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The Maid



One

“JUDAS!”

Lily whipped her hand away from the red-hot handle of the roasting spit and flapped her fingers in the smoky air. “Ow, ow, ow,” she yelped—softly, so her guests couldn’t hear. Gripping her wrist, she squeezed her watering eyes shut as a blade of intense irritation sliced through her, so sharp it almost eclipsed the pain. It was at times like this when she wished she knew more swear words.

The roast pork was black, ruined; even the grease in the pan was only a dried-up charcoal glaze. Fanny, of course, was nowhere in sight; her twelve-year-old maid-of-all-work must have gone home as soon as she’d put the meat on the spit, no doubt expecting it to turn itself. Maid-of-no-work was a likelier title, fumed Lily. But what in God’s name was she going to feed them now?

She wrapped the wet dishclout around her right thumb and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. There was no need to check the larder. She did anyway, but a miracle had not occurred since this morning: two eggs and a jar of lemon pickle were still the only edible contents. Uninvited houseguests had a way of depleting a girl’s pantry, especially if it was nearly empty to begin with. Now after three dinners, two suppers, and innumerable teas, Lily’s pocketbook was empty, too.

Nothing for it but to tell them. Who knew, they might even treat her to a meal for once. She unwrapped her thumb and blew on the raised welt, smoothed her hair back in its unruly red knot, straightened her shoulders, and started up the worn basement steps to her first-floor sitting room.

In the doorway she paused, and a quick flood of the old vexation spurted through her. Roger Soames sat beside the fire in her father’s old chair, slippered feet on the fender, reading the Lyme Regis Monitor and sipping from a glass of canary wine. The last glass of canary wine, she thought crossly; she hoped he enjoyed it, for there would be no more. She wondered how Reverend Soames’s fire-and-brimstone God managed to overlook his fondness for spirits—then chastised herself for judging him. And yet she couldn’t like him, even if he was her … well, she wasn’t exactly sure what he was. He was her father’s third cousin, but whether that made him her fourth cousin or her third once removed or something else altogether, she didn’t know. What mattered was that he was her last male relative, the executor of her father’s estate—if a legacy mostly of debts could be called an “estate”—and, for thirteen more months, her legal guardian.

She was even less clear on her relationship to Lewis, Soames’s son, who was sitting at her little writing desk and scribbling something with a quill. A sermon? A new tract on pious, godfearing behavior? Again she scolded herself: she had absolutely no right to make fun of him. Soames might or might not be a religious hypocrite, she hadn’t finally made up her mind on that score, but son Lewis was a genuine believer, a truly devout man. Curious, then, that she couldn’t quite bring herself to like him, either.

Reverend Soames glanced up from his newspaper. “Ah, Lily. Dinner is ready?”

“Cousin,” she faltered, unable to call him “Roger” even though he’d invited her to, “I’m most awfully sorry, but there’s been an accident. In the kitchen. Dinner’s ruined,” she confessed, spreading her hands.

A gleam of annoyance flared in his cold gray eyes before he masked it with an understanding smile. “Never mind, child. Come in, come, it’s time we talked.”

How could it be? thought Lily, almost in desperation. They’d been talking for two days! Before that she hadn’t even known she had two cousins from Exeter, much less a legal guardian. And now she was being worried, tormented, and bullied into marrying a man she didn’t care for, didn’t even know. Had she been too polite? How many ways were there to say “no?”

She moved farther into the room reluctantly, hands in the pockets of her shabby morning gown, nervously fingering the shillings in change she’d gotten back from the coal man this morning. “If it’s about Lewis and me—”

Soames stood up. He was a large, blocky man with a square face, big square hands, square shoulders. His body looked hard, as if carved out of a block of wood. No, not carved—chopped, with a hatchet or an ax. But his clothes were beautifully tailored and expensive, an anomaly that said much, in Lily’s opinion, for the sincerity of his commitment to the poor and unfortunate. He wore his iron-gray hair parted in the middle, folded into little sausage curls over his ears, and tied in back in a queue. His thick neck and wide, bluish jaw gave him a bovine look. He even had square teeth.

“Maidenly shyness is an estimable quality,” he announced, cutting her off in the fluid, booming tone that she could imagine sent sinners to their knees—or scrabbling in their pockets for donations. “And natural reserve is a trait to be nurtured and admired in a young Christian female. I respect you for it. But wisdom and humility are even higher virtues, and the young soul must aspire to them as well before the gates of heaven crack open for her. Come, my dear, it’s time to pray.” He stretched both huge, hair-covered hands out to her and bowed his head.

Blister it! Lily shot a glance at Lewis, who was getting up from behind the desk and moving toward them, presumably to join in the praying. Rebellion stirred sluggishly in her bosom, like a soldier roused from sleep before an uneven battle. She kept her hands at her sides. “Cousin Roger, I’m afraid that somehow I’ve misled you—all inadvertently, I promise. You do me great honor by proposing this marriage between Lewis and me”—here she turned what she hoped was a humble, appealing smile on her younger cousin—“but it just can’t be.”

“Why?”

Soames had snapped the word out. Was his infuriating equanimity finally deserting him? Would they both throw politeness away now and speak their minds?

“Because the match is unsuitable,” she said.

“Why?”

Now they were getting to it. But politeness was too ingrained a habit to relinquish so easily. “Because I’m not worthy of it. Lewis is my superior in every way, but most particularly in the—the spiritual way. He deserves a wife who can complement and encourage that part of him. A woman closer to his equal, one who—”

“Lily, Lily,” Soames cut in, shaking his big head disappointedly. “You speak of what Lewis ‘needs’ as if you knew the answer better than God. But what do you need?”

Money, she answered immediately, but inaudibly. Just enough to get by on until she was twenty-one and came into her minuscule “inheritance.” Then she could live in impoverished independence forever, if she chose to, and not marry anyone at all!

“You can’t answer, I see. But I know what it is you need.”

“Do you?” For the first time a tiny note of irreverence crept into her voice. She heard it, and vowed not to repeat it. Burn no bridges had been one of her father’s maxims, one of his few practical ones. If she allowed fatigue and exasperation to snap her self-control, the goal would be lost. And the goal was to get these men out of her house in such a gracious, ladylike way they would hardly even know they’d been dismissed. She wanted them gone, but she needed their goodwill.

“What you need, Lily, is guidance. Something you’ve had precious little of in your short life, I fear. Your father set a shocking example. When your willfulness causes me to lose patience with you, I think of the life you’ve led; then my annoyance vanishes and I forgive you.”

Lily’s fingers curled into her palms. Condescending ass! And how dare he speak of her father that way?

“From now on, I intend to be your guardian in every sense of the word, but most particularly in the spiritual.”

Again she fought for control. “I thank you for that. You’re very kind, and I’m sure my soul can use … all the guidance it can get. I’ve no objection at all to any instruction you think is best. But as for me marrying Lewis, really, it’s simply not possible. We hardly know each other, we’ve only just met—”

“Permit me to claim a higher wisdom in this matter man you, my dear child. But we’ve wasted enough time talking. I have a large flock of souls to attend to, men and women who depend on me for moral and spiritual leadership. I can’t stay here past tomorrow.”

She tried not to look jubilant.

“There’s no sense in delaying the marriage. You’ll come with us to my home in Exeter tomorrow—you’ve only a month left on the lease of my house, after all. In three weeks the banns can be announced, and then the wedding can take place. In my home. Naturally I’ll officiate. You and Lewis will live with my wife and me, at least for a while, until you’re—”

“Cousin, please—you mistake me! I have not agreed to this!”

The look of arrogant benevolence faltered, but only for a moment. “Think, Lily,” Soames said softly, smoothly. “What else can you do? You have no means to support yourself, and thus no alternative.”

You smug, hypocritical, self-righteous… She steadied herself, clasped demure hands, and looked at the floor. “You’re right, of course. But I had hoped that you might see another way to help me. My needs are small, I require very little. And I know you to be a generous man. If you would make me a modest loan, in your capacity as executor and under any terms agreeable to you, and only until my father’s small bequest comes to—”

“Ha!”

She looked up sharply. She thought she saw cynical recognition in his eyes—as if he’d decided his newfound cousin wasn’t so very different from him after all—but it was gone in an instant.

“My generosity is not being tested now,” he told her. “We’re discussing the will of the Lord.”

She blinked to disguise her annoyance. This was too unfair! “But surely the Lord’s will in matters like this is a puzzle to men, an ambiguous thing.”

“Often it is. Not in this case.”

“But why? Why?”

“Because I saw it in a vision. The Lord vouchsafed to me an image of His will at work, and I saw with great clarity the wisdom and perfect order of your union with Lewis. Come, we’ll pray.”

He reached for her hands and drew them forcibly away from her sides. He gave one to Lewis and then dropped to his knees. Lewis followed, and Lily found herself forced to kneel between them on the thin rug in front of the fireplace. Soames’s grip on her burned hand was torture, but when she tried to pull away he only held tighter.

“Almighty God, we beseech Thee! Look down upon Thy pitiful servant, Lily Trehearne, and grant her the wisdom to know Thy will and the humility to accept it. Make known to her the awesome folly of her pride and the sin of her arrogance, and in Thy infinite mercy grant her pardon. Reveal to this woman, this most unworthy of Thy daughters, the wages of sin and the penalty for selfishness.”

There was more, much more, but she shut her ears to it. Finally he stopped. She stole another glance at Lewis. His head was bowed, eyes shut tight; like his father, he seemed to be offering up a private prayer. What was in his mind? she wondered dismally, examining his set, expressionless face and stubborn mouth. He was a big, hulking man, like his father; the resemblance between them was unmistakable, although Lewis wore his hair short in the manner of a workingman—a laborer for the Lord. In the brief time she’d known him he’d hardly spoken directly to her, and then only to second his father’s pronouncements. She understood that he was as much in favor of this ridiculous marriage as Soames, and yet he’d shown no personal interest in her whatsoever, either as a friend or as a woman. Why were they so set on this union? Lily’s father had left her a pathetically small living—it couldn’t be for her money. Might Soames really have had a vision? She supposed such things were possible, and yet… somehow she didn’t believe it.

The small of her back had begun to ache; the muscles between her shoulder blades felt as if they were on fire. Soames’s huge hand tightened around hers. She winced, but took heart—he must be about to get up.

But no. “Oh Lord, who art the fountainhead and the giver of strength—” he resumed, and the litany of her transgressions began all over again.

From time to time he would stop, and on each occasion hope would soar in her that this time he’d really finished; but always he started up again, with an undaunted energy that distressed and demoralized her. She heard the clock on the mantel strike two times, and finally she couldn’t bear it any longer. The bones in her knees felt in danger of fracturing if she knelt on them for one more minute. And she was afraid she was going to cry. At the end of one of Soames’s protracted silences, before he could get out anything more than “Hear us, almighty G—” she jerked her hands out of both men’s damp grasps and clambered stiffly to her feet.

“Please, I beg your pardon, but it’s useless!” She cradled her smarting hand against her bosom, fighting back tears of pain and frustration and embarrassment. They were looking up at her with identical disbelieving expressions; she took an awkward step back to distance herself from them. “I’m sorry, but it’s impossible. I cannot marry you, Lewis—I don’t care for you and you don’t care for me. Please try to understand, I mean no disrespect to either of you, and—and certainly not to God. But the vision was yours, Cousin Roger, not mine, and all our prayers can’t change that.” They got up slowly, still staring at her, and she felt compelled to keep talking. “Surely as men of God you believe that matrimony is a holy state, not one to be entered into lightly. And don’t you agree that a man and woman ought to have as much in common as possible before they take such an important step? But Lewis and I, apart from esteem, I hope, and mutually—”

“Lewis, go out of the room and leave Lily and me alone.”

Lily’s eyes widened. Even Lewis looked surprised. But after a second’s hesitation he obeyed, and closed the door behind him.

Soames faced her. She felt the full force of his personality and tried not to quake. The image of David and Goliath flitted through her mind; religious metaphors rarely occurred to her, but this was certainly the day for them. She watched her cousin’s great box of a chest expand, and focused her eyes on the diamond and gold stickpin nestled incongruously in the frothy folds of his stock. The extravagance of it made him seem more human, less like the living voice of God, and she knew she would need to hold on to that sensibility to survive in the battle of wills that was coming.

But when he finally spoke his voice was pitched low and conversationally. It made his words all the more chilling. “You must marry Lewis, Lily. It is the will of God. If you refuse, I will take steps to see that you regret it. In this life.”

Lily knew a threat when she heard one. “What will you do?” she asked, keeping her hands still when they wanted to flutter to her throat.

“I give you one last chance. Will you marry my son?”

“Please—”

“Will you marry him?”

She drew a nervous breath and managed somehow not to flinch from his dark, penetrating stare. “I cannot,” she said quietly.

Without looking away, he reached into the pocket of his waistcoat. A hundred lurid possibilities occurred to her before he withdrew a flat leather purse. When he opened it and took out all the bills inside, she spoke up hastily.

“I will not take money, you can’t bribe me.”

He smiled coldly and turned away, bending over the fireplace grate. He stirred the smoldering coals to life with the poker and then, while she gaped in astonishment, he dropped the thick wad of money on top. It caught fire instantly.

“Stop, what are you—? Your money! Reverend Soames, what have you done?” Aghast, she darted closer. The bills in the middle hadn’t ignited yet, maybe she could save them! But he prodded with the poker and they flared up in a quick, bright blaze. Then there was nothing left, not even smoke. And she could only gaze at him with her mouth open.

“Lewis!”

Almost immediately the door to the hall opened and her younger cousin came through. “Yes, Father?”

“Go and get the constable. Lily’s stolen all my money, over seventy pounds.”

“Judas!”

Lewis didn’t move; he looked as shocked as Lily felt. “But—Father, how can this be? Are you sure?”

“I know it was she. I left my pocketbook on the mantel this morning. It’s empty—look. No one’s been here, it couldn’t be anyone else.” Lily and Lewis began talking at once. “Go!” thundered Soames, silencing them. Lewis went out.

This is a dream, thought Lily. She heard the front door open and close and thought, This can’t be happening.

He moved to stand between her and the door. “Now is the time to change your mind. If you do, I’ll simply tell the constable I was mistaken.”

“You can’t do this!”

“Otherwise I’ll tell him to put you in the stocks. He’ll do it, immediately, on the strength of my word. After you’re tried, you’ll be lucky if they transport you or send you to prison; more likely they’ll hang you.”

“Is this God’s will?” she cried, fury overcoming her fright if only for a second. “You must be mad!”

“It is God’s will. Repent, Lily Trehearne. Pride and vanity are sins for which you will rightly suffer in hell for eternity.” His eyes burned and flecks of saliva flew from his mouth when he spoke. “Repent! Fall to your knees and beg almighty God’s forgiveness.” Before she could move he seized her shoulders and forced her to kneel again. On his knees beside her, hanging onto her flailing hands, he started to pray.

The words sounded mad now, the voice rabid. She pulled and hauled at his hands, but he wouldn’t release her. Thoughts gone, acting on instinct, she bit him on the back of one giant paw. He yelled an irreligious oath and let go. She got one foot on the floor and sprang up, but his fingers snaked out and captured her ankle. He gave a vicious tug and she fell backwards, almost on top of him. When she cried out, he put a hand over her mouth. Once again she used her teeth. He jerked away and she twisted, shoving at him with both hands, thrusting against his chest with all her strength. The push caught him off balance; he fell sideways with a thud as some part of him struck the fireplace. Lily saw her chance, staggered to her feet, and ran for the door.

She stopped to look back, amazed because he wasn’t following. She saw him sprawled across the hearth, motionless and open-eyed. The left side of his head ran bright red with blood.

She screamed.

The impulse to run again was all but irresistible. She conquered it and crept across the room, forcing herself to crouch beside him. She reached out to touch his neck, but her hand shook so badly she had to steady it by clamping down on her wrist with the other. She found his pulse, strong but unsteady, and after that her own heart seemed to start beating again.

His legs were tangled under his heavy body in an unnatural-looking way. She pulled them straight, appalled at their leaden inertness. He was breathing, she saw, but his face was gray. She shook him lightly by the shoulders. “Cousin! Reverend Soames!” No response. Would he recover? Would he die? Either way, they would think she had tried to kill him.

She stood up, hugging herself to control the shaking. What should she do? A constable was on his way to her house. She would tell him what had happened, of course. Surely he wouldn’t believe she’d tried to murder her cousin. Would he? If only she had close friends or family here, people who knew her and could speak up for her! She dashed at tears that began to spill down her cheeks. “Oh, dear God,” she said out loud in a strangled voice, feeling the prickly edge of panic nudge deep inside. Once more she bent over her cousin’s body. “Please, please, please—” Four violent knocks thundered against the street door, and she jolted upright.

“Open up!” A man’s voice, gruff and imperious. But they couldn’t get in until she let them—the door was locked on the inside. She backed out of the room, eyes still on Soames as if even now he might leap up and grab her. In the dark hall she stopped, listening to the knocking grow louder, angrier. An image of the faces of the men behind the door froze her in place. “This is the constable! Open the door in the name of the law!”

Lily spun around, lifted her skirts, and ran.

Down the basement steps and across the kitchen floor to the service door, shoes clattering a panicky rhythm on the flagstones. Outside, she hurried through her tiny back garden to the alley. The fringe of her shawl caught on the gate hinge; she had to stop and untangle it, choking back a scream of frustration. A knot of children broke off their game of catch-Meg-on-a-snag to stare at her as she brushed past. “Miss Trehearne—” said one, a little black-haired boy who had never seen his pretty new neighbor without a smile. But she kept on and didn’t look back.

Out of their sight, she broke into a run. The dark maze of alleys here near the harbor was completely unfamiliar to her; within minutes she was lost. Dogs barked and snapped, following her, chasing her out of their territory. Men stared; she hurried on with her head down. At last she came out into a wide, traveled street that she recognized. The afternoon sun in her eyes was a shock. She lifted her shawl to cover her hair and set off, away from the water, looking straight ahead and stepping smartly as if her destination were imminent and important. Her heart pounded hurtfully, almost deafening her.

She saw a fat carriage up ahead, in front of an inn. When she was almost abreast of it, she saw that it was the mail coach. The white-haired driver flung a last bundle on top and slammed his boot against the wooden fender.

“Wait!”

He paused and looked at her.

“Have you room for one more fare?”

“Aye, if ye’ve no baggage.”

“No, none.” Suddenly she went limp. And no money! But then she remembered, and reached into the pocket of her gown. “I’ve got three and a half shillings. How far can you take me?”

He scratched his beard and squinted. “Three an’ a half? Reckon that’s about Bridgwater.”

“Bridgwater. Is that in Somerset?”

“Aye.” He blew a gusty, surprised laugh. “It’s mayhap halfway between here an’ Bristol, where I’m bound.”

She hesitated no longer. “I’ll go, then.” Handing him the coins, she stepped back. He opened the door, pulled down the step, put her in with a hand on her elbow, and slammed the door behind her. In the dimness she had an impression of men moving over to make room. Then she was sitting by the window, smoothing down her skirts and staring out at the brick building opposite. The coach gave a jerk and they were on their way.

“Will you take a cup of tea and a biscuit, lovey, while you wait?” Lily pretended to consider it. “Oh … I don’t think so, thanks very much. I had my dinner about an hour ago.”

Mrs. Bickle, the landlady of the White Cow, gave her a nod and a smile and bustled off to see to her other customers. Lily leaned back against the settle. She’d eaten a piece of bread and butter early this morning, nothing since, and if she hadn’t folded her arms across her stomach Mrs. Bickle would have heard it growl. Why hadn’t she kept something back from the coachman, if only a few pennies? Too late now.

One of the men from the mail coach was staring at her. He’d been doing it for the past hour; she’d hoped this quick stopover in Chard would jar him out of his infatuation. Apparently it hadn’t. She twisted around to look out the window, away from his rapt but surreptitious peering, just as another coach bumped and rattled into the inn yard. Because there was nothing else to do, she watched the passengers alight. Only after they were all out and straggling toward the door did it occur to her that one or more of them might be looking for her. A sliver of fear cut through her then, leaving her skin prickly and her palms damp. But the five travelers who entered the common room were so obviously not enforcers of the law—in fact, one or two looked quite the opposite—that she relaxed.

They found seats among the other company, and Mrs. Bickle called for the potboy to help her with the new crush. Two of the latecomers, a woman and a young man, sat down at a table near Lily’s bench. She studied them idly, struck by the dourness of their very similar countenances. Mother and son? Aunt and nephew? Whatever they were, they looked as if nothing good had ever happened to them in their lives. Or if it had, they would steadfastly refuse to admit it. But they were neat, clean, respectably dressed—poverty wasn’t the cause of their discontent.

Her thoughts were interrupted as Mrs. Bickle bustled over to the man and woman. “You’ll be wanting a bit of tea, won’t you, loveys? Poor dears, you’ve half a day’s journey still before Penzance, at the least.”

Lily’s admiration for Mrs. Bickle’s professionalism rose several notches: the pinched-face pair across the way were the least likely “loveys” she’d ever seen. The woman was stout, with wide shoulders and no visible neck. Two pure white streaks in her dark hair began at the temples and blazed all the way back into a tight, fat chignon, a style that made Lily think of a skunk. Or a snake. Even the landlady’s exuberant friendliness couldn’t coax a smile out of her.

“We don’t go to Penzance,” she snapped, “we go to Trewyth and will be there by midnight. Now we’ll have scones with our tea, not biscuits, and take care they’re hot or I won’t pay.”

The young man, a black-eyed, hulking replica of his companion, looked across at Lily, and she glanced away, pretending she hadn’t been eavesdropping. It was obscurely comforting to know that she hadn’t misjudged them, that they were at least as unpleasant as she’d though.

She put her head back against the high settle and tried to think what to do. She’d never heard of Bridgwater, and in a few hours she would be there. She was literally penniless, and in all probability she was wanted by the law, at least for stealing, probably for assault, perhaps even murder. She had no family, not even close friends—the rather vagabond existence she’d led with her father for the last ten years had prevented her from making lasting attachments. Mrs. Troublefield was the closest thing she had to a friend, but an hour ago Lily had left Lyme Regis and her kindly next-door neighbor behind.

The wisdom of that act troubled her again, as it had at least a dozen times since she’d climbed into the mail coach. If she’d stayed, they might have believed her. She was a respectable woman, had never been in any kind of trouble. Her father had occasionally made himself known to local law-keepers for minor infractions, but surely they wouldn’t have held that against her. But it was too late now. Running away had insured the appearance of guilt, and there was nothing to do but make the best of things. But how? How was she going to… .

Her thoughts tapered off. She kept her eyes unfocused on the middle distance while the tail end of a conversation brought her to rigid attention.

“… afraid I wouldn’t know of anyone who’d suit you just now,” Mrs. Bickle was saying. “But why would you be wantin’ to hire servants from so far away? Are there not girls much closer to home who would do? If your master’s house is in Cornwall, why don’t you look—”

“Because the estate is isolated, and it’s hard to find any but slovenly country girls who’ll stay past a month or two. The master’s particular and won’t put up with sluts. It was only an idea,” the sour-faced woman added ungraciously. “I thought to ask, though I didn’t really expect you to know anyone who would do.”

Mrs. Bickle’s smile finally wavered, and her curtsey was the merest bob of the knees before she turned and left the room.

She was hardly out the door when Lily stood up and followed her.

She found the landlady in the inn’s private parlor, pouring tea for an old man who was reading the newspaper in front of a coal fire. When she saw Lily, her smile came back. “The privy’s behind the house, dear, just through this—”

“Mrs. Bickle, I have a favor to ask you. I have no money, nor am I likely to get any soon, so I won’t pretend that what I need is only to be a loan. I want to write a letter. It—it’s rather urgent. I don’t need a stamp, just pen and ink, and perhaps an envelope if you—”

“Is it a piece of paper and a quill you want?”

“I—yes.”

“Well, for goodness sake.” She looked relieved that it wasn’t more. “Come over here, lamb.” She went to a writing desk in the corner of the parlor. “Can you see in the murk? I can light a candle if you want it.”

“No, this is fine. Thank you so much, I can’t tell you—”

“Nonsense, help yourself and take as long as you like.” She gave Lily two bracing pats on the arm and went out.

She sat down. The paper was plain but surprisingly good—an unhoped-for piece of luck. She found the newest-looking quill and dipped it in the well inset in the desktop. After a minute’s thought, she began to write.

“Lily Tr—” She stopped short, amazed at the stupidity of what she’d almost done. What would her name be, then? T-r what? A tiny smile pulled at her lips and she set the pen to paper again. “Lily Troublefield has been in my employ for the last year and a half. During that time she has shown herself to be a biddable, honest, and able girl in the capacity of maid-of-all-work in my household. She leaves my employ because”—she paused again and tapped the quill against her lips thoughtfully—“because I am about to embark on a year-long journey on the European Continent, and Lily is unwilling to continue in service away from home for so long a time. I know her to be of good character and cheerful disposition; she is naturally industrious and uncommonly intelligent for a girl of her class. My recommendation of Lily is unqualified.”

Had she overdone it? Probably, but she couldn’t help liking the “uncommonly intelligent” part. With a self-conscious flourish, she signed the paper, “Dow. Lady Estelle Clairton-Davies, Marchioness of Frome.”

There really was such a person—she owned a country house outside Lyme, and once Lily had seen her rather grand coach-and-four waiting beside a jeweler’s shop in the town. But she’d skillfully gotten rid of her ladyship by shipping her off to Europe, so the likelihood of anyone writing to her to verify the truthfulness of this reference was small—a risk worth taking. She sprinkled silver sand across the paper, waited a moment and blew it away, folded the letter, and tucked it into an envelope. It looked too crisp, too clean. She massaged it between her fingers for a few seconds, folded it in half, unfolded it, folded it again. Better. She slid it into her pocket and stood up.

How did she look? Her dark-blue dress of cotton cambric was shabby enough, but was it too fine nonetheless for the likes of a humble maid-of-all-work? Perhaps, but then again, perhaps not for one who had worked in the home of so illustrious a personage as the Marchioness of Frome. It didn’t matter, she had nothing else. And there were other ways to convince the prune-faced lady from Cornwall that she was a maid. She squared her shoulders and started for the common room.

She wasn’t there. Lily searched the room frantically with her eyes. She wasn’t there!

“Did you write your letter, dearie?”

“The lady in the black coat, she came in the coach after ours and there was a man with her, younger—”

“They’ve gone out, love. The Penzance coach is just leaving. You can catch her if you—”

She broke off when Lily spun around and dashed for the door. Halfway through it, she remembered to stop and call back over her shoulder, “Thank you for the paper! Good-bye!” The startled landlady lifted a hand to wave, but Lily had disappeared.

The young man was already handing the woman into the coach. “Oh, Mrs.—madam! Excuse me!” she cried, breaking into a run across the rutted dirt yard. She reached them out of breath. The hostile looks they turned on her had a diminishing effect on her confidence. She took a breath and plunged in.

“Beggin’ your pardon, mistress, but I chanced t’ overhair what you were sayin’ t’ the landlady just naow, an’ I was after wonderin’ if you’d be thinkin’ o’ meself for housemaid, like. I’ve a wonderful good character from me last lady, so she told me, an’ I’m a nate an’ tidy parson by nature an’ would wark tremendous hard for you. Would you be wantin’ t’ see me character?”

Well, it was sort of Irish, or at least more Irish than anything else. She hoped. Without waiting for the woman’s answer, she took out the envelope and thrust it into her hands, smiling a big, respectful smile. The woman returned it with a suspicious scowl, but Lily decided it was her natural expression and not meant personally. Yet.

She shrugged one massive shoulder with irritation and opened the envelope. Lily waited, praying the ink was dry. She hazarded a glance at the man. They had to be mother and son; the resemblance was too strong to be accounted for by any other relationship. But he was smiling, something she hadn’t seen his mother do. It wasn’t a nice smile.

The mother finished reading and looked up. She had small black eyes, slightly protruding, and narrowed to slits now with skepticism. Lily spoke quickly. “Is it a good one, then? I’m not much for raidin’,” she said with a little embarrassed laugh, “but me mistess did say ‘twould sarve me well when th’ time came.” When the toime came, I should’ve said, she fretted, wondering if the accent was such a good idea after all. Her father was an Irishman, but he’d lost most of his lilt after all the years lived in England. But sometimes, when he’d drunk too much whiskey, he would lapse into an exaggerated brogue, and it was her imperfect memory of that accent that Lily was relying on now to see her through this interview.

“If it’s true, it’ll serve.”

She widened her eyes in innocent protest. “Oh, ma’am, it’s true, be Jaysus, as God is me witness—”

“Hold your tongue! Would you take the Lord’s name to my face? How dare you!” Her scowl blackened and her bulldog eyes snapped with indignation. “If you come into my service, that sort of talk won’t be tolerated. What kind of household did this great lady of Frome manage, then? A godless one, I’m bound, if you’re the result.”

“Oh, no, ma’am, don’t be thinkin’ it! It’s a daycent garul I am, truly, only sometimes me tongue gets away from me. It’s because o’ me dear departed father.” She made it rhyme with “lamer.” “He were a good man at heart, but a terrible blasphemer. Naow when I’m in distress, like, out pops the very wards I used t’ scold ’im about.”

“So you’re in distress, are you?”

“I—” She thought fast. “Not distress, as you might say, but more like anxious. I was after stoppin’ in Axminster t’ visit me old friend Fanny, her as works as housemaid for th’ pastor’s wife, an’ while we was traipsin’ around the market fair in th’ taown, me pocket was picked! Pure an’ clane, an’ turned outside-in like a pilla case. Well, ma’am, it shortened me holiday considerably, you can understand, an’ put me in nade of anither post sooner than I was plannin’. Would you be thinkin’ of hirin’ me, naow?”

The fat coachman came around in front of the horses and glowered at them. “You’ll have to get up now, I can’t be waiting any longer.”

Lily turned winsome eyes to her prospective employer. But that lady was not to be persuaded by winsome eyes, nor hurried by an impatient coachman. “If I gave you a job, you’d start in the scullery. It’s three shillings a month, and you must buy your own cap and aprons. You’d work hard and have Sunday mornings off—to go to church, not Mass—as well as an afternoon a month for yourself. I’m Mrs. Howe, housekeeper to a viscount; Devon Darkwell is his name, Lord Sandown. Is that your only dress?”

“I—yes, ma’am.”

“It’ll do for now, I suppose. Can you pay coach fare to Trewyth?”

“I can t!”

“Then that’ll have to come out o’ your wage as well.” She tapped the edge of the envelope in the V between her thumb and forefinger and peered at Lily consideringly. “You don’t look that strong.”

“I am, though. You’d be—”

“And if I ever hear a sacrilegious word out o’ your mouth again, I’ll box your ears and send you packing.”

“You won’t, I prom—”

“Get in, then, and be quick. You’re keeping everyone in the coach waiting.”



Two

DESPITE WORRY AND NERVES and the great question mark her immediate future had become, Lily slept fitfully much of the way to Cornwall. Exhaustion overwhelmed anxiety; and oblivion, she discovered, served a dual purpose: it allowed her to keep her atrociously inept Irish accent to herself a little longer—what a bird-witted idea that had been—and it gave her a respite from the sullen, unnerving silences of the Howes—mother and son, as she’d surmised. Early on in the journey she’d made tentative inquiries about her new situation, but with paltry success. Their destination was a place called Darkstone Manor, and Mrs. Howe spoke in short, belligerent sentences of “the master” and “his lordship,” but beyond that Lily could get little from either of them about her new employer. The smell of the sea grew stronger as they went, and yet she had no idea where they were or even toward which Cornish coast, Channel or Atlantic, they were traveling.

It was after midnight and the moon had set by the time they reached Trewyth; all Lily could make of the silent village was that it was small and clean. She climbed from the public coach, limbs stiff from fatigue and inactivity, and waited, shivering a little in the misty chill, while the driver threw the Howes’ baggage down from the top. They had rather a lot of it, she noted, considering they’d only been away for three days while Mrs. Howe visited her sister in Bruton. Lily heard the sound of hooves and turned to see another coach, a handsome black private carriage in need of a wash, clattering toward them down the unpaved street. Lord Sandown’s equipage, she assumed, sent to carry them the rest of the way to the manor house. She felt weary beyond thought. As she climbed into the carriage she wondered how long it would take, and whether she had strength enough to go another mile before she collapsed.

But in a mercifully short while their new vehicle turned in at high stone lodge gates bordering a wooded park and moved sedately down a twisting gravel drive. She forgot her fatigue and peered out the window curiously, but there was little to see except the black shapes of trees passing almost within arm’s reach of the carriage on either side. The salt tang of the sea was stronger now in the windless midnight hush. She thought she could make out a light up ahead, but the road bent sharply and she lost sight of it.

“There’ll be room for you in Lowdy Rostarn’s bed in the attic,” Mrs. Howe said suddenly. “Go on up directly and straight to sleep, no talking. Well?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lily said hurriedly. She wasn’t used to taking orders and hadn’t spoken up quickly enough.

Mrs. Howe had her plump hand on the door handle. In the next minute the carriage stopped and she flung the door open, lowered the step herself, and got out, not waiting for assistance.

“After you,” said the son, whose name was Trayer, and despite the darkness Lily sensed an impudent grin on his lips.

She stepped to the ground, and stood in the gravel half-circle before the brooding black bulk of an enormous house. Three and a half stories of Cornish granite hovered above her like a dark, wide-winged hawk, obliterating starlight in the southern sky. Darkstone. She whispered the name, motionless before its austere immenseness. There might be towers at the far corners, but in the blackness she couldn’t be sure. She grew dizzy gazing up at the invisible demarcation between roof and night sky. From somewhere, everywhere, the sound of water on rock was a steady, sibilant hiss. As she watched, lightless cliffs of sheer stone wall seemed to stretch and expand at the edges of her vision, as if to surround her. Fatigue, she scoffed, pulling her thin shawl tighter. Nevertheless, the impression lingered.

Torchlight wavered on worn stone steps leading to the entrance, a scarred and iron-belted oak door with a huge ring for a handle. The Howes were seeing to their bags again. Unthinking, drawn to the light, Lily moved toward the door. She’d put her foot on the first step when she heard the fast, angry crunch of stones behind her.

Mrs. Howe caught her by the elbow and spun her around. “Ignorant trull! Insolent little baggage! Where do you think you’re going?”

“I—I forgot myself, I didn’t think—”

“Forgot yourself!” For a wild second Lily thought the housekeeper would strike her. But with a powerful effort she reined in her temper and pointed toward the east end of the house. “The servants’ steps are there, around that corner. Mayhap her grand ladyship in Lyme lets servant girls use her front door, but there’s none o’ that here. You’d best learn your place quick, Lily Troublefield, or I’ll make you sorry.”

“Yes, ma’am. I beg your pardon.” She made her voice contrite, but inside she burned with indignation. Head bowed, leaving Trayer and the coachman to see to the luggage, she followed Mrs. Howe along a flagstone walk that led around the house to a small courtyard and stone basement steps. The housekeeper opened the door at the bottom and swept inside; Lily went more slowly, feeling her way in the dark. She was in a corridor; at its far end a dim light glowed, and Howe trudged toward it stolidly. It proved to come from the kitchen, an enormous, echoing chamber whose far wall was taken up entirely by the biggest brick hearth Lily had ever seen.

“Dorcas!”

A girl, a wan wisp of a child no older than twelve or thirteen, jerked herself awake on a stool next to the hearth. “Ooh, ma’am, ee’re back, I weren’t sleepin’!” she said in a nervous gush, scrambling off the stool.

“Let the lamp burn out, didn’t you? Ignorant girl! Nothing but the candle to greet us, and I told you what time we’d be back. Get upstairs; I’ll deal with you in the morning.”

Dorcas mumbled, “Ais, ma’am,” looking terrified. She was small, dull-haired, and gray-skinned, with a sore on her lip. Scurrying out, she threw Lily only one quick, curious glance.

“You’ll help Dorcas in there tomorrow,” Howe announced, shrugging a massive shoulder toward a door that led to the dark scullery. “Have that grate cleaned and the fire lit before Mrs. Belt comes in—that’s the cook. She starts the breakfast at five. Now get off to bed.” She took Lily by the elbow and hustled her back out into the dim corridor. “The servants’ stairs are at the end of this hall, straight ahead. Lowdy’s room’s in the attic, the first door on the left. Go on, now.” Lily was halfway down the hall when Mrs. Howe called out, “And get a cap for that hair by tomorrow or I’ll cut it off!”

Feeling her way in the deepening dark, Lily had to fight back tears. She muttered, “Damn,” as her elbow struck the wainscot with a sharp crack. She found the steps by stumbling up the first one, barely catching herself before her chin hit the fourth. “Damn,” she said again, holding onto the wall—then stopped, arrested by a sound somewhere above her. A voice? Yes, loud and angry, a man’s voice—and now a terrific muffled thud.

She climbed the last stair to the first-floor landing and stood still, peering around the corner down the length of a wide, high-ceilinged hall. She made out a door at the far end, broad and grand, and realized it must be the great front door Mrs. Howe had forbidden her to use. Another hall bisected this one halfway to the door; the voices—two now, one raging, one placating—came from the right. She saw two huge shadows lunge in the writhing light from candles in a sconce along the wall, and would have retreated to the dark staircase behind her—but then the first voice came again. The words were garbled, unintelligible, but underneath anger Lily heard the bare, wrenching sound of a wild anguish. The rawness of it pierced something inside her—she found she couldn’t move. Flattening her back against the wall, she held her breath and waited.

“Jesus God, Cobb, she took him. Why? Why did she take him?”

Devon Darkwell, Viscount Sandown, the master of Darkstone Manor, shook off his steward’s grip and lurched drunkenly into the relative brightness of the entry hall. Swaying, he stood under the wide, unlit chandelier and drank four swallows of brandy from the crystal decanter in his hand. French brandy, his brother’s smuggled finest; it went down as smooth as warm silk. But tonight something was wrong with it. He’d been drinking steadily since early afternoon and he wasn’t drunk yet. Or not drunk enough.

Arthur Cobb reached out with his good arm—the other ended in a handless stub at the cuff of his coat—and muttered, “ ‘Ere, now, all’s well, ee’ve no call t’ be swingin’ this about. I’ll just take—”

Devon jerked away, irritated, and then stared down in bloodshot perplexity at the silver hunting pistol lying in his palm. He couldn’t remember taking it out of his desk drawer. The sight of it exhumed the macabre remains of his vicious meditation. “I wish she weren’t dead,” he rasped, hollow-eyed. “If she weren’t dead, I could kill her.”

His black-bearded steward stiffened, and reached once more for the gun. Devon’s hand clenched around it harder and he bared his teeth, intent on the chaos of bitterness and violence inside him—when a sound, a soft intake of breath, diverted him. He whirled, facing the darkness, and saw the pale outline of a face, receding.

“Stop!” The face halted for a second, then retreated again. “Stop, I said!” He took three unsteady steps forward. Was it a woman? “You there, come here,” he commanded. A moment passed. Then the figure approached, unwillingness obvious in every lagging footfall, and he saw that it was a woman, a girl, with dark hair and light eyes. He’d never seen her before.

She stopped again, and something told Devon she would come no farther now. He fumbled the pistol into his jacket pocket and moved toward her, snatching a candle from the wall bracket as he went. “Who are you?” he demanded when he reached her. He held the candle high and peered at her.

Lily clutched her hands together, quelling the impulse to fling them up like a shield between herself and this staring giant of a man who smelled of drink and looked capable of anything. His straight brown hair hung to his collar, wild and disheveled; his coat was rumpled, his white stock untied and wine-stained. He had a dangerous face, and the expression in his bleak blue eyes frightened her. Gathering her nerve, she said, “I’m Lily,” in a quiet voice, and waited for whatever would happen next.

Devon’s stare narrowed. She was tall and slender in her dark gown. A pale, gentle face. Green eyes, or maybe gray. Her mouth looked soft; a forgiving mouth. He couldn’t tell what color her hair was. While he watched, some of the fury in him abated, seemed to shrivel under the steadiness of her level gaze. “Are you?” he said, and was surprised to hear something close to composure in his tone. “Yes, I can see the resemblance.” He wanted to touch her, to find out if her white cheek was as soft as it looked. Lily. But he had a bottle in one hand, a candle in the other. “What are you doing in my house, Lily?” She could tell him anything, he thought, anything at all: what he wanted was to hear her voice again.

Lily realized she wasn’t afraid. There was no anger in the man’s face now, only pain, and a whimsical politeness. “I’m your new housemaid, sir,” she explained softly. And then, appalled, she watched his face change again, slowly, this time to cold contempt.

Devon stepped back. “Of course,” he said, lips twisting in a nasty smile. He let the candle thud to the floor and reached into his pocket. The girl’s frightened gasp pleased him. Behind him, Cobb muttered something; he broke off when Devon whirled and jerked the pistol up and out with both hands. Squinting, he squeezed the trigger and fired.

The great glass chandelier in the foyer dropped like a boulder and struck the bare wood floor with a deafening crash. Lily screamed, twisting away from a spray of flying crystal. The master spun back around. She saw his face, black with some inscrutable emotion, and shrank back. He took a step toward her, at the same moment the man named Cobb plucked the gun out of his hand.

Devon snarled; Cobb braced himself. But instead of attacking, Devon fell back against the wall, striking his shoulders with a rough thud. He uttered curses in a soft, passionless monotone. His hand shook when he raised the brandy decanter to his lips.

Cobb turned away, toward Lily. “Get upstairs, girl,” he advised in a low voice.

“Why?” Devon wiped his mouth with his sleeve and fixed her with a sardonic eye. “She’s the bleeding maid, isn’t she? Let her clean up the mess.”

Her knees wouldn’t stop trembling. She looked back and forth between the two men in confusion, unsure if the master was serious or not.

“Go on,” Cobb repeated stolidly. “Where be your room?”

“I—I’m to sleep with someone called Lowdy.”

“Go up, then. Say naught o’ this to Lowdy or anyone, d’you hear? Keep it to yourself.”

“Yes, I will,” she promised. But she saw skepticism in the man’s black stare.

She threw a last glance at Devon Darkwell. He had slid to the floor. His forearms hung heavily between his knees; the empty decanter dangled from his fingers. He was staring into space, head against the wall, and there was nothing in his hard eyes now except emptiness. Lily picked up her skirts and ran.

“My real name’s Loveday. Loveday Rostarn. Pretty, edn it? People’ve called me Lowdy all my life, though, so I reckon I’m stuck wi’ it. Is that all ee d’ have t’ sleep in, an?”

Lily glanced down at her worn shift. “Aye, this is it.”

“Well, they d’ say winter’s over, though hereabouts you can’t be sartin till summer. An’ ’ave ee no clawthes but that dress yonder, an’ no other shoes? How did ee come t’ such a press?”

“I—it—everything was stolen, at a fair. All me money an’ every stitch I owned.” It was almost impossible to speak Irish to Lowdy Rostarn; Lily’s brain was too tied up trying to understand what Lowdy was saying to her in Cornish. What a pair they were going to make!

“Ee d’ look all done in, poor lamb. Blaw out the candle an’ crawl in. Mrs. ‘Owe d’ give out but one candle a week t’ each maid’s room, Sundays, so we’ve four nights t’ go on that bit o’ nub. But tes dark as a blatherin’ sack wi’ no moon t’night. Are ee hungry? I ‘ad a pennorth o’ broken biscuits, but I et ‘em.”

“I was before; I think I’m just numb now.” Lily took a last look around at the distempered walls and bare floorboards, the sparse, ill-assorted furniture, the spotted mirror and chipped washbasin. The room was cold now—what must it be like in February? She imagined waking up shivering, finding ice on the water in the jug, the face flannel frozen solid. She blew out the candle and crept between the sheets of the cast-off iron four-poster—two-poster now; the other two had been cut down so the bed could be wedged sideways under the eaves. Everything smelled of damp and mildew and rot. The mattress was lumpy and ridiculously thin. Lowdy pushed half of the hard pillow over for Lily to share. She murmured, “Thank you,” and thought about her new bedmate.

For herself, Lily would probably not have welcomed a pathetic-looking intruder to her small room and smaller bed in the wee hours of the morning. But Lowdy had seemed genuinely glad for the company, causing Lily to wonder if domestic life in this great mansion of a place was lonely sometimes for a young girl. Lowdy was seventeen, and had worked here for two years. She was short-legged, small-breasted, and wide-hipped, and her solid little body looked strong, much stronger than Lily’s. She had pretty black hair, cut short, and a sensible face. But a chipped front tooth appeared whenever she smiled, which was often, and then she looked playful and a little sly. Her thick Cornish accent was completely unfamiliar to Lily, almost Slavic-sounding if she let her mind wander and didn’t concentrate. Luckily the girl spoke slowly, with a phlegmatic deliberateness mat usually allowed Lily to decipher the meaning of one sentence before she started another.

“What’s it like to work here?” Lily whispered in the darkness. But what she wanted to know was what “the master” was like, and if the scene she’d just witnessed downstairs was typical or an aberration. Lowdy was a heavy sleeper, however, and knew nothing of gunshots and crashing chandeliers; and since Lily had promised the man named Cobb that she would say nothing of the incident, she could see no way to ask the question directly.

“Oh, no worser’n any an’ betterer’n most.” Lowdy yawned and settled on her side. “Tes Mrs. ’Owe you d’ want t’ be watchin’ out for. Her’s as mean as a splatty ol’ pig, I’d as lief bait a bull as cross ’er.”

“What does she do?”

“She hits, is what. Enid, the girl last but one afore ee, she smoted ’er onct so rough-like, she breaked ’er arm. An’ Sidony, the scullery maid as was ’ere in September month two years past—before me, but I heard of it—she falled down the dairy step and near died. Naught was said above-stairs, but below they all knowed it were ’Owe. An’ the maid no more’n a cheeil at the time, a little small tiddler o’ thirteen.”

Lily lay still, appalled. Tales got spread in tight-knit households, she told herself; gossip blossomed and grew. Surely Lowdy was exaggerating.

“An’ ee did ought t’ stay clear o’ Trayer as well, for what he does is worser’n hittin’.”

That had the ring of truth. She heard Lowdy yawn again and spoke quickly, before her sleepy informant could drift off. “What’s the master like? To—work for, I mean. Mrs. Howe said he’s very particular about the maids.”

Lowdy snorted. “Phaw, tes a cabby lie. Master bain’t in mind we’re alive, has eyes for naught but ‘is work.”

“His work?”

“Ais, ’im’s a great squire, owns a mine an’ land an’ sheep an’ what-not. Mrs. ’Owe d’ say such a thing about ’im bein’ particular t’ make up for losin’ so many girls. She can’t keep ‘em, is what.”

“Why do you stay, Lowdy?”

“Pick me liver, where would I go?”

“Don’t you have family?”

“Naw. Hired on ’ere at me first fair, right out o’ orph’nage.”

They were both quiet for a time. Lily thought Lowdy had fallen asleep, and spoke softly in case she had. “Is the master ever a violent man?”

“Master? Nay. Nay, ’im’s just grim-like. Scarcely ever speaks, not t’ us, not t’ anyone. His wife runned off an’ left ’im, I heard. She’m dead now.”

“When, Lowdy? How long ago?”

“Don’t know. Afore me. He d’ have a brother, the young master, but ’e lives somewheres else. In Devon wi’ their mother, I b’lieve. Only comes ’ere when there’s smugglin’ afoot—an’ they d’ say ’e’s comin’ tomorrow. He’m a free-trader an’ d’ captain ’is own ship.”

This Lily definitely did not believe. As she lay pondering her next question, Lowdy began to snore.

She closed her own eyes and shifted on the hard, uncomfortable mattress. At least there weren’t any bugs. The casement window must face the sea, for in the new quiet she could hear its secretive whispering. She tried to put her thoughts in order, but memories butted and shuffled against each other and it was impossible. In her mind’s eye she saw her cousin sipping canary wine beside the fire, his great heavy legs braced against the fender. She saw the faces of the children she’d fled past in the alley. She saw Trayer Howe’s crude and patient staring. His mother’s black, spiteful eyes, and the two white streaks blazing in her dark hair.

Then Devon Darkwell’s bitter, hard-edged face filled her mind. The odd gentleness that had suffused it when he’d asked, “What are you doing in my house, Lily?” Later, he’d called her the bleeding maid. Would he remember her if they met again? If she went away from this place tomorrow, she knew she would never forget him.



Three

AT FOUR-THIRTY THE next morning, half-awake and nearly numb with exhaustion, Lily splashed cold water on her face and fumbled into her clothes in the chilly pitch dark. She found the uncarpeted back stairs by almost falling down them, and negotiated the three narrow flights to the basement by holding onto the wall. Dorcas was already busy in the lamp-lit kitchen. She told Lily to lay the fire in the kitchen hearth—in tones that suggested she’d never told anyone to do anything in her young life—and then two more upstairs because it was cold this morning, in the dining room and the master’s library. Lily swept the kitchen hearth clean, fetched coal in the scuttle, and set to work.

“Don’t ee want t’ clean the basket first off?” Dorcas said timidly, coming up behind her. “Ee did ought to, miss, for Mrs. ’Owe d’ say we must, for every fire, each morning.”

“Oh yes, I—I forgot.” Lily sat back on her heels and contemplated the sooty, fire-blackened grate. She and her father had been through lean times, but they’d never been so poor that they hadn’t kept at least one servant. Thus she could make and light a fire easily enough, but she had never cleaned a grate. “How, um … Dorcas, how do I…”

“Don’t ee know how?” Her listless eyes widened in amazement.

“I was parlormaid in my last post, you see, so I didn’t have to.” A ridiculous excuse, but all she could think of on short notice.

Dorcas’s face reflected awe and disbelief in equal measure. Nevertheless, she showed Lily how to brush, black-lead, and polish the grate and the fire tools, and burnish the steel parts with emery paper. It was a filthy, tedious job, time-consuming and physically taxing, and as she went from one fireplace to the next and then the next, the reason for doing it became more and more elusive. What was the point? she wanted to know by the time she reached the third. You got it perfect, you lit a fire, and you ruined it. Why not do it every other day—even once a week?

There was, of course, no one to whom she could put that futile question. But it would occur to her again in other contexts as the morning wore on. Why was it necessary to scrub the stone floor in the scullery every day before breakfast? What was the point of whitening the area steps each morning? Did all the brass door fixtures really need a daily polishing?

By seven-thirty she was shaking with hunger, and as weary as if she’d done a full day’s work. But breakfast in the servants’ hall was only a hasty meal of cheese and dough cakes left over from last night’s supper, washed down with a mug of beer. Every bite was delicious; she savored each one as if it might be her last. Mrs. Howe sat at the head of the long wooden table—over which a painted sign on the wall proclaimed, “Cleanliness Comes Next to Godliness”—and her stern presence set the tone for what little, almost furtive conversation there was. Stringer, the butler, presided at the foot, silent and uninvolved. Between them were the other household servants—cook, master’s valet, parlormaid, housemaids, kitchen and scullery maids, a groom and two stable lads, coachman, three footmen, dairy and laundry maids—all arranged in some subtle hierarchical order too obscure for Lily to comprehend.

She understood that she was at the nether end of it, though. The advantage of this was that hardly anyone spoke to her, so her Irish brogue could languish all but unheard a little longer. The only one who paid any attention to her was the groom, a roguish-looking fellow with bright orange hair. His name was Galen MacLeaf, and according to him there wasn’t a man in Cornwall who had a more cunning hand with horseflesh. Or, his blue eyes seemed to twinkle, with the ladies. Lily found his flirting outrageous and inoffensive. He was small and wiry, with beautiful hands and a cast in one eye—a defect that didn’t diminish his attractiveness, even enhanced it somehow. He was a charmer. Listening to his exaggerated boasts, she had almost begun to enjoy herself when she happened to glance across the table at Lowdy. Gone was her new roommate’s sweet, friendly expression, replaced by anger and unmistakable jealousy. After that, Lily kept her eyes on her plate and her mouth shut.

More chores in the kitchen occupied the rest of the morning. She received shy orders from Dorcas and less shy ones from the cook, Mrs. Belt, an arrow-faced, white-haired woman. Close to noon, Mrs. Howe found Lily toiling in the scullery and informed her, with a brittle anger out of proportion to the offense, that she hadn’t cleaned the grate in the library properly and must do it again. Weak and weary, she returned with her heavy firebox and set to work.

Lowdy found her there a quarter of an hour later. “Lord, look at ee, your face’m darkerer’n Lady Alice’s blackamoor footman. ‘Ere, take this.”

Lily took the wadded-up handkerchief Lowdy held out and dragged it across her cheeks, dismayed at the quantity of greasy black ash that came away. “Who’s Lady Alice?” she muttered, wiping her arms, which were black to the elbow.

“Master’s lady friend, comes t’ visit wi’ his mother onct in a while. ‘Ere, take this too.”

“Oh, Lowdy.” It was a cap, gray from washing, strings bedraggled. “I’ll pay you back when I can, I promise I will.”

“Phaw. Come on downstairs now, afore master gets back.” A housemaid’s duties above-stairs, Lily had learned, had to be finished before dinner, so that no one “above” would have to set eyes on anything as disagreeable as a humble cleaning servant after one o’clock in the afternoon. “ ’Owe d’ say you’re t’ scrub the area steps again, didn’t do it right first time, an’ then come back in ’ere an’ finish.” She watched Lily put the cap on and tuck her dark red hair under it. “Ee d’ have pretty hair,” she said wistfully, fingering her own short, dark locks.

Lily remembered how Galen MacLeaf had flirted with her this morning at breakfast. “That’s what my young man’s always after tellin’ me,” she said impulsively—and suddenly remembering she was supposed to be Irish.

“ ’Ave ee got un, an?”

“Aye, we’re betrothed.”

Lowdy’s big, chip-toothed smile lit up her face. “Well, now,” she said, guiding Lily out of the room with a soft hand. “Well, now, edn that grand?”

Dinner was another dour, silent meal, and afterward Lily wasn’t sure she had the strength to get up. It had become impossible to think of what was happening to her even remotely as an adventure. She was plagued and haunted by the idea of lying down somewhere, anywhere, and closing her eyes just for a few minutes. Every muscle pleaded for a rest; the skin on her palms was raw, her fingernails blackened and torn. Food no longer had the power to restore her, so profound was her fatigue. But there were still steps to be whitened, and after that birds to be plucked, peas to be shelled, pots to be scrubbed, and a hundred miscellaneous chores to be done for any servant who was superior to her—which was all of them. The single bright moment in the awful, exhausting day came when it was finally over and she was allowed to have a bath, in the last big tub of hot wash water in the laundry house. She made the most of it, washing her hair and taking as long as she possibly could, knowing it would be her only all-over wash for the week.

When supper finally came—a bowl of watery soup and a pilchard on a chunk of bread—she’d lost her appetite and had to force the salty fish down. Even then, bedtime had to wait. The servants gathered in the hall for an hour every evening, to talk and do mending or other personal tasks. Lowdy told her in a whisper that she couldn’t go up yet even if all her chores were done, for Mrs. Howe had to lead them first in evening prayers, and those didn’t begin until nine o’clock. Lily fell asleep waiting, slumped in a hard chair at the table, her chin on her chest.

“Rose is sick,” Mrs. Belt said one morning a week later, pointing at two covered trays on the kitchen table. “Take these up to the master an’ the young master, then come right back an’ help me with this sourbread.”

“You mean—to their rooms?”

“No, to your room. Then call ’em an’ make ’em come up there an’ eat it.”

She flushed. The cook was famous for her sarcasm, and Lily was frequently the butt of it. She picked up the trays and hurried out.

As she climbed the two flights of stairs to the second floor—gentry stairs; she’d never been allowed on them before—she felt a flutter of trepidation, and scolded herself for it. She had not seen the master since the night of her arrival. But he would not be drunk and raving at half past eight in the morning—so how foolish, how absurd, how silly of her to be nervous. That was what she told herself all the way down the hall to the door of the room she’d been told belonged to the younger Mr. Darkwell. Putting one tray down on a table beside the door, she rapped out a timid knock.

“Yes!”

“Breakfast, sir.” Sar, I should have said, she worried as she straightened her cap.

“Yes, bring it!”

Was she just supposed to walk in, then? He’d sounded impatient. She opened the door and went in.

And stopped dead. Mouth open, eyes wide. Shocked, but unable to look away from the riveting sight of the young master’s bare backside. He glanced at her reflection in the wardrobe mirror, in front of which he was standing and shaving his chin. “On the bed is fine,” he tossed over his naked shoulder.

It took half a minute for the words to penetrate. They did so at the same moment he turned completely around to face her, perplexed by her hesitation. Some sound escaped her involuntarily. Certainly not a scream, and not really a squeal either, she would later assure herself repeatedly, merely a—sound. Then she did the only thing she could think of, which was to set the tray down on the nearest flat surface—the bed, fortunately—pivoted in the opposite direction from nude Mr. Darkwell, and scampered out. Just before the door closed, she heard him start to guffaw.

She stood in the silent hall looking straight ahead, face flaming, reliving it all. The irony wasn’t lost on her that for almost a week she’d been hoping to catch a glimpse of the young master, without success—and now that she’d gotten more than a glimpse, she had no idea what his face looked like. She tried hard to find what had just occurred as amusing as he did, a laugh on herself if nothing else. Or an educational experience, for she’d never seen a naked man before. But it wasn’t possible to feel anything except nervousness and anxiety, because the joke or the lesson wasn’t over yet. She had one more tray to deliver. What if, at this very moment, the master was at exactly the same stage in his morning toilette as his brother? Why this would be even more unnerving, she wasn’t sure. It just would.

On the way back down the hall to the other side of the staircase, she succeeded in pulling herself together. She was behaving like a child. Still, it took courage to bring back a shy fist and knock on the door. No answer. Another knock, hardly audible even to her. She shook herself impatiently and gave a good rap.

“Come in!”

She jumped, rattling cups and spoons. With eyes closed, she pushed the door open and stood still.

“Well?”

She opened one eye and hazarded a quick survey of the room. And went weak in the knees with relief, for the master was sitting at his desk, fully dressed in somber black, and glaring at her from behind a pair of steel spectacles.

“Oh, good mornin’, sar,” she gushed, flashing what she hoped was a friendly smile. He didn’t answer. His room, she saw with a corner of her attention, was sparsely furnished and absolutely devoid of clutter. She set the tray down on the bed, its rumpled sheets the only untidy element in the neat whole—which must be why the sight of it unsettled her so much—and turned to go.

“Not there, here.” He pointed at the top of his desk, above the papers he was scribbling on. He looked very formal, she though, sitting in his own bedroom in coat and waistcoat and white ruffled shirt, back straight and shoulders rigid.

“Oh, o’ course, sar.” She curtsied rather awkwardly, picked up the tray again, and brought it to him. When she set it down with a bit of a clatter, his scowl deepened. Thinking to redeem herself, she reached for the teapot, to pour his first cup out for him. His arm went out at the same moment and their hands collided. The teapot overturned for an instant before he righted it.

“Bloody hell!” He whipped off his glasses, stood up, and kept on swearing, flicking his scalded fingers in the air to cool them.

His straight brown hair was neat today, Lily though distractedly, and tied back in a queue. He had a proud face, the bones fine and jutting. An expressive face, she saw, but closed now, and cautious, lips tight, blue-green eyes cloaked. But the bitterness of his expression came from two deep vertical lines slashing down from his cheekbones to the corners of his lips. Although his tall, broad-shouldered body looked tough and ruthless, she noticed that he moved with a careful, silent litheness that hinted at enormous self-control—as if he must keep some unpredictable emotion in check.

She bit her lips in dismay. “Oh, sar, I’m that sorry! It’s a great clumsy beast I am, not warth shootin’ for me hide. Is the pain terrible?”

Devon recognized her then. He even remembered her name. He saw the same kindness in her serious gray-green eyes that he’d noticed that night, and felt the same pull to her. And then the identical angry retreat. “You’re Irish,” he said stiffly.

She searched his face for incredulity, but saw only a frown. “Aye, I am.” The words were hard to say; she was conscious of a sharp reluctance to use her inexpert brogue on this man. Why? Because he was shrewd, and he would see through it quickly—but it wasn’t only that. What, then? She didn’t want to lie to him, she realized with a shock.

“Are you afraid of me?”

“No.” And that was the surprising truth.

Her answer dissatisfied him; he wasn’t interested in the trust of this girl, this housemaid. But he said, “Good,” with his bitter smile. “Gunshots are a rarity here, and I’m quite harmless.”

“O’ course, sar,” she murmured.

He thought he heard skepticism, and raised one dark brow. Her dress was shabby, he noted, her shoes old and broken, her maid’s cap disreputable. For all that, she didn’t much resemble a servant. Something about her face. Her skin, perhaps? Too smooth and white, too … healthy. Or her eyes, clear gray-green and fine, with a look in them that hinted there was more going on in her head than serving him breakfast.

He swung away from her abruptly. “Well? Haven’t you anything to do?”

“I do, yes—”

“Then go about your business.” The irritation in his tone startled even him.

Lily drew in her breath. She gazed at him for another second, then crossed to the door and closed it softly behind her.

Devon sat down at his desk and took a sip of tepid tea. A dozen thoughts curled and turned in his mind, like restless fish caught in a drift net. One kept surfacing again and again, no doubt because among them it was his only remote certainty: The girl called Lily was anything but a maid.



Four

CLAYTON DARKWELL JERKED ON the bell rope a second time, and almost immediately a breathless parlormaid trotted into the library. “Coffee!” ordered the young master. “Right away, and in a very large pot.” The girl bobbed a curtsey and scurried back out the door. “Well? What are you looking at?”

Devon watched his brother collapse on the sofa and cover his eyes with one hand. “When you don’t come home until dawn,” he said dryly, “it’s always a relief to know you’ve not been up to anything more foolish than getting blind drunk.” What hypocrisy, he drought with an unamused half-smile. A week ago he himself had gotten worse than blind drunk, coldly and deliberately. The fifth anniversary of his wife’s death had seemed as good a time as any to pull out a pistol and start shooting up his house.

Clay pinched the bridge of his nose and groaned. “I swear it was the rum at John Poltrane’s. And he’d even paid duty on the swill. But I beat him out of twenty guineas at loo, so there’s some justice.” Devon didn’t return his pained but cocky grin. “Well, I don’t see what you’ve got to be self-righteous about. I saw your light on when I stumbled in, after all. The only difference between us is that I drink with my friends and you drink alone.”

His brother’s already shuttered face hardened a little more, and Clay looked down, regretting his words. “You should have come with us,” he resumed a moment later, lightly. “Afterward we went to the Hornet’s Nest.” Devon steepled his fingers under his chin and grunted without interest. “There’s a new girl there, Dev, she’s really something to see. I think she weighs more than I do. Her name’s Eulalia. I’m not joking!” He laughed delightedly when Devon finally begrudged a ghost of a smile. “Come with us the next time, why don’t you? John and Simon always ask about you. You’d enjoy yourself, I swear you would.”

Lord Sandown got up from behind the paper-strewn library table and walked to a pair of French doors set between shelves of books in the rear wall. He threw the doors open, and immediately the muted sound of the sea filled the room. A cloud of sandpipers piped derisively over a glassy-calm Channel. “No, I don’t think so,” he said, standing stiff and straight against the bright glitter of the day.

The girl came in with Clay’s coffee. Devon waited for her to go, and for Clay to stretch out full length on the sofa with a cup and saucer propped on his stomach. “Have you given any more thought to what we were discussing earlier?” Clay’s wary expression prompted Devon to lift a sardonic brow. “I see you haven’t.”

“I’ve been busy.”

The brow arched higher.

“Damn it, Dev, I’m too young to bury myself in a mine!”

“I haven’t asked you to go down and work in it. Just to manage it.”

“I’m too young for that, too.”

“But not too young to risk your stupid neck ferrying contraband brandy.”

Clay pulled his knees up and crossed his arms over his chest. “For God’s sake, let’s not start this again. This is a fight neither of us ever wins.”

Devon let his breath out slowly. “No, I don’t want to quarrel, either.” Because if he did, if he pushed his brother too far, Clay would simply leave and conduct his idiotic free-trading enterprise from some other hidden port along the coast. At least having Clay here allowed him to exert a small amount of influence. But not much.

Clay tried to sound reasonable. “What I do isn’t a bit dangerous, I promise you. My men are skilled and loyal, and my sloop’s the fastest in the Channel.” He grinned his charming, boyish grin. “And, God, Dev, I’m having such a damned good time.”

“I wonder how good a time you’ll have when they hang you.”

“Ah, but they’ll never catch me.”

“You’re a fool, Clay. You’re waiting right now for the bloody moon to wane, aren’t you?”

“No,” he denied, but guiltily. “I’ve come to visit you, my only brother.”

Devon snorted. “If you needed the money, it might make some kind of sense.”

“Perhaps I don’t need it, but there are plenty of people hereabouts who do,” Clay said with dignity.

“Oh, yes, I’d forgotten—you do it for charity.”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. Partly, anyway. Oh, hell,” he admitted, laughing, “I do it for the excitement.”

“And the glory.”

“Well, now, it’s true, women do tell me I’m a hell of a fellow these days.”

Devon’s patience snapped. “God damn it, you’re twenty-three years old! This is a childish, stupid business, and someday soon they’re going to catch you—it’s just a question of time.”

“No, they won’t. The Revenue cutters move like old cows in the water, you ought to see them. They’ll never outrun the Spider. And I’ve got her hidden where—”

“For God’s sake, don’t tell me,” Devon broke in. “I don’t want to know.” He shook his head in slow disgust. “They’ll catch you on land, then, where you’re weakest. The Excise men are everywhere these days, and so are their paid informers. You can’t trust anyone. How do you convert the contraband into money for the pockets of the poor? That’s where they’ll catch you,” he warned, stabbing a stiff, angry finger in Clay’s direction, “in the midst of that process. Half the countryside knows about you already; all the Revenue officers are waiting for is proof.”

“They won’t get it on land, either,” Clay returned confidently. “I’ve got a man who handles that end of things for me.”

“Who? No—don’t tell me.” He smiled in spite of himself when Clay broke into a laugh. After a pause he asked reluctantly, “Can you trust him, this… middleman?”

“Yes, of course. Absolutely. Listen, don’t worry about me, Dev, it’s a waste of time.”

Devon leaned against the doorpost. “I wish you would give it up. Come and work for me. I’ll give you the damn mine if you want it.”

Clay made a face. “Tell that to Francis Morgan.”

“He works for me. He could work for you.”

“Not bloody likely. We can’t stand each other.”

“Yes, I know. What I’ve never understood is why.”

“He’s a prissy-arsed fop.”

“Not really. But what would it matter if he were? There’s more to it than that.”

“This is a pointless conversation. Besides, you said you were going to sell him a partnership.”

“That’s only in the talking stage. If you would run the mine I’d give it to you tomorrow, all of it.”

Clay stood and stretched. “But as you just pointed out, I don’t need the money.”

His brother’s face went stony. “A man needs to work.”

“You work too hard,” Clay shot back, weary of being on the defensive. “You carry it to the other extreme. You never go anywhere, never leave Darkstone. When was the last time you went up to the house in London? You haven’t visited Mother in Devonshire since last Christmas. It’s not as if the place would fall to ruin without you—Cobb could run things perfectly well if you went away for a while.” He stuck his hands in his pockets when Devon made no answer. “I know why you stay here,” he said stubbornly. “You’re just like Father.”

“Am I?” Devon said without inflection. “In what way?”

“You stay here because of the sea. Mother says he needed it to steady him. It’s what kept him sane.”

Devon turned his head slowly, staring out across the terraced garden toward the jagged cliff’s edge and the flat brightness of water and sky beyond. He did need the sea. A modest goal, sanity. Not a great deal to ask out of life.

“Speaking of Mother,” Clay said too brightly, a little too quickly, “she’s threatening to descend on you soon. And this time she’s bringing Alice.”

Devon heaved a sigh and folded his arms.

“Why don’t you just marry the girl and put them both out of their misery?”

“Why don’t you marry her?”

“Me?” Clay looked horrified. “You have to marry first, you’re older.” Then, remembering, he colored and looked down.

Devon’s jaw tightened, but he kept his tone light and even. “Sorry, but I’ve already had a wife. If you’re waiting for me to take another, you’ll die an old man before you get one for yourself.”

“Then we’ll die together, two rickety old bachelors. We could do worse.”

“I expect we could.” A fleeting warmth kindled in his wintry eyes, and Clay returned it with a quick, affectionate smile.

A movement in the doorway caught their attention. “Come in, Cobb,” Devon called to the tall, black-bearded man who hesitated in the threshold.

“Didn’t want t’ disturb you.”

“Not at all, Clay and I were finished anyway.”

“How are you, Cobb?” asked Clay, nodding a welcome to his brother’s lanky steward.

“Brave and well, sir, I thank you.”

“Can you ride over to Luxulyan with me today?” Devon asked. “I’d like you to look at Audie Trevithick’s fold. He’s selling off half his rams.”

“I can.” Cobb shifted his feet, massaging his broad-brimmed hat between the fingers of his only hand. “Thur’s trouble at Ross Menethorp’s,” he said.

“What sort of trouble?”

“His sheep broke through his north hedge last night. Two dozen went over the cliff; his dog saved the rest.”

“Was he drunk?”

“I can’t be sure o’ that.”

“I see. I’ll speak to him this morning.”

“That’s as you please. The oast house is in need o’ repairs, Fletcher says. In the rain last week, the roof tiles—”

“Good morning, Devon.”

Devon turned. “Francis—I thought we weren’t going to meet until dinnertime. Is something wrong at the mine?”

Francis Morgan moved into the room, his ebony walking stick tilted over one shoulder. “No, no. In fact, the pump engine in the new seam is working perfectly now, if I say so myself. It was the bearings, exactly as I told you. No, I wanted to speak to you about the ticketing tonight in Truro. Oh—hello, Clay, didn’t see you there.”

Clay made no effort to rise. “Francis,” he drawled, staring up at the tall, elegant figure of his brother’s mine agent. He took in the man’s polished boots, foam-white cravat, and powdered periwig; then, with a faintly disdainful lowering of the eyes, he went back to his newspaper.

“Is there a problem?” asked Devon, coming toward Francis.

“I hope not, but I’d like to talk to you about a strategy I’ve got in mind once the bidding starts.”

“Wait a moment. Cobb, are we through for now?”

“Ais, I suppose. I’ll go wi’ you to Menethorp’s if you want. Would ten o’clock suit you?”

“That’s fine, yes. I’ll meet you at the gate.”

“Wait, Cobb, I’ll go with you.” Clay got up from the sofa. “See you later, Dev.” To Francis Morgan he gave a curt nod, and the mine agent returned it in kind.

Clay and Cobb strolled toward the stables together in a comfortable silence. They separated there, and Cobb walked on toward the oast house. Clay went inside the barn and called out for the groom. “MacLeaf! Are you in here? Galen, my boy, are you at home?” At a noise in the wide stable doors behind him, he turned.

It was Lily.

She flushed when she made out who he was in the sudden dimness, and his knowing grin did nothing to lessen her embarrassment. Remembering her foolishness in his bedroom this morning made her cheeks burn. She was relieved when MacLeaf came out of his tiny cubbyhole beside the harness room and greeted Clay, drawing the young master’s attention away from herself. She longed to leave, but the message she’d been entrusted by Lowdy to deliver to the stableman was of great moment—at least to Lowdy. It was also one that must be delivered in private. So she backed up against the nearest stall and tried to make herself invisible while young Mr. Darkwell told MacLeaf to fetch Tamar, his horse.

While she waited, she studied him covertly. Although they shared certain features, the Darkwell brothers were not really at all alike, she decided. It wasn’t only that the young master was shorter and slighter, his soft hair a lighter shade of brown; the chief difference was one of demeanor. Clayton’s face was open and uncomplicated, his bearing casual, even indolent. Devon Darkwell, on the other hand, was stiff and controlled, moody, humorless, anything but indolent. His face was the opposite of open. Something as bitter as acid had etched the deep lines on either side of his mouth, and behind his beautiful eyes she had once glimpsed desolation.

When Clay sauntered over and smiled at her, she realized she’d been staring. “Morning,” he said pleasantly. “Again.”

“Good morning, sar.” She dropped a belated curtsey.

“I see you’ve recovered from the shock.”

She knew she was blushing again, and it annoyed her. “It’s bearin’ up I am,” she answered crisply.

That made him grin. “What’s your name?”

“Lily Troublefield.”

Clay laughed, and was enchanted when she smiled back at him, as if to share the joke. “Where do you come from, Lily Troublefield?”

“From Lyme Regis. That is, from Kildare originally, but not in a great many years.”

“Kildare, you say?”

“Yes, sar.” He looked as if he had something to say about that—or worse, ask—and she spoke up hurriedly to divert him. “Is that your horse? He’s a right beauty, isn’t he?”

It worked; Clay turned away from her to watch MacLeaf saddle his proud gray three-year-old. “He is that. I mean to run him at Epsom next month.”

“In the one-and-a-quarter?”

“Probably. Either that or the mile-and-a-half.”

“He’ll want to watch out for the turn at Tattenham Corner, won’t he? And the descent after it can be a trial for a young horse. But he looks like a goer to me.” She remembered herself. “Sure and he’s a foine animal, I’m thinkin’.”

Clay was staring at her in open surprise. With the bit halfway into the animal’s mouth, MacLeaf’s hands went still and he turned to look at her, too.

Lily cleared her throat self-consciously. “Me father was after bein’ a racin’ man. Used to take me about to some of the meetings, Doncaster and Newmarket and … such.”

“A racing man?”

“Well, more a bettin’ man, as you might say. He was especially good at losin’,” she admitted candidly. “But once his two-year-old filly won the sweepstake purse at the St. Leger. Twenty-five guineas, that was.” She smiled, recalling it. She’d tried to talk him into paying off some of his debts with the winnings, but with no success—he’d treated his friends to a two-day celebration and spent every penny of it in a Parkhill tavern.

Clay and MacLeaf exchanged looks. The stableman led the horse outside to the hard-packed yard. Disdaining the mounting block, Clay leaped to his back. He turned in the saddle to look back at Lily, who stood in the doorway watching him. “I’m going up to Tattersall’s in August, Miss Lily Troublefield. Would you care to come along and help me pick out a pair of fine, strong hunters?”

She laughed. “Ask me closer to the time, Mr. Darkwell; I can never be plannin’ so far in advance.”

“I might just do that.” With a grin and a wink, he turned his horse and nudged it into a jaunty trot and then, very quickly, an elegant canter.

MacLeaf came toward her, grinning his gap-toothed grin. She smiled back at him. Sometimes she had trouble deciding which of his eyes to focus on when she spoke to him. Usually his right eye slanted off a bit to the side; but as soon as she’d fix him with a stare to his left, as often as not that one would go sliding off and the right one would seem to straighten itself out. It was a most disconcerting thing, and sometimes she wondered if he could possibly be doing it on purpose.

“How are you going along, Galen?” she asked amiably.

“Oh, well-a-fine, thank ee for asking. An’ you, Miss Lily?”

“I’m very brave. I’ve a message for you from Lowdy.”

He made a great business of looking disappointed. “Tedn from your fair self, an?”

She lifted a shoulder playfully. “Lowdy says she can meet you tonight after supper beside the lake, but only for an hour.”

His expressive face lit up. “You d’ tell ‘er I’ll be there.” Then he remembered that he was a rake. “Will you be there with ‘er, Miss Lily?” he inquired with a waggish leer.

“No indeed, I won’t, Mr. MacLeaf.”

“Ah, too bad. We should’ve been a rare boiling, us three.” He rested his hand on the wall behind her and leaned close in a most familiar way. “What’s that owl-faced cook makin’ me for dinner today, my heart?”

She smiled blandly. She’d have enjoyed flirting with Galen MacLeaf if Lowdy hadn’t liked him so much. “Veal cutlets for Mrs. Howe in her room, hashed mackerel and potatoes for the rest of us in the hall.”

“The devil you say!”

She laughed out loud at his comical expression. Over his shoulder, she caught sight of two men approaching from the house. One was Francis Morgan; the other was the master.

Some instinct made her jump sideways, away from MacLeaf’s arm-barrier against the stable door. It occurred to her afterward that the sudden movement had a guilty look about it. The men walked past. Francis Morgan kept talking and didn’t see her. But the master’s austere gaze raked her with a look that, in her agitation, Lily took for scorn. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that Devon Darkwell though she’d been trysting with the stableman.

What surprised her was the urgency of the impulse she felt to go after him and set him straight. Of course she did no such thing. She interrupted MacLeaf in the middle of a sentence and excused herself, explaining that the housekeeper would scold her if she stayed away any longer. Then she hurried back to the house. That afternoon, Mrs. Howe set her to washing the scullery walls as a punishment for being late.
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