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Chapter 1



Summer 1759 



Uncle Walter turned up while Deborah was arranging the flowers in the little village church. She heard the door slam open then shut with a bang. Her heart sank even before she turned round. No one made quite as much noise with doors as her uncle, or shouted half as loudly. Closing her eyes she prayed for patience and needed it, too, for first he didnt like her arrangement for the altar and pulled the flowers out of the vase, scattering them on the floor and telling her to do them again, then he went on to complain that her hair was too wanton and loose. 

After scowling at her and breathing deeply, he announced his intention of crossing the village green and passing on his complaints to his foolish younger sister, who should be here chaperoning her.

Deborah had to wonder yet again at the disapproval she always saw in his eyes. Why did he hate her so? She was neither ill-favoured nor pertnor was she remiss in any of her duties. In the end, she lowered her eyes and risked a lie. My mother is working on your new Sunday shirt, Uncle. If you disturb her, shell not be able to sew for the rest of the day. You know how easily upset she is.

She could see from his expression that he didnt like the idea of slowing down progress on his new shirt, for her mothers exquisite needlework was much called for by the folk at the big house. It was, her uncle said, only right that his poor relations pay back his generosity in any way they could. Generosity! Anger boiled up inside Deborah at the mere thought. He grudged them every penny of their keep and had housed his only sister in a damp cottage that had brought her low with a wheezing chest the previous winter.

I shall visit Isabel tomorrow, then, he decided. Ive arranged to go out shooting this afternoon with a neighbour and mustnt keep him waiting. But make sure you keep that hair of yours tied back in a more seemly manner from now on, Deborah. Unlike your father, who was a wastrel and gambler, I have a position to maintain in this county.

Yes, she thought rebelliously, the position of being the meanest man and the worst master for twenty miles around Newgarth. And she could only suppose he picked on her for her hair because it was truly her crowning glory and showed up his own daughters limp, mousy locks to disadvantage. Or it would have done if Deborah had been allowed to wear it in a more flattering style. But her uncle dictated even that, as hed controlled every facet of their lives in the year or more since theyd had to throw themselves on his mercy after her fathers death.

When hed gone she let out her breath in a long, slow sigh. If there were any alternative to her uncles charity, shed seize it with both hands, whatever it was. Only there was nowhere else to turn. Her fathers sudden death had had left them pennilessworse than penniless, in debtand her uncle was their only close relative. Her mother hadnt been herself since theyd come here and they could no longer pay their maid the wages she more than earned. 

Bessie had been with her mother since they were both girls and was more like a member of the family than a maid. She refused to leave them, but still, it wasnt fair that she worked for nothing.

Deborah sighed and began to pick up the flowers, shoving them into the vase anyhow, no longer caring what they looked like. No one could spoil the day like her uncle. 

* * * *

Late that afternoon, a man rode into the village. It was a rare enough event for a stranger to visit Newgarth but someone like himso tall and darkly handsomewas enough to make heads turn, then turn again for a second look. Two young women nudged one another and giggled, an old woman sighed for the days of her youth and an old man yearned suddenly for the muscles hed once taken for granted. 

The stranger went first to the Bird in Hand to ask for directions and leave his horse, then followed the ostlers pointing finger across the village green to the small cottage. Walking briskly along the stone-flagged path, he rapped on the front door, and then rapped again. 

When it was opened by an elderly maid, he spoke curtly, with no smile of greeting, Im looking for one Deborah Jannvier. 

Miss Deborah? Not the mistress? 

He tapped his riding crop impatiently against the side of his leg and repeated, As I said, MissDeborahJannvier. Is she in or not? 

Bessie sniffed in disapproval of his brusqueness. Ill inquire whether she can see you, sir. 

As she stepped back, he pushed the door open with a growl of annoyance and followed her into the house. Shell see me.

Bessie backed away from him along the small hallway, feeling suddenly nervous, for he was so tall and grimly determined. 

He waved one hand to hurry her. This is an extremely urgent matter, a question of life or death.

She slipped into the kitchen and closed the door, setting her back against it as if to keep out intruders. Miss Deborah, love! Theres someone to see you. He looks like a bailiffs man, but we dont owe anyone money, do we? Not now. 

Deborah stopped stirring the large pan hanging over the fire and sighed. Her face was flushed, for they were making strawberry preserve that afternoon, though it had been a mediocre crop this year and they wouldnt have enough of the preserve to last the coming winter. No, Bessie, we owe nothing, so he cant be a bailiffs man. What does he want? 

He didnt say, except that its urgent, and to tell the truth, miss, I didnt like to insist on knowing. Stern sort of face, he has. Not a gentleman by his manner, yet acts with authority. She lowered her voice and gestured behind her. He walked straight into the hall without I even invited him in and is out there waiting now. 

They stared at one another in dismay, then Deborah swung the jack to move the big pan off the flames and rinsed her sticky hands in the bucket. Pulling off her apron and working mobcap she pinned up the tumbled, shining mass of hair under a prettier, lace-trimmed cap and examined her skirt hastily for stains. 

The maid didnt move from the doorway. Miss Deborah? 

Mmm? 

You shouldnt see him on your own. For there was something very masculine and forward about him. A good-looking man, the sort to set women dreaming, this, and no one but Bessie to guard Miss Deborah from his like, for her poor mistress never noticed things like that nowadaysor maybe Mrs Isabel just didnt allow herself to notice things any more. 

Very well. Come with me. 

Bessie followed her young mistress back to the hallway, her face rigid with determination. 

The man had been leaning against the wall near the front door, but he straightened up and stared at the younger woman without making any apology for his rudeness in pushing into their home. Deborah Jannvier? 

Yes. Wont you come through into the parlour, Mrer . . . ? 

Pascoe. Matthew Pascoe. He followed her into the tiny front room but before she could invite him to take a seat, he asked sharply, Might I ask your fathers full name? 

She looked up at him in puzzlement and not a little apprehension. Other men didnt seem to take up as much space in a room as this one and his broad shoulders spoke of great physical strength. 

His voice became sharper. Your fathers full name, if you please?

Paul Edward Jannvier. 

Born? 

In Lancashire, near Rochdale, in 1709and died eighteen months ago. Was it only eighteen months? she wondered. It seemed much longer.

He fumbled in the pocket of his coat. Then youre definitely the one Im seeking.

She exchanged puzzled glances with Bessie before indicating a chair. To her relief he took it, but he was no less disturbing sitting than standing. She put up her chin and gave him back look for look as she waited for him to explain why he was here.

Ive brought a letter for you, Miss Jannvier, from your great-uncleRalph Jannvier of Marymoor House, the other side of Rochdale. He passed her a crumpled missive and got up to stand by the fireplace while she read it, impatience visible in every twitch of his long, lean body. 

Bessie, stationed near the door, saw Deborah gasp in shock and stare blankly into space for a moment before re-reading the letter carefully. Trouble, then. Always more trouble. That poor girl had had more than her fair share of it lately. She cast a suspicious glance at the stranger. If hed come here hoping to get anything from Deborahs Uncle Walter in payment of her late masters debts, he was bound for disappointment, for Mr Walter and that long-nosed wife of his were a pair of mean toads, and youd not convince Bessie otherwise, not if you talked all night! 

But when Miss Deborah looked up and studied the messenger, who was now standing by the window silhouetted against the sunlight, she didnt look anxious only thoughtful, so Bessie breathed more easily. Not bad news, then. Or at least, not very bad.

Do you know what this letter contains, sir? 

Yes. I wrote it for your great-uncle. He was too weak to do so himself. His voice betrayed nothing of his feelings, nor did he volunteer any more information.

Blinking her eyes against the patterns left in them by dazzling sunlight, Deborah looked down again, frowning. And if I agree to this offer? 

We can set off at once, ride cross-country and be at Marymoor House before morning. Your uncles not got long to live and hes urgent to see you. Pray God we arrive in time. 

I must think. Give me a few minutes to consider the matter, at least.

Matthew shrugged agreement and continued to watch her as she sat there, head bent, staring at the piece of paper. Wisps of hair were falling out of the cap, drawing attention to the slender white neck. She was pretty and to his relief seemed respectable. Moreover, when hed asked for her at the inn, people had spoken kindly of her. But even if she hadnt been respectablewhich had been a distinct possibility with Edward Jannviers daughterMatthew wouldnt have let that stop him from dealing with her. She was, quite simply, the path to his dearest ambition, so he would take that path whatever the cost, because it offered him hope of a better future than hed ever dreamed of in the hard years of his growing up. 

She stayed where she was for a moment or two longer, head bowed, then looked up and asked, Do you know exactly what my uncle wants me to do?

Yes. Though he forbade me to speak of the details.

Will you tell me this, then? Is it anything unlawful oror harmful to others?

He shook his head. No. Ralph Jannvier wouldnt ask such a thing of anyone. Hes stern, harsh in his judgements sometimes, but honest and direct in all his dealings. And Matthew owed him a great deal, even affection, though that wasnt something either of them ever spoke about. He watched her nod and guessed her answer before she even spoke. 

Very well, then. Ill come with you, Mr Pascoe, but youll have to provide a horse for me. I dont have a mount of my own, or even the means to hire one. 

He nodded. He hadnt really expected her to refuse, given the circumstances, but he felt relieved nonetheless not to have to waste time on persuasionor even force. Ill go and get the horses while you change your clothes. Wear something warm, for well be riding through the night. 

He left the room without another word, not waiting for the elderly maid to show him out. He was thoughtful as he walked slowly back across the village green. Ralphs great-niece was pretty enough to turn heads, something he hadnt expected. Matthew would have stopped to watch her walk past, that was sure. Her eyes were the most striking part of her, being a vivid blue with a very direct look to them, and her hair, what little he could see of it under the cap, was pretty too, curly and of a light brown colour burnished with red-gold glints. She didnt look like a Jannvier, well, not like Ralph, who had had the dark Jannvier looks until age faded them, nor like the paintings of various ancestors hanging on the walls at Marymoor. Perhaps she favoured her mothers side of the family?

His frown deepened as he continued to think about her. Her face seemed full of contradictions, somehow, and that in itself was intriguing: the nose straight and determined, the lips tender and full, the eyes full of intelligence and the cheeks as rosy as a childs. It didnt give an easy clue to her nature, that face didnt. But she was pleasing and wholesome in appearance and wouldnt be unwelcome in his bed.

* * * *

As soon as she had heard Mr Pascoe leave the house, Bessie went into the hall and banged the front door shut behind him, then whisked back into the little parlour. You cant go off on your own with a strange man, Miss Deborah! Who knows whatll happen to you? And how do you know he really does come from your great-uncle? Have you ever seen Ralph Jannviers handwriting before?

Mr Pascoe seems an honest enough man and thisOh, Bessie, its a chance of something better for us allperhaps our only chance of getting away from here. She clasped the maids hand for a moment. If there are risks involved, so be it.

Well, at least ask your Uncle Walter for a groom to go with you. 

I cant do that. My uncle would either prevent me from going or hed come with me and interfere. Thank heavens he went out this afternoon and wont hear about this till its too late to stop me. Come with me to find Mother, Bessie. I dont have time to explain the letter twice. She hurried out to the back garden, the maid close on her heels, still protesting. 

Mrs Jannvier glanced up, smiling. Look! Arent the beans coming along well now? 

Mother, stop working and listen carefully! 

Something in her daughters voice made Isabel Jannvier set down her trowel and stand up. Is something wrong? Her voice was wobbly with nervousness, her muddy hands were clasped tightly at her breast, and fear showed in her gentle, faded blue eyes.

Deborah laid one hand on her arm. Not wrong, no. A messenger has just brought a letter from my Great-uncle Ralph Jannvier, the one who lives at Marymoor House. 

Dear me! I thought hed have died years ago! 

It seems hes dying now and wishes to see me. Deborah took a deep breath and added in a tone of wonder, Mother, he promises to make me his heir if I will do as he asks, whatever it be. That phrase had worried her, but she had decided the rewards were too great to quibble. The messenger wont say what my great-uncle wants, but he assures me its nothing unlawful andand I believe him. So I shall go there and accept the offer, then come back for you. Only I must set off at once. 

Bessie gasped in shock. 

Isabel frowned. I dont think Great-Uncle Ralph is rich, Deborah dear. Your father always used to say it wasnt worth trying to tap him for a loan because all he had was a rambling old house and some stony moorland acres. Those were your fathers exact words. 

My father knew nothing of farms and land values. Besides, anything is better than nothing, which is what we have now. Id deal with the devil himself to get an inheritance that would enable us to leave here. Wouldnt you? And we dont need to be rich, justjust have enough to live on quietly.

Isabel nodded.

Mother, I cantI simply cant!let this opportunity pass! 

She heard her mother sigh longingly and knew she had won her point.

* * * *

Walking round the village green to stretch his legs while the ostler saddled the horses hed hired, Matthew paused as he heard voices from the other side of the wall. Deborahs voice carried particularly clearly and her words made him scowl. Maybe she was more mercenary than he had thought.

I cantI simply cant!let this opportunity pass! that determined voice declared.

Matthew gave a snort of bitter laughter. She was little different from other women, it seemed. Most of them would do anything for money. Well, hed be interested to see if she was still determined to accept the offer when Ralph told her exactly what he wanted. Very interested.

He grimaced at his own scruples. Who was he to judge her? She wasnt the only one unwilling to let this opportunity pass. But at least his motives included love of Marymoor House and a fondness for Ralph, as well as a desire to better himself. 

So were agreed on one thing, at least, Miss Deborah Jannvier, he muttered. Lets hope itll be enough.

* * * *

In the garden there was silence for a few moments, then Isabels vague blue eyes came suddenly into sharp focus. I do understand, she said quietly and patted her daughters hand, leaving a smear of rich brown soil across the slender wrist. You must do whatever you think right, dear. When do you leave? 

In half an hourless. The man who brought the message will escort me to Marymoor. Were to ride there. How far away is it? 

I dont know exactly. Ive never been there. About thirty miles, I suppose. A ride of several hours at night. You will be careful? 

Deborah hugged her again. Of course! 

Bessie could stay silent no longer. Mrs Isabel, youre never going to let her go! 

Why should I not? 

Riding aloneacross countrywith a strange man! Its not decent. 

I trust my daughter absolutely. 

But we know nothing about him and

Deborah started walking towards the house. May I borrow your riding habit, Mother? she called over her shoulder 

Yes, of course, dear. You know I have no need of it. 

Indeed she did know, Deborah thought bitterly. Her Uncle Walter had a stable full of horses, but none was ever offered for the occupants of this cottage to use. They had to walk everywhere, except when he sent the carriage to take them up to the Hall to dine, which he only did when he had nothing better to entertain him, and this kept them effectively prisoner in Newgarth village.

The maid stayed behind with her mistress to say urgently, You cant let her go off like that, Mrs Isabel! Its too dangerous! Hes a stranger. He might even be an impostor. And besides, she has no experience of men like him. 

What do you mean men like him? What was he like?

Well, Bessie sniffed in disapproval, he was good-looking, you cant deny that, the sort of man women run after and make fools of themselves over. But you can never tell whats behind a face, can you, not on one short meeting? Hes no gentleman, thats for sure, for all his clothes are of good quality.

Isabels blue eyes became vague again. I shall trust Deborahs judgement in this. Besides, when have I ever been able to stop anyone from doing what they want? 

Bessie sighed, gave her lady a quick hug, sighing for the way life had reduced Isabel to a shadow of her old self, then bustled off to help Miss Deborah.

* * * *

When the voices faded from the other side of the wall, Matthew glanced across at the inn and decided that another pot of ale and something to eat would not go amiss before the journey. As he strolled back, he pondered on what hed overheard. Was the mother complaining of the daughters wilfulnessor of her husbands feckless nature? Was the daughter as mercenary as she had sounded? He shrugged. Only time would telland whatever Deborah Jannviers nature, he would so as his dying friend wished. 

Anthony Elkin was not going to profit from Ralph Jannviers death.

* * * *

Upstairs, Deborah hastily donned her mothers riding habit, a garment which was very old-fashioned, but of good quality dark green cloth and showing little wear. The jacket and waistcoat, which were like mens garments, fitted her perfectly, but would have hung on her mothers thin frame nowadays. The full petticoat was a little short, because she was taller than her mother, but there was no help for that. Under it she put on a pair of the yellowed flannel trousers her mother had always worn when riding to protect her legs. On her head she wore the rather battered three-cornered hat that went with the outfit. 

Bessie stopped protesting and started to help pack. Shaking out Deborahs best cloak she folded it carefully, saying, It may grow cold later. She then put a change or two of clothing into Mr Jannviers old saddlebags, muttering, Youll have to sleep in your shift, there isnt room for much more. 

There was a hammering on the front door, then it opened and that deep voice called out, Are you ready yet, Miss Jannvier? Ive got your horse waiting at the inn. 

The cheek of it! huffed Bessie. Opening a ladys door and yelling at her like that! A gentleman would know better. 

The listener below scowled as he heard the maids words echo down the stair well. Who would want to be a fine gentleman if the few he had known were examples of the species? 

Never mind. Im ready now! Deborah stole a last glance in the small mirror, not displeased with her appearance. 

Bessies face crumpled and her eyes grew bright with tears, You will be careful, wont you, dearie? I shant rest easy till youre safe home again, that I shant! Let me carry this down for you.

Downstairs, Isabel Jannvier had come out of the parlour and was asking Mr Pascoe about Ralphs exact state of health. 

A seizure, he said, his face betraying sudden sadness. Very unexpected. He had seemed hale and hearty for a man of his age until two days ago.

Hes enjoyed a long life, she said quietly.

Mr Pascoes mouth twitched. Enjoyed isnt exactly the word Id use for Ralph Jannvier. Hes a stern and determined man.

Tis a pity he never had a son.

Silence, then. Aye. I suppose so. Ah, there you are! With a nod to Mrs Jannvier, he moved towards the door, holding it open impatiently.

* * * *

Not until Deborah and Mr Pascoe had galloped off down the lane did Bessie realise they still didnt know exactly where this Great-uncle lived. And all Mrs Isabel would say was, Marymoor village lies somewhere to the north-east of Rochdale, I believe. On the edge of the moors. I just hope my brother wont pursue her. You know how he likes to have a finger in every pie. 

Hell be angry about this.

Yes. But then hes always angry about something.

Hadnt you better do some more work on his shirt?

Not today. I shall enjoy myself outside while the weather is fine.

As her mistress drifted out to work in the garden again, always her refuge in times of trouble, Bessie tutted to herself and went back to the kitchen to deal with the strawberry conserve with much sighing and rattling of pans and jars. She had one of her feelings about all this. There was trouble brewing. As she worked, phrases like, murdered in her bed and never heard of again floated through her mind and she prayed fervently that Deborah would be all right. And that somehow, she would be able to take her mother away from this dreadfully unhappy life.

* * * * 

Neither of the two older women was surprised to receive a visit from Walter Lawrence just after nightfall. 

Is it true what Frank tells me? he demanded, bursting into his sisters cottage.

What does he tell you? Isabel tried to quell her fear of him.

That my niece has ridden off with a stranger.

Shes gone to visit her Great-uncle Ralph. There can be nothing wrong in that. 

Nothing wrong? How dare you let her go anywhere without consulting me, Isabel, when I am the head of the family and responsible for you both? And this man she went with wasnt a relative, Im sure.

Only a messenger from Ralph Jannvier, she said placatingly. 

Who knows what will have happened to your daughter by now? By heavens, I guard mine more carefully. Have you no sense? You told me the old uncle refused to pay your husbands debts, so you owe him nothing. Nothing at all!

Hes dying. Wants to see her. There was no time to be lost, Walter. 

Itll be a trick of some sort. Youll see. His eyes narrowed as the words sank in. Is this to do with his will? Is it?

Isabel lost herself in a morass of phrases, but by the end of it her brother had the information he required, or near enough. The less you have to do with the Jannvier family from now on, Isabel, the betterunless there is some profit to be had. You were a fool ever to marry into it. 

He growled in annoyance as that vacant look settled in his sisters eyes again. He was beginning to suspect that she was losing her wits. And if so, hed have no hesitation in locking her away, because a mad sister could do him no credit. Not that shed ever been very sensible, running off to marry a feckless fellow like Paul Jannvier, a man with no income but what his wits and the cards brought in. 

As he left the house he threw at her, And dont come to me for help if your daughter gets herself in trouble and comes back with a swelling belly. Ill condone no immorality.

Isabel roused herself from her abstraction to say, Deborah wouldnt do anything immoral. She focused on a particularly pretty vase of flowers, which she had just finished arranging, and prepared to endure more homilies and scolding.

But for once Walter cut the diatribe short and left her to her own devices. He wanted to ask the people at the inn about the stranger and where the next change of horses would be. It should be easy enough to trace him. It might even be worth sending Frank after the two of them. His manservant had helped him in many ways over the years, ways other people knew nothing about. He had complete trust in the fellow. If there were any profit in this situation, Frank would find it for his masterand be rewarded for his troubles, as usual. 

Well, why should Walter not profit from any inheritance, if that was why Ralph Jannvier had sent for Deborah? His sister and niece owed him something, for hadnt he paid all their debtswell, the tradesmens debts, anyway? Gambling debts were no concern of his. 

And hed not only housed them since then, but made them an allowance. Yes, they definitely owed him repayment for all that. He would start drawing up the accounts the following day. He smiled at the thought.

Yes, Frank should definitely go after them and investigate the situation.

* * * *

As she cantered along on the sure-footed mare, Deborah threw back her head and breathed deeply of the warm evening air. She couldnt help wondering what her great-uncle wanted her to do and wishing hed offered her a hint. She had to be content with the fact that her companion had assured her it was nothing unlawful. Matthew Pascoe had a way of saying things that made you believe him.

She stole another glance sideways at him. He rode well, looking very much at home in the saddle. He was wearing a dark riding coat over a cloth waistcoat, and but there was no pretence to fashion in the garments, no wide cuffs or rich materials. Under the simple three-cornered hat he wore his own hair, rather than a wig, dark hair tied back with a simple leather thong. 

She had never met anyone quite like him, but she trusted him instinctively, could not have said why, just did.

One thing was certain in her mind: whatever was asked of her, she would do it. And if she never set eyes on that dreadful cottage, never saw her Uncle Walter again, she would be delighted, for shed known nothing but unhappiness and humiliation since going to Newgarth. 

How long will it take us to get to Marymoor? she asked her taciturn companion a little later.

If we ride steadily, well be there soon after midnight. Its a good thing theres a nearly full moon tonight. Well take a rest when we change horses. He eyed her with a dour look that didnt bespeak confidence in her equestrian ability and added, Can you keep going for that long? 

I havent ridden for a year or two, she admitted. Her Uncle Walter said frankly that he didnt intend to waste his money on supplying mounts for indigent relatives who had no reason to go anywhere, anyway. I think I can manage, though. I used to ride quite a bit before Father died. When her father was on a winning streak, that was, and could afford to hire horses. She reached forward to pat the mares neck. This one has a nice steady gait. 

His only answer was a grunt, and whether it was of encouragement or disapproval she couldnt tell.

Later she asked more directly, Whats my Uncle Ralph like?

Old. And dying.

Could you not tell me more than that? she exclaimed, disappointed.

Youll see him for yourself soon enough.

Which didnt help much. Well, what about Marymoor, then? Tell me about the house. She heard his voice soften as he spoke. 

Tis built of stone, with eight bedrooms and attics for the servants, though parts of it are in sore need of repair. It comes with some decent land, for those parts, though people who dont know the district might say differently. It could be made more productive with an owner who was not set in his ways. Ive made a start on mending matters, but its been slow going.

And you are whatthe bailiff?

I dont have a fancy title. I manage everything for your uncle and have done for a few years. He shut his mouth firmly, as if hed said more than he intended, and when she next asked a question, he told her curtly to save her breath for riding.

After another hour they stopped briefly at a tiny wayside inn to change horses and take some refreshment, but were off again within the half hour. This time she was riding a steady chestnut gelding, and she noticed that the ostler didnt try to fob off Mr Pascoe with poor horses.

Are we going fast enough, do you think? she asked a little later.

Whos to say? Its in Gods hands. 

She gave up trying to speak to him, enjoying the ride and above all, the feeling of freedom, praying fervently that she need never return to Newgarth.




Chapter 2



Time passed and gradually the long summer evening wrapped them in shadows so that they rode through a gently blurring landscape. It was lucky the fine weather had held, Deborah thought, for she didnt even feel the need of her cloak. 

The sound of hoof beats seemed to echo in her brain and cut out all other noises. As they rode she saw the dark shapes of animals here and there in the fields or the outlines of houses in the distance, but it all felt unreal. She was, she admitted to herself, getting very weary now, her back and legs aching fiercely from the unaccustomed exercise. Only determination kept her upright in the saddle. 

Her companion must have noticed that, for he said abruptly, Weve just skirted Rochdale and a mile away theres an inn where Id thought to get a meal, for therell be little to offer you at Marymoor. We can get a change of horses there, too. Can you hold up till then? 

Yes, of course. Deborah studied him covertly, wondering why she was so very conscious of his presence beside her, when he barely acknowledged her existence most of the time. She was aware of him not just as a companion, but as a manand one she found attractive. She had had so few chances to spend time with men of her own age and had resigned herself to spinsterhood, but she could still dream, couldnt she? Dream of a home and family of her own. She sighed and gave a wry smile at her own folly. 

Maybe this nights business was folly, too. If so her Uncle Walter would make her pay dearly for her act of rebellion.

Whenever she looked sideways, Matthew Pascoe usually had his eyes on the road ahead. He spoke only when she addressed him. He was almost handsome, almost a gentleman, and totally unlike anyone shed ever met before. She wished hed let her know him better and shed have liked to hear about those who lived at Marymoor, but he wasnt generous with words.

Just as she thought she could stay upright in the saddle no longer, they came to a small wayside inn, not the sort of place gentry usually patronised. A lantern at the door showed a hanging sign saying The Kings Head with a crude painting of a mans crowned head on it. Lights showed in the windows, so it couldnt be as late as shed thought.

As Mr Pascoe helped her down from her horse, Deborahs legs buckled and she sagged against him helplessly. Im sorryIm not used to Her voice faded to nothing. She felt strange, breathless and as if she had no bones in her limbs, while he felt strong and warm. She looked apologetically up at the face so close to hers, but he was studying the small inn yard, not her. His firm arms were still supporting her, though, as if he knew she couldnt yet stand on her own. 

He looked down at her and gave one of his half-smiles. Hold still for a moment and let me support you. Youve done well for someone who hasnt ridden for a while.

So she rested against him, content to be there.

When a lad came out of the stables, Matthew called across Deborahs head, Well need new horses in half an hour, Billy. See to these, will you?

Yes, Mr Pascoe.

Deborah, who had now regained some measure of control over her aching legs, realised suddenly how closely pressed against his body she was and flushed, trying to pull away from him. But he wouldnt let her.

Keep hold of my arm as we walk. We dont want you falling.

I shall be all right. But her legs gave way at the first step and she stumbled.

He was there again, to catch and support her. She hoped he hadnt seen her blush, hoped he wasnt aware of how her hand was trembling as she clutched him and tried to make her stiff legs move properly.

Matthew was all too aware of the blush and the trembling hand, but it pleased him rather than otherwise that she wasnt forward in her ways. And he had, he decided, come to like her elegant profile, not to mention the determined and intelligent expression on her face. He couldnt abide fussy, complaining women, but he thought he might be able to get used to this one without too much trouble. 

As she clung to him, he had a sudden urge to brush those strands of soft, curling hair off her forehead. Which was strange, because he didnt have much time for women nowadays. Ladies usually looked down their noses at him, deeming a man who worked for his bread below their notice, though some of them had signalled an interest in him since hed gone to live with Ralph. But that hadnt pleased him, either. He wanted nothing more to do with women until he was ready to marry. Hed sown some wild oats as a young manwell, who had not?and had nearly been snared by one young woman. Luckily shed lost the baby before he could be forced to wed her. 

Hed taken a deal more care after that, not wanting to bring a bastard into the world, not wanting to make any child suffer for its birth as he had. 

* * * *

Inside the inn they were ushered straight into a tiny private parlour as if theyd been expected. Deborah stifled a groan as she sank down on a hard settle. 

Ill fetch you a nice glass of mulled ale, shall I miss? the landlord said. And send my wife to tend to your needs? Got a minute, Mr Pascoe? 

Matthew nodded. 

The landlady bustled in, with a cheery word and a tray bearing enough food to supply the whole household at Stoneyfell Cottage. She pointed out a room at the back of the inn where her guest could tend to her personal needs and was gone, leaving the tray on a small table near the fire. Deborah went along the passageway to relieve herself and wash her hands, then came back, feeling more than ready to eat. 

The smell of the food made her stomach growl with hunger. She wondered whether she should wait for Mr Pascoe, then noticed the tray was only set for one, so made a hearty meal of tender boiled fowl and cabbage, accompanied by a slice of pigeon pie, crusty new bread and a side dish of summer greens. To follow this there was a large piece of apple pie smothered in thick cream and a fresh chunk of crumbly yellow cheese. She ate every crumb, sighing in satisfaction as she finished it. 

Shed have liked to linger over the table afterwards, because the food had made her feel sleepy, but she didnt wish to keep Mr Pascoe waiting. Pushing herself up, groaning at the stiffness of her limbs, she went to look for him, impatient now to get this journey over.

In the corridor she bumped into two young men whose eyes lit up at the sight of her. When she tried to pass them, they moved to block the corridor, one in front of her, one behind, and she realised in dismay that both were drunk. 

She addressed the nearest and said crisply, Please to let me pass, sir.

He chuckled. Not till youve paid a forfeit, fair one.

A kiss, a kiss! cried the other.

No! She tried to step back into the small parlour, but the man behind grabbed hold of her. She jerked away from his hands, but his companion had also closed in and before she could prevent them, they had tossed her hat away and tugged her hair loose from its pins. Laughing, they began to push her from one to the other.

Shes a tidy armful! one cried, trying to fondle her breast.

Let go! She jerked her knee into a rather tender part of his anatomy, as her father had taught her to do, and followed it by a kick to his shins. As he yelped in pain and clutched his privates, the amusement faded quickly from his face.

Youll pay for that! he threatened.

Even as she opened her mouth to call for help, a voice roared, Let go of her! and Matthew Pascoe strode out of the shadows at the rear of the passage.

Deborah couldnt hold back a sob of relief.

So quickly that he took them all by surprise, Matthew punched the nearest man in the face, sending him sprawling, and grabbed Deborahs arm, drawing her behind him. 

Even as he was squaring up to the other fellow, the landlord came hurrying up to join them, his expression horrified. John Redley, whatevers got into you this night?

The younger of the two men took a step backwards, his face sulky now. Just having a bit of fun.

Thats the last time you drink in this inn, if this is how you treat my lady guests.

Shes no lady, else shed not be here.

The young mans companion, a stranger to the district, scrambled to his feet, glaring at Matthew, but Redley tugged at his arm. Not worth it.

Trying unsuccessfully to keep up a brave front they swaggered out, but both kept a careful watch on Matthew. Deborah sagged against the wall, then realised her clothing was awry and began to set it straight.

Matthew put his arm round her and guided her back into the small parlour, asking urgently, Are you all right? They didnt hurt you?

She gulped back the tears that threatened. Only because she was so tired, she told herself. She didnt normally allow herself to weep. No. They justannoyed me. I dont know why they thought I . . .  

He continued to hold her, patting her back and giving her a moment or two to recover.

Once again she was grateful for his support, trusting him to hold her and not try to take advantage, unlike them. In the silence she could hear his slow, deep breaths against the shallow sound of her own gasping. She tried desperately to pull herself together, but the feeling of utter helplessness as the men pushed her to and fro had terrified her. Im s-sorry.

His voice was a soothing rumble above her ear. What for? Tis them as should be sorry, and will be if I catch them here again.

She must have shown her puzzlement at that remark.

I own this place. He gestured round with his head. Not the grandest of inns, the Kings Head, but tis mine and does an honest trade. He gave a bitter laugh. Tis all my damned step-father ever did for me, pass on this place when he died. Then he shut his mouth, as if regretting this confidence, and pushed her away. Im sorry to rush you, but we need to set off again if youre all right.

I must set my hair to rights first and find my hat.

Ill get it. He fetched it, then stood back and watched, seeing how her fingers trembled as she pinned up that wonderful mass of shining hair under a small cap, then set the hat squarely over it. She had clearly been shaken by the assault, and must be weary and uncomfortable after all their riding, but hadnt complained once or asked to delay their journey. 

Against his will something stirred within him. It was respect for her courage, he decided. He didnt need telling that shed done nothing to invite such attentions from those two young roisterers. She didnt have a wanton look to her, thank goodness, even if she had a mercenary attitude to this possible inheritance. Well, only those with money could afford to despise it and she had none, that was clear! 

He couldnt get the memory of her hair out of his mind as they set out on the last leg of their journey. Soft and shining, it had flowed down her back like a waterfall when released from its bonds. His body also kept remembering how soft and womanly hers had felt pressed against his, remembering and reminding him of its need. She was a luscious armful for a man to hold.

He dismissed such thoughts from his mind with an irritated click of his tongue and concentrated on making the best possible speed. Pray heaven theyd reach Marymoor in time. If they didnt, then Elkin would win everything and Matthews own future would be far from rosy, because Elkin wouldnt want him living nearby.

Her future would be bleak, too.

* * * *

Deborahs head jerked as she nearly fell asleep and she forced herself to sit more upright, though her whole lower body felt to be a mass of bruises now. She didnt know how much longer she could manage to stay on the horse and was wondering whether to tell him that.

Matthews voice cut across the darkness. Were almost there now, just a few minutes longer. Can you manage?

Yes. She hadnt the energy to say more. At that moment, the moon sailed from behind a cloud, illuminating the dark, square outline of a house in the distance. 

Thats Marymoor, he said softly.

She could hear love for it in his voice and wished she could see it more clearly. 

It seemed a long time until they came to some half-open gates and clopped slowly through them, to stop in front of the house.

This time she waited for his help to dismount, dismayed at how stiff her body felt, how weak her legs. A fitful breeze tugged at her cloak and blew strands of hair across her face as she clutched him, unable to take a single step. Im sorry. I cant seem to move my legs.

With a muttered exclamation, he swung her into his arms and carried her towards the front door.

She was too weary to protest, but laid her face against his chest and let him do with her what he would. She could feel his heart beating against her, its steady thump in great contrast to her own, which seemed to be skittering round like a frightened foal. 

The front door was opened by a man holding a single flickering candle. He gaped at them, then stood back to let them in. 

How is he, Simley? Matthew asked even before he had stepped across the threshold.

Still alive, sir. The doctors with him. 

As Matthew carried her inside, Deborah gazed round the dark hallway, which rose for two stories, with railed landings along each side above them. The only light came from one candelabrum on a side table and a single flickering candle in a tin holder carried by the grey-haired servant. Even in the dimness she could see that the wooden floor was scuffed and in sore need of a polish, while the square of carpet in the centre was badly frayed. The hall itself was, however, of good proportions and the staircase was cut neatly at an angle across the back wall, with the lower three steps turned forward as if to invite you to climb up them. 

A tall clock standing watch near the foot of the stairs chimed softly. 

Look at that! Two o the clock, Simley announced gloomily, and I aint been to bed yet! Be good for nothin tomorrow, I wont. 

Matthew ignored him and strode forward, carrying Deborah into a dark room on the right, where no candles were lit, even though there was light coming from underneath a nearby door. He set her down beside a sofa, keeping hold of her until she had sunk down on it with a sigh of relief. She missed the warmth of his body and couldnt help shivering slightly.

Are you all right? he asked.

Yes. Justvery stiff and a little chilled.

I must go up and see Ralph, let him know weve arrived.

Yes. Yes, of course.

Ill send for a dish of teaunless youd prefer a glass of wine?

Tea would be very welcome, thank you. 

Simley! he shouted. Fetch some tea. Our visitor is tired.

The man scowled at her. Theres no one in the kitchen and the fire theres damped down.

Then build it up again. And if you cant see to things, wake your wife, man! I need to check on Mr Jannvier. 

Muttering something under his breath, the man went out without another look in Deborahs direction. 

Matthew came back holding a lighted candle and used it to set light to the kindling set neatly in the fireplace before lighting another candle in a tarnished silver holder on the mantelpiece. Youll be all right for a few moments?

Yes, of course I will. And I can see to the fire now.

He nodded and went out again without a word. She heard his footsteps running lightly up the stairs, a door opened somewhere above them and closed with a sharp clap of sound, then there was silence. Although she wasnt of a fanciful nature, she couldnt help looking round nervously, for the room seemed full of threatening shadows and heavy pieces of old-fashioned furniture behind which anythingor anyonemight be concealed. 

She got up to tend the fire, still moving slowly and stiffly, building it up with bigger pieces of wood and then holding her hands out to the flames. It wasnt a cold night, but she was grateful for the warmth and for the brightness of the fire to dispel some of the shadows. 

The manservant returned with a candle. Oh. Youve lit the fire. Twas set for morning, that was.

Mr Pascoe did it.

He stared at her as if trying to work out who she was. Come far?

She didnt like his surly expression and saw no need to explain herself to him. Far enough.

He gestured towards the fire. Itll burn all right now, so Ill leave you to it.

And the cup of tea? she reminded him.

Mrs Simley is in bed and no one but me to tend to things. I usually work outdoors, not in the kitchen.

She wondered if he would have been as rude had Matthew Pascoe stayed with them. Then Ill come and make it myself. No doubt Mr Pascoe would also be grateful for a warm drink.

He scowled at her. No need. Ill see to it. But it wont be set out fancy. Were short-staffed here. And Mr Pascoe dont curdle his innards with tea. Tis a womans drink, that. 

It seemed to take him long enough to bring anything and the fire was blazing cheerfully by the time he returned. Shed drunk only half the dish of weak tea when Matthew came into the room, closing the door carefully behind him.

I forgot to tell you to say nothing about yourself to Simley, he said abruptly.

I didnt.

Not even your name?

No. I disliked his manner. She drained the dish and set it down. How is my great-uncle?

Failing. Wethe doctor and Ifeel you should come and listen to his offer immediately. Its unlikely hell last more than a few hours, Im afraid. 

Very well. Shed never attended a death bed before and the prospect made her feel shaky inside. Her father had been dead for over an hour by the time they carried him home, and it was Bessie who had laid out the corpse.

As she and Matthew mounted the stairs, it became obvious that the rest of the house was as shabby as the entrance hall and equally ill cared for, though it was a commodious enough place, the sort youd call a small manor house. From the landing two wings led away, one passageway dark, the other lighted by a candlestick on a small table. Portraits decorated the walls, but they were so dark in tone and the light so bad she couldnt make out who they showed.

Beyond the table another manservant was standing outside a door, as if on guard, but this man had an alert expression on his face and bobbed his head to her respectfully. As he opened the door for them, Matthew ushered her into a room lit by such a blaze of candles that she stopped for a moment to blink and allow her eyes to grow accustomed to the glare. 

A gentleman rose from beside the bed and bowed to her. 

Matthew made the introductions. Dr Lethbury, Miss Jannvier. 

Is that her? rasped a voice from the bed. 

Yes. This is your great-niece. 

Bring her closer! Tis plaguey dark in here. Why dont they light more candles? The voice was slurred, the mouth twisted. 

Urged on by a firm hand under her elbow, Deborah moved forward to stand beside the bed. The dying man stretched his hand out to her and she reached out automatically to grasp it. With a strength surprising in one so near to death, he tightened his fingers round her wrist and pulled her down to sit on the edge of the bed. 

Her great-uncle was gaunt-featured with a great beak of a nose exactly like her fathers, and sparse, frizzy white hair. The slight resemblance comforted her as did the fact that the old mans eyes were still lit by a sharp intelligence, even though one side of his face was drawn down and a line of dribble trickled from that corner of his mouth. She found herself thinking that this was a man of whom she might have grown fond had circumstances permittedunlike her maternal uncle, whom she had quickly learned to hate. 

Hmm. Youre prettier than Id expected. He fluttered his fingers towards her head. My mother had hair like that. Another scrutiny and he added, Youve got an honest face, too. Dont you think so, Matt?

Yes.

Good thing you didnt inherit the Jannvier nose. Looks even worse on a woman. Ralph chuckled breathily, then grasped her hand again. Got my letter, did you? Couldnt write it myself so Matt here did it for me. He paused, panting a little with the effort of speaking. 

Yes, I got your letter, she said quietly. 

Your mother wrotewhen was it, last year?to say your father had died and left you both badly off. 

She contented herself with a simple, Yes. She didnt want to go into details in front of strangers.

Paul was a stupid fool! Gambling never pays unless you cheat. He was a daredevil as a lad, always into mischief, but there was no real harm in him. I never thought a Jannvier would end up dying in a tavern brawl, though. 

She shrugged and remained silent. No doubt the old man would tell her what he wanted in his own good time. 

What dye think, then, Matt? he asked, still holding her hand tightly but looking beyond her. Will she do? 

Deborah turned and flushed under her guides renewed scrutiny and the dying man noticed. Well, she can blush, he wheezed, and thats not a bad thing in a young woman. He looked her straight in the eyes again. I aint got time to be tactful, niece. 

It was near enough to an apology for her to nod and the words made her feel better, somehow, as did the acknowledgement of their relationship. She continued to wait patiently for him to explain the conditions under which she would inherit. 

Im content enough with the bargain, said Matthew. She has an open face, at least. If she agrees, I believe we can trust her to keep an honest bargain. Lets ask the doctor to leave us in private for a few minutes and put the proposition to her. 

The doctor stepped up to the foot of the bed. I suppose its no use my asking you to be brief, Mr Pascoe? Mr Jannvier really should rest now. 

Whats the use of rest to a dying man? grumbled that slurred voice from the bed. 

The doctor sighed, but left the room with a courteous nod to Deborah.

After a minute Ralph asked querulously. Has he gone, Matt? Are they all gone except her? 

Matthew returned from the door. Were alone, as you wanted, and my grooms stationed outside. Jem will make sure no one can overhear what we say. Parson is waiting in the library but the Simleys wont think anything of thatgiven the circumstances. 

Thats all right, then. Two fever-bright eyes looked up at Deborah from the bed. You aint saying much, niece. 

Im waiting for you to tell me what you want of me, she countered. 

I think we can help each other, he said. You need money, dont you? 

Yes. At present we are dependent upon my Uncle Walters charityand he isnt a generous man. My mother has had a hard life and deserves better than his many unkindnesses. I should like to give her a few comforts. Shes been a good mother to me. 

What about yourself? Dont you want some money? Pretty clothes, jewels, servants to look after you, comfortable home? Most young women would. His voice had a jeering tone, as if he was trying to make her angry. 

Of course I want money! she said fiercely. But only because itll buy our independence. I have no hankering for jewels. 

He cackled in his dry old voice. Well, there wont be enough to make you rich, so thats a good thing. 

Is there enough to make us independent of my Uncle Walter? Thats all I care about. Having enough to live on. Notnot grandly, but in quiet comfort, at least. 

Oh, theres more than enough for that. This is a decent enough estate, though the house is in a sad state. I always cared more for my horses than my furniture. But youll have Matthew to help you, and hes got some sense in his head. 

He sighed and closed his eyes for a moment, then stared at her again. She aint got a greedy face, Matt, he murmured. I think Id like her. Pity I didnt know her sooner. I was wrong to deal with Elkin. 

He let go of her wrist and stroked her hand, murmuring, Soft and warm. Young flesh. Raising one shaking hand he glared at it. Mines old and withered. You never think youll get to look like this, girl, but you do. We all come to it in the end, if we live long enough. 

His eyes closed for a moment and Matthew drew nearer, looking a little anxious. 

Ralph sighed and looked up again. Its all right, lad. I aint quittin this world yet. Not till Ive seen my plan through. He turned towards Deborah. Well, niece, this is my proposition. Ill leave you this house and the estate. Theres some land left. If you let Matt farm it carefully for you therell be enough to live on decently and there are one or two cottages and farms that bring in rents and . . .  His voice faded for a moment and he sighed as if it were a great effort to concentrate. Where was I? Oh, yes, Ill leave you everything Ive got on condition that you marry Matt here and share it with him.

She cast an astonished glance at the tall man standing beside the bed as she exclaimed. Marry a complete stranger! But why? 

Because I owe him a lot and anyway, hes a relative too, from the wrong side of the blanket. My son, actually. Estates should pass to the legitimate line, but you and Elkin are the only ones leftand he was never one to hold his purse. Bad blood in the Elkins. I didnt realise how bad till hebut thats neither here nor there. If you marry Matt, hell look after Marymoor properly and look after you as well. And you are a Jannvier legally, born and bred, not an Elkin. There should be a member of the family inheriting. Well, what do you say?

She did not know what to say and continued to stare blindly at three candles until they blurred into one bright smear of light. She couldnt possibly marry a strangercould she? But if she didnt, shed have to return to Newgarth and her uncles harsh ways. 

She turned to stare at Matthew Pascoe. Why do you want to marry me?

I love Marymoor, he said simply. 

And hes got a right to it. He aint got the Jannvier name, but hes got the looks. No doubting who fathered him. That counts for a lot with me. The breathing from the bed was growing shallower, but the old mans voice was still harshly mocking. Hes a good man, though he dont show his feelings to the world. Good farmer, too.

There was a pause while Deborah struggled to come to terms with this strange offer. Should she accept? Could she do it? It was hard to think when she was so very tired, when it seemed as though every bone in her body was aching. She stared from Matthew Pascoe to the figure in the bed, then suddenly she remembered her Uncle Walters grudging charity, the gratuitous insults, the darned stockings and frayed gowns, and her spine stiffened. 

She turned to the man she would have to marry. I presume, sir, that you would not object to my mother coming here to live with mewith us? 

Would she not be better staying at Newgarth near her brother?

No sir, she would not! She iswe are bothliving a life of purgatory! 

He shrugged. Very well. She can live with us if you wish. 

Andand our maid, Bessie.

He smiled suddenly as he agreed, Her too. He saw her puzzlement at his smile and added, I value loyalty, especially in the woman Im about to marry.

She took a deep breath. Then Ill do it. Ill marry you. 

The grasp on her hand slackened and she turned to look down at her great-uncle in alarm, afraid hed died. But he was smiling too. 

Good girl! Matt, go and fetch that damned parson and lawyer. Lets have you wed as quick, as we can. I aint gettin any stronger. 

Do you mean we are to marry now? gasped Deborah as Matthew left the room. 

Her uncle nodded. You must, girl. Ill be dead in a day or two and I wont sign anything over to you until the knots been tied. His voice grew fainter. What difference does it make when you marry? 

Useless to tell him that shed dreamed, as every girl did, of a joyful wedding day. Useless to talk to this stern-faced man of church bells, a pretty dress, sunshine and flowersand above all her mother standing beside her, smiling in a carefree way, as she used to when Deborah was younger. 

She took a deep breath. Very well. 

Good. And always remember you can trust Matt with your life. Trust him whatever seems to be happening. Elkins a tricky devil. But Matt wont let you down. 

She swallowed hard. Ill remember that, Uncle. 

His eyes closed again but he still held on to her hand as if, through it, he held on to life. She didnt try to pull away. 

The doctor came back to hover over his patient and shake his head in disapproval. Matthew ushered in two more black-clad gentlemen shortly afterwards. Ones clothing proclaimed him to be a clergyman and the other was, presumably, the lawyer. 

Ralph Jannvier opened his eyes again. Get on with it! he commanded. Marry them as quick as you can, Norwood! Marry them so that no man can put them asunder. Downie, youll make sure its all watertight? 

The lawyer stepped forward to grasp the hand that was waving at him in an equally age-spotted one. Did I not promise you I would, old friend?

Aye. And youve never broken a promise to me yet.

Mr Downie turned to Deborah, studying her face. I must ask you first: do you enter into this marriage willingly, Miss Jannvier? 

Yes. Very willingly, sir. 

He turned to the bed. And how are you feeling, Ralph? 

The old man glared up at him. Im dying. How do you think Im feeling? Angry. Regretful. Too much left undone! How would you be feeling? 

A smile flickered over the lawyers countenance. In other words, you are yourself! And do you approve of this marriage, Mr Jannvier? 

Approve of it! I arranged it, damme! Matts my bastard son and Deborahs the only real kin Ive got left. After what happened on that last visit, Elkin wont do. In fact, I disown him. I could never trust him to look after Marymoor. The place needs a mistress, a decent woman, not the sort of trollop he associates with. So get on with this marriage, man, before I drop dead on you! 

Matthew looked at the lawyer. You will be able to bear witness that he is of sound mind, Mr Downie? 

Again that brief smile. Oh, yes. His mind is unimpaired and his intellect is as sharp as ever. And no one is coercing the young woman. I will bear witness to all that, if it should be necessary. 

Matthew turned to the clergyman. You, too, are satisfied, I hope, Mr Norwood?

The clergyman nodded. Yes. Ralphs as cantankerous as ever, but he knows what hes doing.

Will you get on with it, then! demanded the invalid.

The clergyman tut-tutted and stepped forward. Please to stand here, Miss Jannvier. And Mr Pascoe, here. Thank you. Nowwe are gathered here today to witness the giving and taking in marriage of . . .  

Deborah looked up at Matthew in near panic. He took her hand and pressed it briefly, as if he understood how she was feeling, and she felt comforted. She made her responses in a low voice and was mildly surprised when the ceremony ended and they were declared husband and wife. Matthew planted a chaste kiss upon her cheek. She couldnt stop her hand from trembling in his or frame a sensible remark, could only stand there and force herself to breathe slowly and smoothly, so that panic was held at bay. 

Come here, girl! said the rusty old voice. 

She moved nearer to the bed. 

Lean closer, he commanded and as she bent over him, he pulled her head towards him and planted a kiss on her cheek. Look after him, he whispered. Hell make you a good husband, if you treat him right. He aint had an easy life. 

Ill do my best, she promised. 

He nodded and she moved away. 

Matt! he commanded. Come here. He drew the younger man close and whispered a few words in his ear, then fell back. Tell that damned lawyer to hurry with the will, he rasped. 

The lawyer approached the bed. I have it here. Do you wish me to read it to you? 

Aye.

The will was so short, Deborah blinked in surprise.

And thats all it needs? asked Ralph. 

Its not a complicated estate.

Then let me sign it. Ill feel better once its all settled. I can go in peace, then. Ralph took the quill pen and painstakingly traced his signature at the foot of the large sheet of parchment, then lay back and watched through half-open eyes as the clergyman and doctor both witnessed it. 

Ahh! he said softly, when it was done. Elkin wont get anything now, will he? 

Did I not promise you that, Ralph? The lawyer blew sand across the signatures to dry the ink. I may be old, but know my trade.

Matthew moved across to Deborah. You must be exhausted. Let me show you to our bedroom. 

My uncle . . . ? 

Ill stay with him. 

Youll call me if . . . if Im needed? 

I will. 

She let him guide her to a large comfortable bedchamber where another fire was burning. What time is it? she asked, seeing the faint lightening of the sky outside. 

Just past four. Nearly dawn. You should try to get some sleep. 

I doubt I can. Its all so strange. She looked up at him and felt herself blushing as she blurted out, I dont really feel married yet. 

You will gradually get used to it. 

She thought for a moment he was about to kiss her, but he merely set his hands her shoulders, pressed them in a friendly manner then walked from the room. 

She stood motionless in front of the fire for several minutes after hed left, trying to come to terms with her new status. Less than a day ago she had been making strawberry jam, had had to endure in silence a scolding from her uncle, had been in despair about what the future held for her and her mother. 

And now she was Matthew Pascoes wife and heir to this estate. Soon she would be mistress of Marymoor. And it wasnt the money, but the thought of having a home truly her own that pleased her most, for that was something her father had never given them. 

Only time would show whether shed done the right thing or not, but she didnt think life here could be any worse than it had been at Newgarth. And her new husband had an honest, if stern face. In fact, he was a good-looking man if he would only smile more. Very good-looking. She blushed at that thought and admitted to herself that she was not unmoved by him. 

Then exhaustion descended on her like a leaden weight and she had to summon all her remaining energy just to force her tired body to move across to the bed. She would, she decided, rest her aching head on the pillow, just for a moment or two before she got undressed. 

She was asleep within seconds.
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