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Part One




Johnny





One




Ambersley, June 1801




He’d simply done what any good man would do.

Thomas Bendicks repeated that to himself as he carried the small child along the forest path. Overhead, birdsong heralded the approaching dawn. He swore silently, afraid the bright light of day would bring regrets. Best not to think too closely upon the previous night’s tragic events or the possible repercussions of his actions.

He adjusted his burden to gently shoulder his way into the cottage. “Martha?” She would know what to do next.

His wife bent over the stove in the dim light. “Is that you, dear? Go out and wash up. Eat something, then you can sleep your fill. You must be tired after last night.” She turned toward the door and promptly dropped the loaf of bread she carried. “Tom, what’s that you’ve got?”

He craned his neck and managed to whisper past the child’s chokehold. “I found her just this side of the stream. I heard whimpering and there she was, all curled up under a rhododendron. When I pulled her out, she climbed into my arms. Now she won’t let go.” Awe tinged his voice, for he still couldn’t believe this little being had trusted him. She clung to him as a vine to a sturdy oak.

He lowered himself into a chair as Martha approached to peer at the child. The little girl could be no more than four years old. Cuts and scrapes reddened her chubby arms and legs beneath the torn and filthy nightdress. Sooty smudges marred a pale round face framed by a disheveled mass of long dark curls knotted with brambles. Her blue-green eyes overflowed with unspoken terror.

“Tom, why did you bring her here? You know she must be His Grace’s daughter. Everyone will be searching for her.”

He pulled the child from his shoulder and adjusted her across his lap. She nuzzled her head against his chest and closed her eyes, one tiny hand clutching his sweat-stained shirt. The smell of ash bound them as one.

“I was almost home when I found her.” A poor excuse, he knew. “Besides, it’s a right mess up at the Hall—the fire destroyed half the roof, the west wing is gutted, and I hear most of the inside is damaged.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “The duke and duchess are dead, along with half the house staff.”

Martha’s eyes filled with tears, and she swept away the moisture with hasty fingers.

“I was told the child was dead, too,” Tom continued. “Some daft story about her ghost sailing through the smoke last night. Nobody seems to know who’s in charge or what to do next.” His arm tightened about the child. “Look at her. She’s so scared, I thought it better to bring her here for a day or two. I don’t think she should see the Hall like it is now.”

The little girl had fallen asleep against his chest. Gingerly, Martha reached over to smooth a stray curl from her face, bracing against old memories that swamped her. Poor little orphan, what was to become of her now? The title and the property would go to some male relative. Maybe he’d have a family—that would be best. It might be days before he arrived, and meanwhile…

She smiled. “Tom, you did the right thing. She needs peace, and she won’t get it at the Hall. We’ll keep her here with us until her relatives arrive. That shouldn’t be nigh long, right?”

When he didn’t answer, she realized he’d drifted to sleep, his grizzled cheek slumped upon the child’s head.

~ : ~

The child awoke screaming.

Her soprano shrieks brought Martha running to her makeshift bed. Violent nightmares had assailed the little girl these past four nights, and once again she sat erect amidst rumpled blankets. She made no further sound, merely trembled while tears trickled down her face. The terror within her huge eyes ripped at Martha’s heart.

She reached down to offer comfort, but the girl raised her arms to Tom who gathered her close. He crooned a wordless melody in her ear until her trembling subsided. Martha retreated to the hearth and tried to ignore the pang that came each time the little girl turned to him for solace.

She stirred last night’s embers in the fireplace. “Come, Tom. I’ll make a pot of tea and some porridge. It’s no use trying to sleep more.” Fetching her woolen shawl and a pail, she went to the well.

When she returned, she found Tom and the child seated on the chilly floor, where the little girl played silently with two cornhusk dolls he’d fashioned. Setting the kettle to boil, Martha’s eyes stung as she recalled her first husband and little son, both lost to the pox years ago. Her son had been just this age when…. She busied herself. Tom had offered her marriage, provided her solace for her loss, and asked for naught in return but that she prove a good wife. How she wished she could have given him a child—he was so obviously smitten with the little girl.

“She smiled at me,” Tom said in a church whisper.

Martha raised her brows at him.

“She speaks not a word, and her eyes carry that haunted look still. Do you think she’ll ever forget the fire?”

Martha knelt on the floor with them, although getting back on her feet would be no easy task. She stroked the little girl’s shorn curls—cropping them close had been the only way to remove the briars.

The child responded with an upturned face and solemn eyes. Martha barely dared breathe. Then, with an exhalation of breath, the girl returned her attention to the dolls.

Martha closed her eyes in a watery blink.

Tom stood and bent to help Martha to her feet. He followed her to the hearth and watched as she prepared the porridge for their breakfast. “I’m sorry she—” he began.

“No need apologizing for her. She is what she is and no harm done.”

“I think she only turns to me because I found her.” Tom swallowed. “I could take her up to the Hall, if you think that’s best.”

“I’m glad you found her, Tom, and I’m glad you brought her here. She’s frightened and she’s hurting, poor dear.” She handed him a bowl of porridge. “’Twill do her no good to go traipsing up to the Hall. I saw the place yesterday, and it’s a sorry sight. And who would look after her? Her nursemaid’s dead. The poor child would be nothing but a burden to the butler or the housekeeper.”

“I hear the duke’s solicitor has left to find the heir.”

Martha nodded. “Very well. She stays with us until the new duke arrives. She trusts you. You cannot betray that.”

She went to the child and led her to the table. The girl sat docile as a lamb while Martha fed her small spoonfuls of porridge.

“Her appetite’s improving,” Tom said.

“Aye, ’tis. And yes, I think someday she’ll forget. But the pain is deep and may take time to heal. We need to be patient.”

As the weeks passed, the child’s nightmares became less violent. She still clung to Tom for comfort, but whenever he left the cottage, she followed Martha about dog-like, silent and watchful. Martha laid her own ghosts to rest by clothing the little girl in her son’s old shirt and breeches. The clothes fit well and even Tom approved, for it made her look less like an invalid. They spoke to no one of keeping the child—after all, they had no right to make themselves her guardians. Yet they believed that what they did was for the best.

One night at the table, Martha pushed her spoon through her stew. “Do they say anything about Lady Amber?”

It was the first time either of them had spoken the child’s name in her presence, but she showed no sign that she recognized it as she ate her bread and honey.

Tom leaned forward on his elbows. “Only to say they cannot find a trace of her. But Mr. Pritchard told me the duke’s solicitor planned to visit Bow Street while he was in London. There’s tales someone may have set the fire deliberately.”

“Why?”

Tom shrugged.

Ill at ease, Martha climbed to her feet. “Come, Johnny, help me with the dishes.” The girl obediently rose and followed Martha with her plate.

Tom reached for his pipe. “I’m not sure it’s right to call the child that.”

“We must call her something,” Martha said gruffly, for it had been her son’s name. “It brings me peace, and she doesn’t mind, do you, Johnny?”

The child looked up at once.

“See? I can’t get her to look at me when I call her Amber.”

The child cleared the table with no regard to her own name.

“Tom, is it possible she doesn’t remember?

He rubbed his nose in thought. “I suppose even though she doesn’t have any burns, Lady Amber may hurt inside. Stokes said he’s heard of cases where people who have bad experiences sometimes forget all about them—they even forget everything about themselves.”

Martha snorted. “What does Stokes know? He’s a footman.”

“Ah, but he once worked for a physician in London.”

This silenced Martha. She scrubbed plates while the child rinsed them with a pitcher of clean water. With a sigh, Tom rose from his chair to dry the plates and place them on the shelf. Preoccupied with their thoughts, silence hung like a thick fog while they worked.

While wiping down the table with a sodden rag, Martha paused. “Tom, are you telling me she might not know who she is?”

He watched the little girl on the floor with her dolls. “’Tis possible. No way to know until she starts to speak. And Martha, if she has forgotten, Stokes said that this, amnesia I think he called it, isn’t always permanent. Sometimes people wake up one day, and they remember everything again.”

As summer waned and one autumn moon proceeded to the next, Martha tried not to dwell too much on this conversation. Yet, while she watched orange colored leaves float free from the trees, she couldn’t help but wish that Lady Amber would likewise magically fall free from her family. More than anything, though, she wished little Johnny would speak to her.

On a chilly November morning, Tom announced his intention to go hunting. He grinned widely as he checked his musket, which only made Martha laugh.

“Bloodthirsty man that you are. Bring us back a fat goose or a brace of doves.”

“Aye, ’twill be my luck to shoot a big goose right into the lake, and me without a dog to fetch it. Remember that when I come home sopping wet and shivering.” With a tip of his hat, he marched off.

Hoping for a rabbit or fowl to grace their table that night, Martha led Johnny to the arbor to gather chestnuts for dressing the meat. “I’m either getting too old or too fat for this,” she said as she stooped to pick up a chestnut. No doubt her back would ache something fierce at the end of the day.

With pride she watched her little Johnny, in breeches, shirt and tricorne, dart about as quick as a squirrel. The child barely resembled the cherub they’d rescued—she’d grown taller and lost her chubbiness, while sunshine had browned her once porcelain skin and streaked her short dark curls with reddish gold. Johnny gathered handfuls of chestnuts and dumped them loudly into the pail they’d brought. Soon the tinny clank of nutshells against metal turned to the softer thud of nutshell against nutshell.

“This won’t take us long at all, will it?” Martha kneeled on the ground and spread her shawl to fill it. It would be much easier to get up once than bend over a dozen times.

It was a full minute before she sensed that silence had replaced the thud of nutshells, and she looked around to discover what might have caught Johnny’s attention. Martha found herself alone in the arbor. With a grunt, she hefted herself up, stepping on her hem and spilling chestnuts in her wake.

“Johnny!” she called. Remain calm. She cannot be far. “Johnny!” The sound of crackling underbrush from behind made Martha turn with a start.

A tall, round man dressed in riding clothes and long cape stepped from the trees, the little girl in his arms. The sight of a stranger come to Ambersley made a shiver course up Martha’s spine.

“Johnny,” she huffed. “Give me my Johnny.”

The man looked down his snub nose at her. “Is this your little boy, Madam? Perhaps before I hand him over, you can help me. You see, I’m searching for a little girl about this same age.”

Martha felt lightheaded as she realized the man wore a red coat beneath his cape. A Bow Street Runner. It had to be. And he’d already guessed the truth.

“Ah, you’ve gone pale. Don’t tell me you believe this nonsense of the little girl’s ghost? We have every hope that Lady Amber Vaughan is alive. Now tell me, do you know of any family in the area that may be harboring a little girl?”

Martha couldn’t have answered his question had her life depended on it. But suddenly, Johnny, her eyes huge and round, reached out her arms. Her lips moved silently, and her throat bobbed until finally she managed to utter, “Ma!”

Instinctively, Martha charged forward while Johnny continued to bleat, “MaMaMa!”

The man surrendered the child to her. “Your boy seems to fear strangers.”

“He’s not accustomed to them, is all,” she answered guardedly. The girl clung to her, and Martha, who had waited months to hold Johnny in her arms, wouldn’t let the Devil himself pry this child away without a fight.

But the man seemed to believe the child was truly a boy. “I didn’t mean to frighten your son. Tell me your name, boy. My name’s Jackson,” he coaxed with a friendly wink.

Slowly, the child smiled back. “Johnny.”

Martha feared she might faint. While the child responded to the name, she’d never guessed the child thought of herself as Johnny.

After answering questions about the tragic fire and discussing the Ambersley staff and tenants, Martha felt brave enough to invite Mr. Jackson to look in at the cottage whenever he was by. She even wished him well with his search. “Although, I doubt you’ll find Lady Amber living with anyone else around here.”

“You may be right. Whoever set the fire may have kidnapped her. If that be the case, I’ll wager they took her away from the area. Even so, we’ll find them, and if there’s foul play, we’ll send them to jail. Good day.” With that, Mr. Jackson melted back into the trees.

Martha hugged the child closely to her bosom before setting her on the ground. “Johnny, let’s go home. Quick, fetch the chestnuts.”

The child ran to the pail, but it took both her arms and all her strength to heft it up and carry it to Martha.

“Good boy,” she said, consciously training herself. Their very lives depended on everyone believing that she and Tom had taken in a little boy. Mr. Jackson might share this information with anyone—and everyone—he met. Her pulse steadying, Martha accepted that she and Tom would have to lay careful plans.

She led the way home. As they walked, Johnny tugged on her hand.

“I love you, Martha.”

“I love you, too, Johnny.” Thankfully, the path to the cottage was well-marked, for her eyes were clouded with tears the remainder of the way.

While the child slept that night, Martha poured forth her story of the Bow Street Runner to Tom. Though knowing they should hand the child over to the law, they worried for her safety. If someone had meant the Vaughan family harm, announcing the child’s miraculous survival could endanger her. And so, Martha contrived a distant cousin who’d passed away, leaving a young son. She embellished the story by making her cousin unwed, so when she died, none of her immediate family wanted the child.

“Everyone knows you’ve wanted a lad to apprentice with you and learn the gardens, so they won’t be surprised that we took in a little boy. We’ll tell them he’s been living with us since spring, but he was so sad about losing his mum, we didn’t want to draw attention to him.”

Tom watched her, sympathy tingeing his eyes. “You cannot grow too fond of the child. Remember, we must restore her to her family.”

“To her family, yes, but we cannot let anyone else take her.”

“Agreed.” Tom took her hand in both his own. Long into the night, they sat awake in bed but spoke not another word on the painful topic.

And thus, Lady Amber Johanna Vaughan disappeared, and Johnny became the foster son of a gardener.

~ : ~

Johnny blossomed during her first year with Tom and Martha. The nightmares were forgotten, and the bright, happy child was accepted by all at Ambersley. One evening, after receiving the child’s token of battered daffodils, Martha asked Tom if he thought Johnny would ever remember her past and tragic loss. Tom shrugged and lit his pipe. They both tried to remain detached, but as another spring progressed to summer and the second anniversary of the fire passed with no sign of the Ambersley heir, they realized Johnny had become an integral part of their family. They loved her as their own, and she loved them as any child would her parents.

Johnny adored the gardens and the conservatory that were Tom’s domain—especially the rose garden. He let her play in the churned-up dirt, only warning her to mind the precious roses and their protective thorns. Her other favorite spot was the stable; it was a special treat when Tom would suggest they pluck some clover for the coach horses.

One day, after they’d fed and petted the nose of one of the dappled grays, Rory the groom asked Tom if Johnny wanted to see a litter of kittens only two weeks old. The kittens were soft mewling balls of orange striped fur, and the mother watched with tail twitching as Johnny stroked them. Rory showed her the difference between the little boys and girls, let her touch their tiny but sharp claws and explained that their uniform blue eyes had only opened two days before.

As they walked back to the cottage, Johnny asked, “Tom, am I boy or a girl?”

Tom longed for his pipe as he sought an answer. He looked down into Johnny’s troubled face with its firm chin and trusting blue-green eyes. He’d grown accustomed to her wavy chestnut curls pulled back into a shoulder-length queue, and it no longer seemed odd to him that she dressed in boy’s clothes.

“You’re a girl, Johnny.” He said it gently, as if somehow he had to soften the blow.

She looked at him earnestly. “But I’m dressed as a boy. You always call me your foster son.”

“I know. ’Tis the only way you can stay with Martha and me. Come home, and I’ll explain everything.” Tom offered his hand and Johnny grasped two of his fingers.

Tom explained the situation to Martha as soon as they arrived. She pulled the stewpot away from the fire and went to Johnny, seated on the table’s bench.

“Johnny?” Martha’s voice was little more than a whisper. When the girl looked up, Martha recognized fear in her eyes—fear like she hadn’t seen since the first few weeks the child had come to live with them. Not but six years old, how could they make her understand?

With great care, Tom started to explain. “You know we’re not your true parents.”

Johnny nodded slowly.

“You were not meant to live with us. But something happened to your family, and I found you. Do you remember the morning I found you?”

Johnny shook her head.

Tom and Martha exchanged a look. Tom added, “I found you, and we’ve kept you with us, but someday you must return to your family.”

“No. I don’t want to leave you. Don’t send me away.” Her wide eyes pleaded for mercy.

“We’ll never send you away, sweetheart.” Martha wiped her sweaty palms on her apron. “We want you to stay with us always, but you should be with your family. If they return, we’ll have to give you up.”

“Even if I don’t want to go? Even if my parents left me?” Johnny’s voice cracked.

Tom cleared his throat. “I’m sure your parents didn’t want to leave you. Someday, I hope you’ll understand, but for now, we can’t tell anyone who your parents are until your family is found.” Tom leaned forward for emphasis. “’Tis not a good thing to lie, Johnny, but in this case, we chose to do what we did to keep you with us and to keep you safe.”

Martha nodded in agreement. “Do you remember the Bow Street Runner we met in the chestnut grove? He was looking for a little girl just your age.” She watched the child for any flicker of recognition.

“But he was looking for Lady Amber.” Johnny’s brows knit together, and she touched her head as if it ached. But within moments, her brow cleared again, and she added blithely, “Rory once told me he saw Lady Amber’s ghost fly by him on the night of the fire.”

Tom opened his mouth then shut it again. With a shake of his head, he walked to the fireplace for his pipe.

Martha sat next to Johnny. “We believe Lady Amber is still alive. What do you think?”

“I don’t know.”

She studied the child for some moments. “If the Bow Street Runner had discovered you were a little girl, I feared he’d take you from us. That’s why I told him you were a boy. Now, if we told everyone you’re a girl, there could be trouble. Someone might decide we were wrong to lie and take you in. They might take you away from us and send us to jail.”

“Don’t frighten the child,” Tom said from the fireplace.

Martha took Johnny’s hand. “You must understand ’tis no game we play pretending you’re a boy. Our lives depend on it now. All of our lives.”

“If I pretend I’m a boy, can I stay with you and Tom?” Desperation tinged the childish voice. “Please?”

Martha nodded, tears in her eyes.

Tom set his pipe on the table and scooped Johnny into his arms for a tight hug. “Aye, lad. You can stay with us forever. That’s what we want.”





Two




London, May 1804




Nigel Minton tried to appreciate the irony that his search for the Ambersley heir had led him, after three years of traversing the length of the country, to a man owning a London house that stood not more than a mile from his own solicitor’s office. Tracing the late duke’s lineage had proven more difficult than Minton had anticipated, but he’d finally revealed a seventh cousin who was a direct descendent of Ambersley’s original Vaughan male line.

“And, God willing, may this be the end,” he said as he opened the wrought iron gate.

A gloomy dusk did little to enhance the townhouse’s features, its marble grimy and chipped. The backlit windows with curtains drawn reminded him of the awkwardness of the hour, but like any good hound, he was eager to tree his quarry. Perhaps he could leave his card and arrange to call properly the next morning. He knocked and waited, anticipation growing.

The door opened to reveal a lad with black hair and icy blue eyes that quickly narrowed in scrutiny. Minton pegged the lad at perhaps a dozen years, clearly too young to be the butler or even a footman.

“Do you have business with us, sir?” The boy marred his neutral tone by jutting out his chin in an obstinate manner.

Minton cleared his throat. “Indeed. I wish to speak with Baron Vaughan of Fenbrook.”

“Father’s dead,” the boy answered flatly. “Been dead nigh three months now. Did he owe you money, too?”

Disappointment struck Minton, but he rallied with the hope that before him stood a male heir. Much too young to take active control of the dukedom, but given time—

“Curtis, whatever are you doing?” From the shadows, an elegant woman clothed in mourning approached to stand behind the lad, her hands on his shoulders. The two shared a striking resemblance, not the least of which was the unfriendly look mirrored in both their eyes.

Minton smiled. “Lady Vaughan? Forgive my intrusion at this hour. My name is Nigel Minton. I’m a solicitor, and I have business to discuss with the heirs of Reginald Vaughan.”

“He wants money just like all the rest,” Curtis said, clearly bored by Minton’s brief speech.

“Hush,” his mother hissed. She took hold of the lad’s ear and pulled him backward. “Return to the schoolroom, and if you run off on Miss Trent again, I will be very displeased.” She released him, and the boy fled deeper into the house, swallowed by the dark interior until only his footsteps could be heard clomping up the stairs.

Lady Vaughan turned back to Minton. She was a tall, handsome woman, mature but not old. He estimated her age to be ten years shy of his own five-and-forty. Unpowdered raven curls haloed her face in the latest style while the dark clothing she wore accentuated her pale face and angular features. A half-smile curved her lips, but her pale blue eyes remained aloof. “Forgive the boy. He’s still distraught from his father’s death.”

She tossed off the comment as though her son’s emotions were an unpleasant weakness. If Minton were to hazard a guess, he would say the lady before him had never been distraught about anything in her life.

“It’s understandable.”

She inclined her head briefly. “Do come in.” The black bombazine of her gown rustled as she bade him follow her into a spacious and well-lit parlor.

“I am sorry to hear of Baron Vaughan’s death.” Taking the chair she offered, he laid his hat atop the cherry side table.

Lady Vaughan seated herself on the divan. “Yes, everyone is sorry, yet they all want their due.” Meeting his gaze, she became suddenly businesslike. “Tell me, Mr. Minton, what it is you want from us.”

Her demeanor encouraged him to exercise caution with his information. “Reginald Vaughan was bequeathed something from a client of mine.”

Her brow furrowed. “He never mentioned a bequest.”

“I doubt he knew of it. Nevertheless, with Lord Vaughan’s death, this bequest would pass to his eldest son. Would that be the Honorable Curtis Vaughan?”

Lady Vaughan leaned forward in her chair. Minton may have imagined the predatory gleam that flickered in her eyes, but couldn’t deny the uneasiness that washed over him. She opened her mouth as if to speak, but instead released an audible sigh.

“No.” She gave the single word emphasis by rising, agitation clear in the twitch of her skirts.

He started to stand, but she stopped him with a gesture. “Curtis is the second son, though, I must say we have every reason to believe his elder half brother is dead.”

Her words dashed Minton’s hopes. “Dead?”

“Ha!” Lady Vaughan’s bark of bitter laughter caught him off-guard. “If we are lucky. Derek is the offspring of Reggie’s first wife—Alicia Coatsworth Vaughan. I’m sure you know her notorious story.”

Though Minton didn’t often follow gossip of the ton, he remembered the scandal surrounding Alicia Vaughan thirteen years before. The woman had murdered her lover during a secluded tryst. Arrested, she’d accused her husband of the murder, but he’d never been charged. During her trial in the House of Lords, the young baroness had named many of her lovers, thereby besmirching the reputations of many top families and making her husband an infamous cuckold. The most notorious murderess all London could recall, her life had ended tragically by a public hanging.

Clearly, the current Lady Vaughan held little affection for her predecessor. But her acidity toward her stepson puzzled him. Best to know the worst. “I’m sure her death affected this young man.”

With raised chin she peered down her nose at him. “I cannot say, for his mother was dead a year before I married his father and moved into this house. Not that Derek ever spared her a tear. The boy has no feelings for anyone. He abandoned his father, left home and we’ve neither seen nor heard from him since. I honestly believe he’s dead.” She sank gracefully back onto the divan, withdrew a handkerchief from her cuff and dabbed at her eyes, though they still appeared dry to Minton.

But now he understood. She resented the prodigal who, even absent, prevented her own son from inheriting anything from Reginald Vaughan. “Have you any notion where I might find Derek Vaughan?”

“India,” she said with a sniff. “At least, that was his intended destination when he left here seven years ago.”

Exercising great control, Minton pinched the bridge of his nose and readjusted his spectacles. It would take months to send a message across the world. But at least he had a name, and with luck, his task of finding the rightful Ambersley heir would end soon.

~ : ~

Ambersley, May 1804




A fortnight later, Rosalie Vaughan reclined against the plush squabs of the ducal coach and barely repressed a satisfied purr. All her toil, her infinite patience, was to be rewarded, and by the Duke of Ambersley, no less. If only Reggie had lived to see this day and make her a duchess.

Like so many things in her life, she had dealt with her disappointment privately. Turning her head, she watched as Curtis steadied little Olivia, who pressed her nose to the coach window. As much as Rosalie loved her daughter, her hopes were pinned on her first-born. Curtis would secure their future at Ambersley without question. Her son had inherited a dukedom.

If only she could convince this solicitor of that. He insisted on initiating a search for Derek and refused to publicly announce her family’s claim to the title, despite having a valid heir in his grasp. Minton’s timely invitation to reside at Ambersley saved her from the embarrassment of creditors dunning her, but if Derek returned, she and her children would be subject to his whims. It irked her to think of Derek inheriting this prize he so little deserved.

But then, they’d had no word from him in the past seven years. She rather hoped he’d died out there in the wilds of India after the way he’d abandoned them all. With great care she’d urged Reggie to look upon Curtis as his true heir. Everything had been progressing nicely until Reggie learned that Derek had become a highly prized officer with Wellesley.

Glancing sidelong at Minton, Rosalie pursed her lips. The solicitor need not know that little tidbit. Let him search the globe for Derek—it would take months. Meanwhile, she would lay her own plans while she and her children remained at Ambersley. Rosalie closed her eyes, imagining herself as chatelaine of the ducal estate.

“Ah, here’s Ambersham,” Minton said.

Rosalie opened her eyes with a blink, unsure if she’d drifted to sleep or closed her eyes only moments before.

Curtis, his lip curled in dissatisfaction, turned his attention from the window to Minton. “The town is little more than a hovel.”

“Aye, it’s a small village,” the solicitor replied, unperturbed.

Rosalie peered out the window to see thatched-roof cottages, what appeared to be a cooperage, and a girl not much older than Olivia herding a flock of geese. The agitated birds gave voice to unmelodic honking as the carriage rolled past. A putrid odor warning of cattle nearby made her withdraw a perfumed handkerchief to cover her nose.

“How very…rustic,” she said after they’d cleared the town.

Minton’s lips curved in a gentle smile. “We prefer pastoral, but I’ll admit it’s a far cry from London.”

To say the least. A bounce jostled her, and she barely had time to steady Olivia. Apparently, the quality of the roads was pastoral as well. They continued on in silence.

“Look at the pretty house, Mama.” Olivia clapped her hands in delight. “Let’s live there!”

Minton chuckled as he pushed his spectacles higher on his nose. “How clairvoyant of you, Lady Olivia, for that’s exactly where you will live.”

The coach drew to a halt before a whitewashed stone building, and Rosalie helped Olivia down from the seat. Someone opened the coach door and lowered the step.

“Ah, Paget, there you are.” Minton hopped to the ground then offered his arm as Rosalie shook out her dark blue silk skirts and stepped carefully down. The children followed her, Olivia gripping Curtis’s hand.

Rosalie smoothed her daughter’s wayward black curls and smiled at her son. “This will all be yours one day soon, Curtis.”

The boy looked nervous, but she’d train that out of him soon enough.

Minton regained her attention. “My lady, may I present Paget, the butler and head of staff?”

“Welcome to Ambersley, my lady.”

She considered the stiff-backed, beak-nosed butler as he bowed and decided he would do.

“If you’ll allow me, I’ll gather the rest of the staff for introductions.”

With a nod, she excused him, and he strode up the shallow steps and through the front door. Her brow furrowed as she inspected the façade of her new home.

“Is anything amiss, Lady Vaughan?

“I confess I expected the Hall to be larger.” She tried to hide her disappointment. This house wasn’t any larger than their home in London.

“Dear me,” Minton said with a chuckle. “This is the Dower House. I thought I’d explained the Hall is unfit for habitation until the repairs are completed.”

“Mr. Minton, we are the duke’s immediate family. My son is the heir. I hardly think it’s appropriate for us to be forced to live here.”

“I think it’s a pretty cottage, Mama. I want to live here!” Olivia sniffed, clearly overtired.

“Hush, Livvie,” Curtis admonished.

Minton accepted Rosalie’s criticism without umbrage. “No one except a handful of servants has lived in the Hall for three years. With most of it uninhabitable, we temporarily bricked up a majority of the windows to reduce the property tax.”

Rosalie touched a hand to her breast. Heavens, who had been making these decisions? A rustic solicitor and a shabby set of servants? Her gaze followed Paget as he ushered a handful of men and women down the steps toward her. “Then unbrick them immediately. I assume the furniture has been under Holland covers. We must have the maids set to work at once to make the Hall fit for proper people again.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible, my lady,” Minton responded with irritating patience. “As I’ve told you before, I cannot make substantial repairs to the Hall until the duke claims possession of the property. Until that time, I recommend you take up residence here.”

Paget stepped forward. “My lady, while the Dower House has been closed for some time, the staff has prepared it for your arrival.”

Apparently, she had little choice but to accept their plans with grace. Minton continued to prove implacable in his belief that Derek was the true heir. “Very well,” she sighed.

“May I present the staff to your ladyship?”

At least the butler showed her the proper deference. Minton would soon learn he was no longer running things around Ambersley.

For the next quarter hour she stood beneath a bright May sun while Paget introduced her to the matronly gray-haired housekeeper, the flat-chested cook, the Duke’s thin-shouldered secretary, the bald-headed bailiff, and two young footmen and two maids.

“Ah, Bendicks,” Minton called out. “This is the gardener and his apprentice, my lady. The Ambersley gardens have been the envy of kings and queens for generations.”

Rosalie nodded to the weathered face of the wiry man who worried his hat. A half step behind him stood a grimy urchin with huge eyes. She’d have to remind Miss Trent to keep Olivia and Curtis away from any of the children around here.

“Can we go inside, Mama?” Olivia pulled on her skirt to gain her attention. “I want to see my room.”

“Very well, dear, let’s go in.” She swallowed her disappointment. Instead of the ducal manor, she and her children were already being shuffled into the Dower House. Instead of the army of servants in shining liveries she’d imagined, she was faced with a ramshackle crew of aging retainers who eyed her as if she were the usurper. Rosalie ushered her children inside, already laying plans for a more satisfactory outcome.

Clearly, a number of things needed to change at Ambersley.

~ : ~

Johnny’s excitement over the arrival of the duke’s family was quickly doused by the tumult surrounding their first week at Ambersley. Though she didn’t understand it, she sensed the undercurrents of change rippling through the staff. Tension and formality replaced the casual camaraderie around the massive servants’ table during Sunday supper in the Hall kitchens.

“Mrs. Chalmers, I hope you didn’t find this meal too taxing for you,” the housekeeper said as they took their seats.

“Not a bit, Mrs. North,” the cook replied. “’Tis indeed a pleasure to prepare a meal for people who know my name.”

Mrs. North leaned across Johnny to whisper loudly in Martha’s ear. “Lady Vaughan has taken to calling her ‘Cook’ to her face.”

“And she’s entitled to do and say as she pleases,” said Mrs. Chalmers as she set down a platter of roasted hares. “But I was retained here long before she married into the family and birthed any heirs. The late duchess accorded me a certain level of respect. It was very ladylike of her.”

Johnny watched heads around the table nod in understanding.

“She’s not truly the dowager.” Mr. Pritchard said before swallowing a forkful of peas.

Everyone stopped eating to look at the late duke’s secretary.

“Didn’t you know? Mr. Minton explained to me that Lady Vaughan is the heir’s stepmother and, therefore, we should continue to address her as the widowed baroness. Lord Curtis and Lady Olivia are the duke’s half-brother and half-sister.”

Mrs. North shook her head sadly. “Oh, the duke lost his mother, poor lamb.”

“Miss Trent, the governess, mentioned the duke’s mother was hanged as a murderess.”

“Good heavens.” Paget drew his napkin to his lips. “Baroness Alicia Vaughan. What a notorious scandal. She was such a distant relation, I never thought it would taint Ambersley.” Briefly, he recounted the facts of the trial and her hanging.

His story sent a shiver up Johnny’s back.

Beside her, Tom sipped his ale then broke the silence. “When will the new duke arrive?”

“He’s in India,” Paget announced in his deep voice.

Not to be outdone, Pritchard offered more details. “At least, those were his last known whereabouts. He left London years ago. Lady Vaughan claims he abandoned his father.”

“It could be months before he returns,” Tom said. “The voyage is so long, he might not make it home at all.”

“Then keep him in your prayers,” Pritchard said. “For if he dies, young Lord Curtis will inherit the dukedom.”

Johnny wanted to ask a dozen questions. Where was India? What was the new duke like? What did Mr. Pritchard mean the duke had abandoned his father? She squirmed with the effort to keep silent for it wasn’t her place to talk at table.

Martha chewed a bite of rabbit. “The boy is so young. Lady Vaughan would control Ambersley.”

“Humph, she already acts as though she owns the whole estate.” Mrs. North buttered a piece of bread.

“What makes you say that?” Martha asked.

Mrs. North set aside her bread untasted. “After one night at the Dower House, she demanded the keys to all the storage closets.”

“As is her prerogative,” Paget said.

Mrs. North lifted her chin. “Indeed, and is it her prerogative to demand all the spare linens be given to her maid for safe keeping? I fear the china will disappear next.”

“Then there’s this matter of dining late.” Mrs. Chalmers settled her hands on her broad hips. “She never eats supper before eight. I’ve burned more candles in the kitchen this week than in the past year.”

Mrs. North nodded vigorously. “Not to mention the dining room, the drawing rooms, why, the whole house is lit up at night. She ordered a hundred candles from the chandler and had me forward the bill to Mr. Broadmoor.”

“Ladies—” Paget dabbed at his lips with a napkin before bringing reason to the table. “May I remind you that her ladyship is entitled to every service we can provide her.”

Mrs. North eyed him coolly. “And, I suppose, you’ll be turning the keys to the pantry over to her then?”

Paget scanned the table like a hawk examining the terrain. “While Lady Vaughan may use the Dower House and its contents as her own, the table silver at the Hall is the property of the Duke of Ambersley. Like the late duchess’s jewelry, I have secured the duke’s property against his return, at which time I will relinquish it to him and to no other.”

Tom coughed into his hand, and Johnny smiled. She and Tom had helped the butler bury a wooden crate at the edge of his vegetable garden the day before.

Door hinges creaked and a breeze swept into the kitchen as Rory and Mr. Broadmoor joined them.

“My apologies, Mrs. Chalmers.”

“None needed, Mr. Broadmoor,” she said to the bailiff. “’Tis three years since we stood on ceremony when it comes to meals. We all have our work to do. I’ll do my best to keep you all fed.”

“Thank you, ma’am, but I’m not sure I can eat a bite.” The head groom, Rory, paced the length of the room. “Lady Vaughan has just ordered me to sell all but four of the horses. Mr. Broadmoor, I appeal to you, does she have any right to issue such directives?”

Broadmoor accepted a plate from Mrs. Chalmers and sat in his chair at the foot of the table. “It’s regrettable, Rory, but I must agree with Lady Vaughan. The horses cost a fortune to feed. We’ve been mad to hold onto them this long.”

“They’ve been earning their keep.”

“Aye, but if we sell them, they’ll earn all of our keep for a year or more.” Broadmoor shook his head at the dejected groom. “It’s a shame, but we can always buy new horses.”

“’Tis the end of the finest stable in England.” Rory pushed a hand through his hair, though it did nothing to tame the unruly silver waves.

Paget laid down his knife and fork. “It will take time for us to grow accustomed to Lady Vaughan’s ways. She is undeniably different from the late duke and duchess, but I have no doubt, if we persevere, we will be able to anticipate her needs and serve her well.”

“God help us all,” Rory muttered.

The butler looked sternly down his hooked nose at the groom who flushed and offered a quick apology.

“I’m sure you’re right, Mr. Paget,” Martha said. “Lady Vaughan must have a good side. Family seems to be important to her. Her children are very well-behaved.”

“That’s Miss Trent’s doing,” Mr. Pritchard replied. “For a governess, may I say, she exhibits a great deal of common sense.”

Martha stole a glance at Tom before turning back to the table. “But what of Lady Vaughan? Has she expressed any interest in the Vaughan family?”

“The day she arrived, I was given the task of showing her around.” Mr. Pritchard pushed back his chair, squaring his thin shoulders as he warmed to his story. “I told Lady Vaughan the history of the late duke and duchess, the many children they had lost in infancy, and then she asked about the fire. I told her what I could and shared with her our devout hope that young Lady Amber is somewhere still alive, and that one day she’ll return to us.”

Johnny felt a knot form in her stomach. Talk of Lady Amber always made her feel sick, though she didn’t know why it should bother her.

Tom scratched his chin. “What did she say to that?”

Mr. Pritchard looked around the table at each and every face. “I’m afraid she’s more interested in the money and the title than the family. She said it was just as well that no one had found Lady Amber, for it would be just one more mouth to feed, one more child to raise.”

Johnny watched Tom and Martha grip hands while everyone else stared at Mr. Pritchard.

~ : ~

Martha always helped Mrs. Chalmers with the baking, but curious to see the Lady of Quality first-hand, she offered to help prepare luncheon the following day for Lady Vaughan and the children.

“She don’t keep country hours,” Mrs. Chalmers said as she put a cover over the platter of stuffed chicken. “Luncheon never before two. As if any of those London dandies are going to pay a morning call.”

Martha considered the luncheon platters. “Only three plates? What about the governess?”

“Lady Vaughan never shares meals with the help,” said Mrs. Chalmers. “After I serve in the dining room, I take a tray to Miss Trent.”

Nodding, Martha hefted a tray and followed Mrs. Chalmers to the dining room where Lady Vaughan and the children were already seated. Martha set her platter down and lifted the cover in unison with Mrs. Chalmers.

Instead of acknowledging their services and the appetizing aroma, Lady Vaughan’s lip curled. “Cook, you cannot expect the children to eat only poultry in the middle of the day. There should be a pudding or at least a ham or some beef.”

“Begging your pardon, my lady, but we’re very limited on meats. Most of the livestock is owned by the tenants, and we would need to barter a pig or a cow from them.” Mrs. Chalmers grew flushed during her speech.

“Then tell Broadmoor to do something about it. I am accustomed to having veal on Fridays, so find a way to slaughter a calf by then.”

“But, we’d have no way to cure and store the leftover meat—”

“Dispose of it, if you must. Lud, you cannot convince me the former duke and duchess lived in anything but top style. I expect no less. I left London to take possession of this property, and I must say I’m constantly disappointed at the staff’s inability to resolve even the most minor problem. I fear I must discuss staffing with Minton.”

“Yes, my lady,” Mrs. Chalmers said with a nod.

Lady Vaughan seemed to notice Martha for the first time. “You, you’re not the new serving maid, are you?”

“Me? No, ma’am, I’m Mrs. Bendicks, the gardener’s wife.” Martha dropped a knee-creaking curtsy.

“Thank heavens. You wouldn’t do at all.” Lady Vaughan turned back to Mrs. Chalmers as if Martha ceased to exist. “Cook, remind Paget that I want another six servants hired. There’s far too much to do around here for any of you to manage.”

Martha delivered the other luncheon tray upstairs and returned to the kitchen to find Mrs. Chalmers chopping vegetables for supper with a large knife and a strong arm.

The cook vented her spleen along with her energy. “She’s always like that. There’s no convincing her we’re all living hand to mouth. Did you know she’s going to London to buy new gowns? Wants to have all the latest styles when she comes out of mourning. I only hope Mr. Minton can talk some sense into her.”

“Would she truly replace the staff?” Martha asked quietly.

“No,” Mrs. Chalmers said. “Mr. Minton has already assured Paget that we work for the Duke of Ambersley, and no one but the duke may dismiss us. I’ll not be leaving Ambersley while she’s here. Heaven knows what she’ll do if we don’t keep a close watch on her.”

Martha tried to imagine Johnny under the guardianship of Lady Vaughan. In less than a heartbeat, she decided she’d rather face the constable than hand her child over to that woman.

That night, after Johnny fell asleep, Martha shared her revelations with Tom. “The woman’s mean and calculating. I’d worry so, if Johnny were in her clutches.”

Tom tilted his head to watch the sleeping child as he drew on his pipe. “’Tis best for her to be returned to her family,” he said gently, knowing the words would cause his wife pain. “It only gets harder each day we keep her.”

“But her ladyship is not a Vaughan by blood.” She kneeled by his chair. “Please, Tom, let us wait upon the duke’s arrival. I fear what kind of man he’ll be—his mother was a murderess.”

Firelight played across his weathered face. “I’ll think on it.” Which he did, most of the night and well into the next day while Johnny helped him at his labors.

Finished weeding the kitchen herbs, the two headed toward the rose garden on their way home. Rounding the corner of the Hall, Tom stopped with a gasp.

Someone had cut and removed more than half of the bright blooms. In the soft breeze, bushes waved freshly chopped stems where vibrant petals had been that morning. Strewn on the ground lay evidence of the culprit’s work—discarded blossoms in red and pink littered the grass like bodies on a battlefield.

Johnny stood like a pillar, unsure what to make of such a scene. “What happened?” she asked Tom in a whisper.

Unshed tears glistened at the corners of his eyes. “I don’t know, child.”

“Lady Vaughan wanted roses throughout the Dower House,” Paget answered from behind them. “She cut them herself.” The normally stern butler shook his head sadly at the destruction. “I’m sorry, Tom.”

Tom bent over one of his beloved bushes. Nearly all the flowers had been cut from it. “She’s destroyed this plant. I’ll have to prune it back so far, ’twill take a year or more to recover.”

His gaze swept the garden. “I’m glad the duchess is dead. I couldn’t bear to see her face were she to witness this. She spent hours tending this garden.” He turned and held out his hand. “Come, Johnny.” Nodding to Paget, they left.

Johnny hurried to keep up with Tom’s strides. She spied his clenched jaw and a fire gleaming in his eyes. She’d never before seen Tom angry. “Will the roses die?” she asked in a small voice.

Tom’s expression softened. “No, we won’t let them die. I’m too upset to do them any good tonight, but tomorrow’s a new day. I’ll teach you how to save bushes even after they’ve been abused like that.”

“You’ll let me help save the rose garden?” It seemed an awfully important task to entrust to her.

Tom chuckled and squeezed her hand. “I think you would be the perfect person.” As they walked home, Tom battled his conscience, Martha’s tales from last night still fresh.

“I don’t like Lady Vaughan,” Johnny announced, as if she’d read his thoughts. “She’s not at all nice.”

With a struggle, Tom’s conscience surrendered to a laugh. “No, she ain’t. Not at all.”

~ : ~

Over the following week, Johnny learned to tend the delicate rose bushes. Tom taught her to define the plant’s shape while not pruning back so far as to stunt its growth. Together they collected the rotting carcasses of the forgotten blooms and watered the plants that had withstood Lady Vaughan’s pillaging.

Tom gave Johnny the added responsibility of continuing their care. “I must return to my other tasks, but I want you to look after the roses every day. Can you do that?”

Johnny agreed with all the gravity of her seven years.

Daily she visited the rose garden, if only to watch the bees lazily hover above the blossoms. After her chores one afternoon, she lay upon the grass to listen to the insects and birds and inhale the scent of the roses she’d rescued. The sun warmed her, and the grass tickled the back of her neck. She pulled down her tricorne to shade her eyes as she squinted at the clouds.

“Hello.”

The little voice made Johnny sit up so fast her vision swam.

Standing a few feet away, a little girl almost Johnny’s age wore a yellow dress with a white pinafore. A matching bonnet covered her raven curls. “What’s your name?” the girl asked.

“Johnny.”

“I’m Olivia.”

“I know.” Johnny scanned the garden, but they were alone. “Where’s your governess?”

Olivia giggled. “I don’t know. Curtis is always giving her the slip, and today I snuck away, too. She was reading to us about how Spain declared war on us. Do you know where Spain is?”

Johnny shook her head. In truth, she didn’t know what Spain was, much less where it was or why it would want to declare war on Ambersley. Fortunately, the subject seemed unimportant to Olivia.

“I see you up here with the roses sometimes. Mama brought back armloads of them for our house. They smelled so pretty, but then they all died.” Olivia reached out to pull a stem toward her and sniff at the pink rose.

“Mind the thorns.” Johnny scrambled to her feet and showed Olivia how to feel along the stem to avoid a painful pricking.

“Miss Trent said you’re the gardener’s apprentice, and that I shouldn’t talk with you because my older brother’s the duke. I think that’s silly, but she said it would make Mama mad.” Olivia’s nose wrinkled in disdain of her elders’ opinions, then she sighed. “There’s no one to play with here. It’s boring.”

Johnny recognized sadness in the girl’s voice and cast about for something that might entertain her. “Would you care to see the kittens at the stables?”

Olivia brightened immediately. “There are kittens?”

Johnny laughed. “Always. Rory likes a stable without rats. Come along.” There was no sign of Rory in the stable, but Johnny went unerringly to the harness room and showed Olivia where the cat and her latest litter lay wedged behind a barrel in the corner.

Olivia cooed over the gray and white balls of fur. The kittens were floppy on their feet, but more than willing to pounce upon the leather tassel of the coach whip Johnny dragged along the floor. Olivia laughed, and Johnny smiled, pleased she’d been able to make the girl forget her boredom.

“What’s going on in here?”

Johnny was startled by the unfamiliar voice, but Olivia greeted her older brother with a giggle. “Look at the kittens. Aren’t they cute? Do you think Mama would let me have one?”

Curtis gave a heartless laugh. “She wouldn’t let me keep the puppy I found. She made Paget take it away and drown it.”

Johnny kept silent but knew Paget had given the puppy to the village smithy.

Curtis poked a kitten with his finger until the kitten retaliated with tiny but razor-sharp claws. “Ouch! You little demon.” He shoved the kitten, and it rolled across the floor in an undignified heap. The boy stepped forward, a grimace on his face. Afraid he meant to kick the helpless creature, Johnny pushed the boy aside while the kitten found its footing and scampered to the safety of its mother.

Curtis stumbled then glared at her. “How dare you?” He pushed her against the barrel. The mother cat hissed angrily at being so disturbed.

Red-faced, Curtis stood half a foot taller than she, and Johnny knew she’d never be able to best him in a fight. Though she held the coach whip in her hand, she didn’t dare raise it. Instead, she tried desperately to make peace.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t want the kitten to get hurt.”

“Kitten!” Curtis spat. “Who cares about a kitten? They should probably all be drowned. Just more mouths to feed around here. I hear you’re an orphan, and the Bendickses let you live with them. Maybe I should talk to my mother and have you sent to an orphanage so there’s one less mouth to feed.” His gaze lighted on the whip. “Are you threatening me with that? Give it over.”

Johnny lifted her shaking hand to comply when Rory entered the harness room.

He stopped short and smoothed back his wild white hair. “What’s this? Have we all come to visit the kittens, then?”

Curtis sneered at Johnny before turning. “This boy was threatening my sister and me with this whip. I demand that you punish him.” His clipped tone reminded Johnny of Paget when he issued commands.

Rory quickly surveyed the room before clearing his throat. “Aye, Lord Curtis. I’ll see to it, but I’ll have to speak to his guardian first. You take your sister home now, sir, so she can recover from this shock, and I’ll see to Johnny.”

Curtis’s eyes narrowed as if he’d argue, but then he turned on Johnny. “Stay away from me and my sister.” He stalked past Rory and grabbed hold of Olivia’s arm. She barely managed to dump the kitten into Rory’s hands before being whisked out the door. Johnny could hear her crying as Curtis dragged her from the stable.

Swallowing hard, she raised wide eyes to Rory. “I’m sorry, sir. Will I get a whipping?” She was prepared for whatever punishment Rory might mete out.

“Heavens, no.” Rory took the whip from her. “The day I let an untried boy like Lord Curtis issue me orders is the day I leave Ambersley. I don’t know what happened here, but it looks as though you were about to land in a peck of trouble.”

“I thought he was going to hurt the kittens. I wanted to protect them.”

Rory handed her the kitten. “Good for you. But you shouldn’t have crossed Lord Curtis. I’d give him a wide berth if I were you.”

“I was only trying to be friendly with Olivia,” Johnny said as she let the kitten hop to the floor.

“That’s Lady Olivia to you and me, Johnny. One day you’ll understand, boy, that the likes of them and the likes of us don’t mix. Everyone has their place on this earth, and we must each stick to it.”

Rory’s words echoed in Johnny’s ears as she slowly walked home. She had never thought about the differences between the servants and their masters before. She was accustomed to Paget’s word being law at Ambersley, but now even he had to bow before Lady Vaughan and her children.

She sensed a shifting in the balance of her world, and though she didn’t completely understand everything that went on around her, of one thing she was certain—she had made an enemy.



Three


London, March 1805


On deck of the East India ship, Derek Vaughan drank in his first bittersweet sight of London in eight years. From the throng on the docks—more active than an ant colony—to the chimneys belching smoke into the gray sky, he’d once thought London the most exciting city in the world. But after living in the panorama that was India, his homeland appeared dingy and overcrowded.

He turned to the burly giant beside him. “Home again, Cushing. Are you eager to return to dry land?”

His servant shuddered at the gentle gibe. “To be sure. I’ve never been so seasick in my life. May we never again make such a harrowing journey.”

“Aye,” Derek agreed absently as he gripped the rail and stared out over London again, besieged by long-buried memories more turbulent than the stormy seas they’d traversed. “It’s time for us to forge ahead with our lives.”

They continued to stand their watch over the hive of activity on the dock while the ship was safely moored. Even without words, the older man’s presence buoyed Derek. Slightly past his prime, Cushing stood strong of limb and broad of girth. Though he laughed readily and was always the first to join in song, creases etched in his leathery face hinted at personal loss. At five-and-twenty, Derek understood loss too well, and so had never pressed for details.

“Two more morose men I shall never hope to see.”

Derek glanced over his shoulder at tow-headed Harry Coatsworth. Tall and lean with arms akimbo, his cousin radiated the happiness of a man about to debark on his native soil—a man assured of the open-armed welcome of his family. Where Derek found it difficult to uproot the joy in life, Harry tended to trip over it.

“Two more morose men you shall never find,” he responded. He waved Harry to join him at the rail where Cushing, silent, flanked his other side. These two men were all the family and friends he had—or needed. He would always remember they’d both been by his side when Harry delivered his painful tidings.

’Tis your father. He’s dead.

The memory of those simple words sent a swift searing pain through Derek’s belly, much like a gunshot. Though he’d left London convinced he would never again see the man he’d called father, the finality of those five words had caught him unprepared. That Harry, with little more than a score of years to his name, had taken it upon himself to travel halfway around the world to deliver the news still astonished him.

His cousin leaned on the railing and held his peace for fully a minute—half a minute more than Derek would have thought possible. “Are you yet sorry you returned?”

He turned to lean against the rail. “No. ’Tis my filial duty.”

“Duty?” Harry snorted. “It’s your inheritance.”

Derek remained silent. Any bequest meant little, but he couldn’t as casually discard the notion of repaying a debt of honor. Reginald Vaughan had raised him, though Derek had been no more than a cuckoo in the nest. Despite a notorious wife whose public and outrageous liaisons had culminated in murder, the man he called father had always treated Derek with the utmost respect and paternal love. Always—until that final day when Derek had confronted him with the truth.

To refuse to return to England would have been churlish, and Reginald Vaughan’s memory deserved better than that. Derek had returned to fulfill his obligations as head of the Vaughan family, regardless of what it might cost him personally.

An elbow poked him in the ribs. “You’re still pining for the lovely ladies you left behind,” Harry said.

Cushing chuckled.

Derek frowned, but that only urged Harry on with his foolery. “Do you think I didn’t hear the feminine sighs over your silky dark locks, your penetrating blue eyes, your fine leg in the saddle, your penchant for stealing a kiss?”

“Did you also hear what they whispered behind their fans? Their furtive questions about my prospects or sad laments over my mother’s behavior?” Derek laughed darkly, the memory of Helena Thorne haunting him. “No, if I miss anyone, it’s my men.”

“And what did the cavalry think of our fair captain?” Harry looked pointedly at Cushing. “Did they admire his fine leg in the saddle?”

The giant scratched his nose. “His
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