down, but as she approached the breakfast room she heard three masculine voices within: Lord Danville, Lord John and Mr. Bevan. Though she would have liked a cup of tea, she decided to wait until after her walk. She fetched Buttercup and set out in the opposite direction from the river.

The sun was shining and a breeze from the west carried a hint of spring warmth. The meadows were sprigged with clumps of pale pink ladys smock and golden kingcups spangled the banks of the dykes.

Rebecca felt she could walk to the end of the world. When she turned back, reluctantly, she had to hurry so as to be there when she was needed. She reached the house to find the gentlemen gone, their place in the breakfast room taken by Muriel and Cousin Adelaide.

She joined them. Her appetite sharpened by the exercise, she requested a slice of ham with her toast.

I see you are quite recovered, observed Lady Parr with rare approval. If you ate thus more often you would soon lose that emaciated look. Though of course a lady must always be seen to eat like a bird. She delved into the mountain of food on her own plate and carefully raised a forkful of buttered eggs past a vast expanse of plump bosom to her mouth.

Muriel exchanged a smile with Rebecca. Mama and I have to pay some duty calls on my neighbours this morning, she said. Do you care to go too?

There is not the least need for Rebecca to come with us. Cousin Adelaides tone was firm. She enjoyed being introduced as the mother of the future duchess and saw no need to dilute the glory of the occasion with the presence of an indigent relative.

You will not mind being alone? Muriel asked Rebecca. Tom has gone out with his bailiff and John rode up to Grantham to set Mr. Bevan on his way.

Not at all. I shall go up and see the children, and then hide away in the library with a book.

The day nursery was a large, light room at the top of the house. The carpet was worn to a faded shadow of its blue-and-rose pattern, the furniture was somewhat battered, but bright chintz curtains hung at the sunny windows and Nurse was a large, motherly woman with a comfortable lap.

The children were eating their nuncheon when Rebecca arrived. Mary, a dark imp just over a year old, banged a welcome with her spoon, spattering something white and sticky across the table. Ned, with his mothers golden curls and something of his fathers staidness, climbed down from his chair and bowed solemnly before running to catch Rebeccas hand.

You want some bread-and-milk, Aunt Beckie? he asked. Its good. You can have some of mine.

She bent down and hugged him. No, thank you, pet, I have just had my breakfast. Come and sit down and eat yours up, or Nurse will be cross.

Did you have a egg for breakfas? I did. He let her lift him into his chair and his next words were muffled by a spoonful of food. Unc John brung me a new book.

Dont speak with your mouth full, Master Ned, said Nurse automatically.

He brung me a drum too, but Papa said only play it outdoors.

Rebecca stayed long enough to read aloud the tale of Tom Thumb from the new book, and admire the rag doll Uncle John had presented to Mary. She was surprised and impressed that a Buck of the Ton should have remembered his little niece and nephew, let alone chosen such appropriate gifts. What was more, he seemed to have spent some time in the nursery. Ned chattered about Uncle John saying this and that, and having promised to take him up on his horse. Lord Danville was doubtless right to call his brother a scapegrace, but at least he was a kind scapegrace.

Some time later Rebecca made her way to the library. Toms taste ran mostly to treatises on politics and agriculture, but he had gathered a collection of books on China since his cousin Teresa had gone there. Rebecca curled up in a chair by the fire with a new translation of the Travels of Marco Polo. She was half a world away in spirit when the butler came into the room.

Theres a Mr. Exbridge to see you, miss. Will you receive him?

She had no time to deny herself before a short, sturdy man, beginning to run fat, pushed past the butler.

Uncle!

Well, miss, what have you to say for yourself? A fine dance youve led me!

Seeing that the visitor was a relative, the butler withdrew. He did not, however, shut the door completely behind him, and he was hovering anxiously outside it when John, returning from Grantham, strolled into the hail and spotted him.

What the devil are you... John stopped at the sound of a raised voicean angry male voicein the library.

It was followed by a cry of pain. Once more the butler was brushed aside as John strode past him, slamming the door open. He paused on the threshold, his gaze drawn at once to the couple by the fireplace.

A man was standing over Miss Nuthall, shaking her.

How dare you defy me! he shouted, ignoring the crash of the door. Youll do what I say or suffer the consequences. He raised his hand and hit the girl across the face.

John was upon him in a moment. He seized the back of his collar and swung him around to meet a right uppercut that stretched him dazed on the floor.

Miss Nuthall looked equally dazed. On her white face, the imprint of a hand stood out in painful red. There was a blank look in her eyes and she stood motionless, leaning against the chair to which she had reached for support when the man involuntarily released her.

John started towards her, then caught a movement on the floor. The man rose to one knee, stood up somewhat shakily, and glared at his assailant. He had bitten his lip and blood was trickling down his chin.

Who the devil are you? John demanded, putting into his tone all the haughtiness of generations of ducal ancestors.

Joshua Exbridge. He pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed at his mouth. And who the devil are you to interfere between a man and his niece? Ill thank you to keep your nose out of my business.

Lord John Danville, at your service, sir. Johns bow was a masterpiece of arrogant contempt. An assault on my brothers guest is most certainly my business.

Mr. Exbridge seemed to wilt a little, though his truculence did not lessen. Lord Danville wont thank you for this days work, my lord. Ive only come to fetch my ward home, as is my right and duty. The ungrateful chit ran off without a word to anyone and its taken me half a year to track her down.

John glanced at Miss Nuthall. She had not stirred. The red patch on her cheek had faded a little but the outline of a hand was still clearly visible. He clenched his fists, suddenly blazingly angry again.

Get out. He stood over the smaller man, his voice soft with menace. Get out, before I throw you out. And do not dare to set foot in this house again.

Exbridge backed away. You havent heard the last of this, my lord, he said shrilly, then turned and hurried from the room.

The girl had sunk into the chair. John hurried to her side. He reached out to touch her shoulder, to reassure, to comfort.

Flinching, she eluded his touch, started from the chair, and sped past him, wild terror in her eyes.
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