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      Mordaunt Grange, Yorkshire, 1815

      

      The betrothal celebration pressed in around Lizzie — the heat of too many bodies, the cloying sweetness of hothouse roses already wilting in their vases, the relentless brightness of crystal chandeliers blazing against the crimson silk of her gown. A color Lord Mordaunt had insisted upon, bold and demanding as the man himself. The same crimson as the hunting jackets worn by his ancestors, whose portraits lined the great hall, each face bearing the same cruel mouth and hawkish nose their descendant had inherited.

      Through towering windows, the moors stretched endless and dark, heather and gorse swallowed by approaching night. The wild landscape beyond mocked the forced gaiety within, where the cream of Yorkshire gathered to celebrate her imprisonment.

      “Your father seems in better spirits,” Lady Ashworth observed, materializing at Lizzie’s elbow with the practiced stealth of a society matron. “Amazing what the prospect of a good match can do for one’s constitution. And such a magnificent estate...” Her shrewd eyes took in Lizzie’s rigid posture. “Though you appear somewhat less enthusiastic, my dear.”

      Lizzie’s stomach turned, but she kept her expression pleasant, the mask her upbringing demanded. “Excuse me,” she managed, her voice tight. “I find myself in need of air.” She didn’t wait for a response, knowing the gossips would feast on her rudeness. Let them. Soon enough, they’d have weightier scandals to discuss.

      The library beckoned, its massive oak doors standing half-open. Lady Elizabeth Ashworth hesitated at the threshold, her father’s voice echoing in memory: Books, my dear girl, are the only true refuge in times of trouble. How many hours had she spent in Ashworth House’s library, curled in a worn chair while Lord Thomas Ashworth lost himself in his precious antiquities? Her father’s wealth had provided every imaginable comfort — but even the Ashworth coffers could not shield her from her own mistake.

      Inside, leather-bound volumes lined the walls in neat rows, their gilded spines catching the firelight from the crackling hearth. The scent of beeswax and aged paper wrapped around her as she eased the door shut, muffling the orchestra and brittle laughter beyond. This library, like everything else in Mordaunt’s world, spoke of wealth rather than wisdom — each volume chosen for its binding not its contents. Her father would have been appalled.

      How ironic that Mordaunt, who had courted her with such fervor and charm, had turned out to be nothing more than a polished gambler with mounting debts. She had agreed to the match before she knew of the unpaid tradesmen banging on his gates, of the by-blows he refused to support, of the hollow husk his so-called fortune had become. She had believed him worthy of his title, a man whose admiration was as sincere as it was flattering. But she had learned too late Mordaunt admired only her dowry and the security it promised.

      Her hand clenched the edge of the desk. She had tried to end the engagement, but Mordaunt had refused her pleas, dismissing her objections with a cold smile and veiled threats. He had made it clear that he viewed her fortune as already his and would not release her from the trap she’d walked into.

      “Found you.”

      The voice slithered through the shadows. Lizzie had been raised on Shakespeare and Homer, taught to face life with wit and wisdom, but nothing in her scholarly upbringing had prepared her for the predatory intent in that tone.

      Lord Mordaunt emerged from between the towering bookcases, moonlight and firelight warring across the planes of his face. He was beautiful in the way of ancient marble — all cold perfection and sharp edges. His evening clothes, impeccably tailored in midnight blue, emphasized the breadth of his shoulders and the lethal grace of his movements. But it was his eyes that held her — wells in winter, with something moving in their depths that sent her pulse skittering.

      He moved with deliberate possession — of space, of air, of possibility. The scent of his cologne reached her first. Sandalwood and something sharper, more bitter. It filled her lungs, made it harder to breathe.

      “My lord,” she said, lifting her chin. “I merely needed a moment’s respite.”

      “From our engagement celebration?” He moved closer, each step measured. “One might think you were… reluctant.”

      “I am reluctant.” The words escaped before she could stop them, hanging in the air between them. “This arrangement⁠—”

      “Is binding.” He was upon her in two strides, his proximity forcing her back until a reading desk pressed on her spine. “Your fortune ensures that, my dear.”

      The endearment dripped from his lips. Lizzie’s hands curled into fists at her sides, her nails cutting half-moons into her palms. The pain helped anchor her against the rising tide of panic. She made herself meet his gaze, though every instinct screamed at her to look away, to make herself smaller, less of a target. “I will not be bartered like chattel, my lord. Find another bride to⁠—”

      His hand shot out, fingers wrapping around her upper arm with bruising force. “You seem to labor under the misapprehension that you have a choice in this matter.” His breath, tainted with wine, washed over her face. “Let me disabuse you of that notion.”

      “Release me.” She tried to wrench free, but his grip only tightened.

      “You will be my wife,” he growled, his other hand catching her face, fingers digging into her cheeks. “One way or another. If you refuse to come willingly to our marriage bed…” His gaze raked down her body, leaving her feeling stripped bare despite her layers of silk and muslin. “Perhaps we should give scandal a head start.”

      Lizzie thrashed against his hold, but he was already forcing her back against the desk, his weight pinning her as his free hand tore at her bodice. The rip of fabric — silk surrendering — echoed through the room.

      “I shall tell them you’ve forced yourself⁠—”

      “No one will believe you over me,” he panted against her ear, his weight crushing her.

      Her ribs ached where the desk pressed into them. Her lungs burned. But her voice came out steady as a blade. “Is this how you prove yourself a man, my lord? Through force and threats?” Her lip curled. “You are nothing but a coward playing at power.”

      The truth struck home. Mordaunt’s face twisted, something feral replacing the aristocratic mask. His hands shot to her throat, fingers digging into the delicate flesh with crushing strength. “Insolent witch,” he snarled. “I’ll teach you the meaning of power.”

      The room narrowed to a tunnel. Through what remained of her vision, she saw the bronze statue of Pan on the desk beside her — Mordaunt’s prized possession. Her fingers closed around its base even as the light bled away.

      “You shall not have me,” Lizzie said, and brought the statue down.

      The sound it made against Mordaunt’s skull echoed through the library — the tolling of a bell that had announced both weddings and deaths across these moors for centuries.

      His hands fell from her throat. Their gazes locked in that eternal moment — his eyes wide with outrage and disbelief, hers steady despite the terror coursing through her veins. Then he crumpled, falling away from her like something discarded.

      “Oh, God.” The whisper seemed to echo off the library’s vaulted ceiling, where painted cherubs looked down with bland indifference. She was alone at Mordaunt’s Grange, surrounded by his family and retainers, with his cooling corpse at her feet. The Yorkshire magistrates would not look kindly upon a woman who had killed her betrothed, no matter her reasons.

      They’ll hang me from the same oak where his grandfather strung up the border raiders. The local legend, suddenly, horribly relevant.

      The thought spurred her into action. She snatched her torn shawl from where it had fallen, wrapping it around her shoulders to hide the damage to her bodice. Her fingers arranged the fabric to cover the worst of it. Every second stretched, each creak of the old house stopping her breath.

      Through the library’s mullioned windows, the storm rolled in across the moors. Black clouds swallowed the stars. A true Yorkshire night — the kind where men wandered off the path and were lost forever in the treacherous bogs and hidden ravines.

      The library door opened silently under her trembling hand. The sounds of the celebration drifted down the corridor — laughter, music, the clink of crystal — all so obscenely normal it made her teeth ache. She kept her steps measured, though her pulse drummed in her ears.

      Hawkins, who had served the Mordaunts since before she was born, stood in his usual place in the marble foyer, his face a mask of studied indifference. Only the slight raising of one eyebrow betrayed any reaction to her disheveled state.

      “I believe I shall take a turn in the gardens,” Lizzie heard herself say, her voice steadier than she had any right to expect. The lie tasted of ashes.

      The butler inclined his head, though surely he must see the wild look in her eyes, the way her shawl clutched too tightly at her throat. “Very good, miss. Though it looks to rain.” His Yorkshire accent seemed to weight the warning — or was it a threat?

      Like master, like man. The Mordaunts had ruled this corner of Yorkshire for generations, breeding loyalty as deep as the roots of the oaks that dotted their estate.

      The night air hit her as she stepped outside, sharp and damp, carrying the first metallic tang of the coming storm. Her feet carried her across the manicured lawn toward the stables, where lamplight spilled from the tack room along with masculine laughter and argument.

      “—not bloody likely with cards marked like that⁠—”

      “Shut it, you’re just sore about losing⁠—”

      The grooms’ voices provided cover as Lizzie slipped into the nearest stall. Her unsteady fingers worked at the saddle, muscle memory from countless childhood rides taking over where conscious thought failed. The horse — a tall bay gelding — shifted, picking up on her fear.

      “Hush now,” she whispered, though her own hands shook worse than his flanks. Leading him out was terrifying in its slowness, each step chosen to avoid drawing attention from the card players mere yards away.

      Once clear of the stable, Lizzie swung herself into the saddle and kicked the horse into motion. They burst from the stable yard at a gallop, hooves thundering against packed earth as they fled.

      She had no notion of direction or destination. Only that she must put distance between herself and that book-lined room. The wind tore at her hair, pulling pins free until it streamed behind her. Her muscles screamed protest at the punishing pace, but she urged the horse on, on, into the night.

      The ironwork gates of Mordaunt’s Grange fell away behind them as she urged the gelding onto the moor road, where centuries of cart wheels and horseshoes had worn twin ruts into stony earth. The last vestiges of civilization — the ordered gardens, the carefully maintained drives — gave way to wilderness. Here was the true Yorkshire, untamed and indifferent to human suffering.

      Heather whipped past, its late-summer blooms rendered colorless by the night. The horse’s hooves struck sparks against hidden stone, each impact jolting through her body. She bent low over his neck, her tears lost to the wind that keened across the open moorland. Behind her, Mordaunt’s Grange crouched against the sky, its windows still blazing with celebration. How long before they found him? Before the hunt began?

      She dug her heels harder into the gelding’s flanks. “Faster,” she whispered, though the wind tore the word away. “Please, faster.”

      The first heavy drops of rain fell in answer. They struck her face, needle-sharp, soaking through her thin ball gown until the silk clung to her skin. Her hair, already loosened from its pins, plastered against her neck. The gelding snorted in protest, his stride growing uncertain on the treacherous ground.

      Lightning split the sky, illuminating the landscape in sharp relief — the jutting bones of crumbling stone walls, the dark mouths of abandoned quarries, the twisted shapes of hawthorn trees bent permanently sideways by centuries of wind. In that brilliant moment, Lizzie saw the path divide: one fork leading down toward the valley where distant lights promised villages and help, the other winding up into the high moors where no sane person ventured after dark.

      They’ll expect me to seek civilization. Mordaunt’s men will watch the valley roads.

      The choice made itself. When the black slammed back down, she guided the horse onto the upland path. The slope grew steeper, the track narrower. Somewhere above her, a grouse called — harsh and mocking.

      The fall came without warning. The shock of impact stole her breath, her ribs screaming as she struck the ground. Through sheets of rain, she glimpsed her mount vanishing into the rain — her last tether to anything snapping clean. A hollow laugh escaped her throat. Civilization. As if anything about this night had been civilized.

      She lurched to her feet and plunged into the woods beside the road. Branches reached for her, tearing at her face, her hair, her gown. Her shawl — her last pretense at propriety — caught and ripped away. She left it hanging.

      The ground disappeared.

      Time shattered.

      The world spun — shadow and lightning, each flash illuminating her descent. Her silk ball gown offered no protection as she tumbled through thorny gorse and over sharp stone. Pain bloomed across her body.

      Then — water.

      The impact drove the air from her lungs. Cold seized her, bone-deep, turning her muscles to stone. The sodden silk of her skirts dragged her deeper, party finery transformed to funeral shroud in the space of a breath.

      Is this how it ends? The thought came with strange clarity. Not by the hangman’s rope, but drowned in a forgotten corner of Yorkshire?

      Something brushed her leg — a touch like dead fingers reaching. The terror of it galvanized her frozen limbs. She kicked hard, her feet finding purchase in the slimy bottom. Up. She had to go up.

      She broke the surface with a sound that was half sob, half prayer. Rain needled her face as she fought toward solid ground, her fingers clawing into mud that seemed determined to drag her back.

      She collapsed onto firmer earth. The world took on a dream-like quality, as if she watched herself from somewhere far above — a mud-covered creature that had once been a lady, crawling from the primordial depths of Yorkshire’s wild places.

      “Disgraceful,” she whispered, though whether she meant her current state or the entire sequence of events that had led her here, she couldn’t say.

      The cold crept deeper, turning her bones to ice as the wind keened through heather and gorse. The sound might have been lost souls crying. Or perhaps the baying of hounds, already on her scent.

      But what if...

      The thought struck harder than any blow Mordaunt had landed. She saw him rising from the library floor, his face twisted from aristocratic hauteur to something bestial, gathering his men and hounds for the hunt. The image sent a final shudder through her before unconsciousness claimed her.

      Through fading consciousness, she glimpsed a strange orange glow growing stronger through the curtain of rain — lamplight cutting through the storm, or perhaps the fires of hell come to claim their due.
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      Thorncliff Manor, Yorkshire, 1815

      Dawn crept across the Yorkshire moors like watercolor bleeding onto wet paper, turning the sky from iron to pearl. Lucian Rothwell, Earl of Thorncliff, moved through his sodden woods with the silent grace of a predator, his rifle balanced in gloved hands. The air held that peculiar clarity that followed a great storm — each leaf, each blade of grass vibrating with renewed life.

      These dawn hunts were his private ritual. A moment of solitude before the weight of his title and responsibilities settled upon his shoulders once more. From this vantage point near the ravine that divided his lands from Mordaunt’s Grange, he could see across to his neighbor’s estate — a darker mass against the lightening sky. His jaw tightened at the sight. The Mordaunts had been thorns in Yorkshire’s side for generations.

      He reached the lip of the ravine and halted, every hunter’s instinct sharpening at once.

      Something was wrong. The morning birds had gone silent, and there — a flash of crimson against the mud-dark bank below, like a splash of blood on a painter’s canvas.

      Cursing under his breath, he descended the treacherous slope, his boots finding purchase where a less experienced man would have fallen. The huddled shape resolved into a woman, her ball gown more brown than red now, her dark hair a tangled mess across her face.

      “Madam?” He touched her cheek. Cold as marble. His fingers sought the pulse at her throat — there. The faintest flutter of life. Without hesitation, he gathered her into his arms. She was not slight, but Lucian had never been one to balk at difficulty. Besides, there was a quality about her — even unconscious and mud-covered — that commanded care rather than pity.

      The trek back to Thorncliff Manor seemed longer with his sodden burden. As he approached the grand house, its Gothic spires gilt with morning light, he could already imagine Mrs. Pippins’s reaction. His housekeeper treated any deviation from routine as a personal affront from Providence.

      His voice echoed through the gleaming foyer as he shouldered open the heavy door, leaving a trail of mud and water in his wake. “Mrs. Pippins! Come here at once!”

      The housekeeper appeared in the doorway like a startled hen, her cap slightly askew, her faded eyes widening to proportions that might have been comical in less dire circumstances. “Oh! Oh, my lord! What... whatever is... oh, the carpets!”

      Lucian shifted the woman’s weight in his arms, summoning the patience he usually reserved for skittish horses. “A woman, Mrs. Pippins. Found half-drowned in the ravine. The carpets will survive.”

      Mrs. Pippins clutched at her throat, her eyes darting between the mud-soaked woman and the pristine marble floor now bearing the evidence of their dramatic entrance. “But... but who is she? And where shall we... that is to say... a lady in such a state…”

      His voice carried the weight of centuries of aristocratic command. “Mrs. Pippins. This woman needs immediate attention. Have Sarah prepare a hot bath in the guest chamber nearest my study. Send Thomas for Dr. Harrison at once, and have Ellen bring up fresh linens and one of the spare nightgowns kept for my sister’s visits.”

      The housekeeper’s hands fluttered like agitated doves. “But, my lord, to have an unknown female here, in a bachelor’s household⁠—”

      “Would you prefer I left her to drown in the ravine?” His patience, legendary among his staff, was wearing thin. “Or perhaps I should have inquired as to her credentials and letters of introduction while she lay unconscious in the mud?”

      “No, of course not, but⁠—”

      “Then I suggest you focus your considerable energies on seeing to her comfort rather than on imagining scandal where none exists.” The woman in his arms stirred, a reminder of urgency more persuasive than any command. “And Mrs. Pippins? Have Cook prepare her strengthening broth. No doubt our guest will need sustenance once she’s properly cleaned and warmed.”

      Mrs. Pippins bobbed a nervous curtsy. “Y-yes, my lord. But what will people say?”

      Lucian paused on the first step, fixing his housekeeper with a look that had cowed far more formidable opponents. “They will say that the Earl of Thorncliff acted as any gentleman would when finding a lady in distress. Unless, of course, you would prefer they discuss how he left her to the mercy of the moors out of concern for his carpets?”

      “No!” Mrs. Pippins’s cap ribbons trembled with renewed agitation. “I shall see to everything at once. Though perhaps... should I send word… Lady Adelaide might⁠—”

      His voice held a note of finality that brooked no further discussion. “Mrs. Pippins. The bath. The doctor. The broth. In that order, if you please.”

      The woman grew heavier with each step, her sodden ball gown releasing rivulets of muddy water that traced dark patterns down his hunting jacket. Even through the mud and degradation of her finery, an elegance clung to her. This quality made him wonder what sort of lady had been caught in last night’s fury wearing evening dress. The scent of rain and wild heather rose from her skin beneath the dirt, mingled with lingering traces of what might have been French perfume. A lady of quality, then. Though what she was doing in his ravine was a mystery that would have to wait.

      Behind him, Mrs. Pippins’s voice carried up the stairs in a steady stream of instructions, her natural gift for command temporarily overwhelming her anxiety about propriety. “Ellen, fetch those nightgowns this instant! Sarah, the copper should already be heating! Thomas, tell Dr. Harrison it’s an emergency — though mind you don’t spread tales in the village about our unexpected guest!”

      Lucian shifted his burden, debating which piece of furniture to sacrifice to their mutual dishevelment. The rose-patterned chair by the fire seemed the most fitting victim — he’d never cared for its garish abundance of blooms. He moved toward it with purpose, but his boot caught the edge of a Turkish carpet’s fringe.

      The world tilted.

      They fell together, his curse muffled against what turned out to be a decidedly solid form beneath him. A small sound — half gasp, half groan — escaped her lips.

      Her voice came low, rich with confusion and an edge of wariness. “Good Lord... what...?”

      He raised himself just enough to meet her gaze and felt the impact of it like a blow — eyes that shifted like the sea before a storm, green or blue or both, blazing out of her mud-masked face with a ferocity that dared him to look away.

      Then her mouth opened wide.

      He recognized the inevitable. “Don’t scream. I’m not⁠—”

      She screamed. The sound held all the fury of the storm that had brought her to his door, and she became a whirlwind of thrashing limbs and alarmingly accurate blows. “No, you shall not!”

      Lucian fought to extricate himself with at least a shred of dignity. “Stop it! I will not hurt you.”

      A well-placed fist connected with his jaw, ending any hope of a dignified resolution.

      He sprang back, putting welcome distance between himself and his violent guest. She sat up, those extraordinary eyes blazing like gems in a wasteland.

      He nursed his jaw, tasting copper. “Damn. I told you I wasn’t going to hurt you.”

      Her chest heaved with each breath, drawing his attention — against every gentlemanly instinct — to the torn state of her bodice. “Just what were you doing, then?”

      He straightened his coat with what he felt was admirable restraint. “I fell.”

      She blinked. “You... fell?”

      The mud had clearly affected her hearing as well as her temperament. “Yes. I was carrying you, and I fell. I assure you, I harbored no base intentions.”

      Intelligence sharpened behind her confusion. “Why were you carrying me?”

      Lucian brushed at his ruined coat, clinging to the last threads of his patience. “An excellent question. I found you unconscious down by the ravine, half-drowned and entirely mysterious. I made the apparently misguided decision not to leave you there.”

      She studied him with an intensity that belied her vulnerable position. A smile cracked the mud around her lips — and despite everything, the mud, the fury, the absurdity of them both, it was charming. “You carried me all this way?”

      He arched a brow. “Indeed. No simple task, I assure you.”

      Amusement lit those storm-colored eyes. “How ungallant of you to say so.”

      With a barely suppressed groan, she attempted to rise from the floor, her movements as graceful as her current state allowed. The moment she gained her feet, she swayed.

      Lucian reached to steady her, earning himself another sharp slap. “Unhand me, sir! Unhand me this instant!”

      He stepped back with more haste than dignity. “With pleasure.”

      She wove like a sapling in strong wind. “Heavens.” When he reached for her again, she waved him off with imperious dismissal. “I shall manage perfectly well if you would kindly refrain from manhandling my person.”

      His hands fell to his sides. “Manhandling? I vastly preferred you unconscious.”

      “My exact sentiments.” Her gaze swept the room before returning to appraise him with unnerving directness. “You’re quite filthy, you know.”

      “If I am filthy, madam, you are the architect of my destruction.” He gestured pointedly to her mud-encrusted form.

      She glanced down at herself, displeasure sharpening the set of her mouth. “Yes, I see your point.” A cautious step, and a sharp intake of breath. “Lord above, you’ve certainly bruised me.”

      “I did nothing of the sort. You arrived in that condition.”

      The question seemed directed more at herself than at him. “Did I?” A shadow crossed her expression. “I confess I feel rather weak. Might I...” She swayed again. “Might I rest a moment?”

      He indicated the rose-patterned monstrosity by the fire. “The chair.”

      “But I shall ruin it completely.”

      “It’s of no consequence. I detest the thing.”

      A rich chuckle escaped her, catching them both off guard. “In that case, I shall be delighted to oblige.”

      She tottered toward it, and Lucian clenched his hands to keep from offering assistance. She collapsed into the chair with improbable dignity, somehow looking regal in her deplorable state. “Who are you, sir?”

      He stiffened. “Rather, who are you?”

      Instead of answering, she studied him with that same piercing intensity. Then mischief sparked in her eyes. “I did ask you first.”

      He gave a slight bow, more sardonic than respectful. “Very well. Lucian Rothwell, Earl of Thorncliff, at your... dubious service.”

      The corner of her mouth tugged upward. “And most definitely wishing you weren’t.”

      Drawing herself up with remarkable poise for someone covered in mud, she tilted her head. “Thorncliff... I don’t recall the name. Tell me, do you know me, sir?”

      Lucian exhaled a breath of impatience, watching as this enigma arranged herself in his least favorite chair as though it were a throne. “I would not have asked your identity if I already knew it, madam.”

      Uncertainty crossed her features — or fear, quickly masked. Her fingers traced an absent pattern on the chair’s arm, leaving muddy whorls like ancient runes. “No, I suppose not. But please, think carefully. Are you quite certain you don’t know me?”

      His teeth clenched. “Madam. I am entirely positive I do not.”

      The words came softly, almost lost in the crackling of the fire. “I see.” She drew a breath that seemed to tremble. “That is... unfortunate.”

      “Madam, I strongly doubt that.”

      She laughed then — turned her face toward him and laughed — and the sound held notes of both music and madness. “No, Mr. Ungallant, I would agree with you on that point. However...” Her fingers ceased their nervous tracing. “If you had known me, it would have been a convenience. Not a pleasure, to be sure, but a convenience.”

      Wariness crept through him. “Why would it be convenient?”

      Her smile turned brittle as frost on a windowpane. “Because then you could tell me my name.”

      “What?”

      “My name.” The words fell precise as cut crystal. “Who am I?”

      “I heard you.” He studied her with growing concern. “What do you mean by it?”

      Her voice held steady, though her hands had begun their restless movement again. “Simply that my name appears to have... slipped my memory. Along with any other thought of who I am, where I am, or how I came to be here.”

      “What?” The word emerged as more roar than question.

      She lifted her chin, defiance tangled with vulnerability in her expression. “My lord, I distinctly remember you asking that same question mere moments ago. Might we progress to something more illuminating?”

      Lucian stalked across the room, his boots leaving muddy prints on the Turkish carpet. “Madam, I care for nothing else at present except your name.”

      That same unreadable smile curved her lips. “On that point at least, we are in perfect agreement. I would very much like to know it as well.”

      He raked a hand through his hair. “God above. What manner of madness is this?”

      “The kind that cannot seem to remember herself.” Her composure was maddening. “Though I have no doubt that, given time, all will become clear.”

      He paced before the fire. “Madness. Sheer madness.”

      Her gaze tracked his movement, sharp with intelligence for all her claimed confusion. “So it would seem. Though I don’t feel particularly deranged. I have no desire whatsoever to rant or rave. Unlike some present company.”

      Lucian braced his hands against the mantelpiece, studying their reflections in the mirror above — he, mud-spattered but composed; she, a bedraggled queen holding court from his despised rose chair. The firelight caught the fine bones of her face beneath the mud, hinting at a beauty that would be formidable once revealed.

      A dangerous thought.

      “Amnesia.” The word dropped into the space between them like a stone into still water.

      Her lips curved, that wicked amusement bright in her eyes. “Is that my name? And here I thought you claimed not to know me.”

      He turned to face her, exasperation battling an unwanted fascination he was in no mood to examine. “For God’s sake — it is a condition, madam. A malady of the mind brought about by trauma to the head or...” He studied her more carefully now, noting the shadow of bruising at her throat, partially obscured by mud but unmistakable. Rage — dark and sudden — caught him at the base of his ribs. Whoever had marked her so. “Or by experiences the mind wishes to forget.”

      Her light tone was belied by the way her hand drifted to her throat. “Oh, are you a doctor, then? How fortunate.”

      He chose his next words with care. “I am not a doctor. Merely a man who reads extensively.”

      She settled deeper into the chair, as if its garish roses might offer protection. “I see. Then it seems I have this... amnesia, as you call it. I don’t feel mad.” She laughed, the sound rich and startling in its genuine humor. “Addled, perhaps. I seem to think I’m intelligent, though I cannot be entirely certain of that either.”

      There was something both alluring and unsettling about a woman who could hold herself together while her world lay in pieces. “Perhaps too intelligent.”

      She looked up at him, and pride reasserted itself through the exhaustion and confusion — a visible straightening, as if she were drawing armor around herself from the inside. She stood slowly, each movement deliberate, dignified, despite the ruin of her gown. “Well, I cannot say it was a pleasure to meet you, Lord Thorncliff, for I doubt you would permit me that polite lie. But I can thank you.”

      Firelight caught the mud-dried silk of her gown as she approached him, transforming the ruined crimson to dried blood. Her hand, when she extended it, was finer-boned than he would have guessed beneath its coating of Yorkshire earth. “I shall take my leave now. I am sorry I am unable to return the favor of a name, but there you have it.”

      Lucian stared down at her muddy hand, struck by the incongruous elegance of her gesture. She pulled it back with a ghost of a smile. “Forgive me. I have shared enough of my mud with you, have I not?” She moved past him toward the door, her torn skirts rustling like dead leaves across the Turkish carpet.

      He spun. “Just where do you think you are going?”

      One grimy hand rested on the doorknob as if it were a ballroom fan. “I do not know, but I can see I have trespassed upon your charity long enough.”

      “You intend to go wandering the roads looking like that and without memory of your name?”

      She waved a mud-caked hand with a grace that bordered on theatrical. “What is in a name? But if you would be so kind as to tell me where I am?”

      His arms folded across his chest. “You’re at Thorncliff Manor. Twenty miles from Helmsley, the nearest market town on this side of the ravine. The next estate isn’t for ten miles in any direction — nothing but moor and heath between here and civilization.”

      Recognition — or fear — flashed across her face. “Helmsley?”

      He watched her with the attention he usually reserved for wounded creatures that might bolt. “You’ll have a long walk.”

      She looked at him then, and the last of her composure crumbled like the edges of the ravine after a storm.

      Muttering an oath, Lucian crossed the room in two strides and caught her. This time, she didn’t fight. Her fingers clutched his jacket as she sagged against him, warm and solid for all that she was half-drowned. “Oh, dear.”

      “Damn.” He swept her off her feet, carried her to the bed, and bent to lay her upon it. Her fingers tightened on his shoulders.

      “No.” The protest came faint but stubborn. “I shall soil the bed.”

      “I do not care.” He lowered her down.

      “Do you not like anything in this room?” Still holding onto him, hysteria threading beneath the humor.

      Lucian became acutely aware of the absurdity of his position — gripped by a woman sprawled upon the bed, neither of them willing to be the first to let go. “Madam. Now it is you who manhandles me.”

      Her arms withdrew slowly. “Yes. There is nothing more tiresome than being mauled, is there not?”

      Lucian straightened and stared down at his mysterious guest, entirely at a loss. She had turned her face away, but tremors ran through her body like ripples across still water. Her vulnerability pierced through the distance he kept between himself and the world — the distance he’d spent years building.

      He took her hand.

      She wouldn’t look at him, but her fingers wound through his with a strength that surprised him. Her voice caught on the words. “I am sorry. I am being truly foolish. I thought I was... was acting so well.”

      His own voice came out rougher than he intended, struck by how small her hand felt in his — despite the spirit that had so recently driven her to strike him. “You were.”

      She turned to face him then, tears swimming in her eyes. “Thank you.”

      The word came out strained, almost raw. “Madam — do anything but cry.”

      A sniff — somehow she made even that sound elegant. “Oh, is it not terrible? I rarely resort to it. It is so useless, and it makes one’s eyes so unbecomingly red.” A laugh threaded through her words, weaving grief into music.

      Lucian stood frozen, uncertain whether she was serious or whether this was another facet of her maddening complexity. “Indeed. Now rest. I have sent for the doctor, and he should arrive soon.”

      A fleeting expression crossed her face — too quick for him to read. “The doctor? Do you think he’ll know me?”

      “No. I wish to ascertain that you were not hurt in any other manner.”

      The sound she made wavered between laugh and sob. “Of course. How sensible of you.”

      Practicality. His favorite barricade. “I have ordered a bath to be brought up.”

      Her eyes blazed to life like stars emerging after storm clouds. “A bath! How wonderful. And here I castigated you upon your lack of gallantry. Forgive me.”

      Her swift transitions — despair to delight, fury to grace — left him unsteady on ground he’d thought was solid. He pulled his hand free and stepped back. “Of course. I shall leave you to rest, madam.”

      She sank deeper into the pillows with a sigh that seemed to hold the weight of more than exhaustion. “Do not call me Madam. It makes me think of a headmistress.”

      Treacherous ground, and he knew it. “What should I call you?”

      A faint smile. “Amnesia?”

      “No. It will not serve.”

      A spark of her earlier wit returned. “Then let us shorten it. How about Amy?”

      “No!” Lucian started. “No, that is not a proper name.”

      “Really?” She turned her head away, but not before he caught the hurt that flashed across her features. “Then what about Annie? Annie shall have to do for now.”

      “Anne.” He seized upon the more formal version like a lifeline. “Anne. Yes, that will do.”

      She did not look back at him — her profile still against the pillow’s white expanse. Lucian left the room in silence.

      Lady Elizabeth sat upon the freshly made bed, wrapped in Lord Thorncliff’s nightshirt — a concession that had nearly sent Mrs. Pippins into palpitations before practicality won over propriety. The soft linen carried a faint scent of lavender and sunlight, so at odds with its owner’s commanding presence. Her washed hair hung in damp waves down her back, and for the first time since that horrible moment in Mordaunt’s library, she felt almost human again.

      She drew her knees to her chest, pressing her forehead to them as if she could physically hold back the memories threatening to overwhelm her. The bronze Pan’s weight in her hands. The sickening sound it had made against Mordaunt’s skull. The horrible stillness that followed. Each moment played behind her closed eyes with devastating clarity. Safety was an illusion she could no longer afford.

      Even now, Mordaunt’s household would be discovering their master. Even now, the hounds of justice might be baying for her blood. No one would believe her — a debutante whose dowry had drawn the attention of too many eager suitors — over the words of Mordaunt’s powerful family. They would call it premeditated, would twist her fortune into motive, would paint her as a calculating murderess rather than a victim.

      She rose and crossed to the fire. Her hands shook as she held them out to the crackling logs, remembering how those same fingers had searched for a pulse at Mordaunt’s throat and found nothing. What had she been thinking, accepting his suit? But that had been the problem — she hadn’t been given a choice. Your father’s debts ensure that, my dear, he had said, his smile as cold as winter frost.

      The tall, blond Earl whose shirt she now wore presented a complication she hadn’t anticipated. Thorncliff — the name had been mentioned during her single London season, though she could not recall in what context. Some vague whisper at a ball, perhaps, or a passing comment about Yorkshire nobility. The specifics slipped through her fingers like water, much as her own identity seemed to be doing.

      His grey eyes held a directness that cut through her, as if he could see straight past her fabrications to the terror beneath. Such sharpness from a country Earl unsettled her, yet here he was, offering sanctuary when she needed it most. But for how long? And at what cost?

      She had no choice but to trust in the protection of this stranger, at least until she could form some plan beyond blind panic and flight. The irony did not escape her — that her salvation should come in the form of a man whose very home straddled the ravine that had nearly claimed her life. Providence, it seemed, had a peculiar sense of humor.

      The lie about her memory had come surprisingly easily, born of desperation and self-preservation. But how long could she maintain it? Every moment in his presence felt like walking on ice, never knowing which step might crack the surface and plunge her into the depths below.

      A log shifted in the fireplace, sending sparks dancing upward. Lizzie watched them fade, thinking how quickly light could turn to darkness, how easily one’s world could shift on its axis. One moment she had been the dutiful daughter, determined to fulfill her role in society by making a match befitting her station. The next, a fugitive, her hands stained with blood no amount of washing would remove.

      A sharp rap at the door. Lizzie turned from the fire, gathering the borrowed nightshirt more closely about her shoulders. “Come in.”

      Mrs. Pippins appeared in the doorway, thin and trembling, resembling nothing so much as a startled wren. “Oh! Oh, my dear...”

      The housekeeper’s reaction made Lizzie wonder what she saw — a bedraggled fugitive masquerading as a lady, or merely a woman wearing her master’s nightshirt? Either thought was enough to bring a flush to her cheeks. “What is it, Mrs. Pippins?”

      The words tumbled out in a breathless rush. “I didn’t — that is — Dr. Harrison has arrived. He’s just come from bringing young Mrs. Blackwood’s twins into the world, and⁠—”

      Lizzie arranged her expression — confusion, fragility, the right measure of each. “Please show him in.”

      She silently blessed the timing of Mrs. Blackwood’s labor. The longer the delay before the doctor’s arrival, the more believable her confusion might appear.

      Mrs. Pippins retreated with a rustle of skirts, returning moments later with a man who seemed to bring half of Yorkshire’s weather in with him. Dr. Harrison burst into the room like an autumn storm, all wind-chapped cheeks and rain-dampened coat, spectacles fogged from the transition from cold to warmth. The moment he saw Lizzie, he stopped dead. “Gadzooks!”

      Her hands tightened in her lap — did he recognize her? Had the facade crumbled before she’d had a chance to set it? But years of social training held. She managed a smile. “How do you do, Dr. Harrison?”

      The doctor stared, his weathered face a study in bewilderment. “Fine. Fine. Though I’m here to see how you are instead, Miss...?”

      The false name sat strangely on her tongue, like an unfamiliar piece of music. “Anne. And I am well, I believe, except for an unfortunate lapse of memory.”

      The lie tasted bitter, but she forced herself to meet his gaze with the exact mixture of confusion and earnestness she had practiced in the moments before his arrival. Everything depended on this performance — her freedom, her future, perhaps her very life.
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      Adelaide Devon had been a constant in his life for as long as he could remember—his neighbor, his confidante, and, if his mother’s wishes held sway, his eventual wife. Her graceful presence brought a touch of order to his otherwise tumultuous existence, but today even her steady warmth couldn’t soothe the frustration still simmering beneath his ribs.

      Adelaide settled into the leather wing chair with the ease of a woman who had occupied it a hundred times before. The firelight caught the copper threading through dark hair tamed into fashionable curls. “I’m sorry Mother couldn’t come. She’s gone to attend my Aunt Mary, who’s taken ill. In fact, I received her missive just before yours arrived, bidding me follow.”

      Lucian looked up from where he stood at the fireplace, one arm braced against the carved mantle. “It was Mrs. Pippins’ notion entirely. She seemed to think it scandalous to have a strange woman in my household without proper chaperonage.”

      Adelaide’s laugh held genuine warmth. “Indeed, that is Mrs. Pippins’ way.”

      “I hardly know who she thought needed the chaperone.” His fingers drummed against the mantle’s edge. “If she worried for the woman, she knows very well I’m no ladies’ man. And if she worried for me...” His mouth quirked. “A more unappealing, nettlesome woman I’ve yet to meet.”

      “She truly remembers nothing?” Adelaide leaned forward, concern etched on her face. “How dreadful. She must be terrified.”

      “Terrified?” Lucian’s bark of laughter held no humor. “Women who are terrified don’t generally cuff you about the ears and then lecture you on your lack of gallantry.”

      “She didn’t!”

      “She did.” His grimace spoke volumes. “Faith, the woman announced she would leave, and I was fool enough to stop her.”

      “Oh, no, Lucian. You couldn’t have let her leave, not in her condition.”

      “I know.” He turned to face the fire, its light casting his profile in sharp relief. “But I’ve no desire to play host to any woman, let alone one like that. I’m far too busy to play nursemaid to a mystery.”

      Adelaide’s frown held both concern and speculation. “If you wish, I could remain. She might stay with me until her memory returns.”

      “God forbid.” The words emerged sharper than he intended. “I wouldn’t inflict her upon you or anyone else in the family. No, I was the one foolish enough to fish her from the pond—I’ll bear the consequences.” His jaw set with familiar determination. “I’ll speak to the magistrate, make inquiries about any missing persons.”

      “You’re a good man, Lucian.” Adelaide’s gaze held steady on his. “Even if you don’t like to admit it.”

      Her words landed somewhere he didn’t want them—a reminder of the expectations that came with her calm regard. Expectations he wasn’t certain he could meet.

      A knock interrupted them, and Dr. Harrison bustled in, bringing with him the scent of rain and horse and the astringent bite that clung to every country physician like a second coat.

      “Lucian.” Dr. Harrison crossed to the offered chair, his movements betraying the weariness of a man who had spent the night bringing new life into the world. “About your... patient.”

      Lucian straightened. The doctor’s tone had shifted—that careful neutrality a medical man adopted when the news required sitting down. Every nerve sharpened. “How is she?”

      Harrison lowered himself into the chair, the frown deepening the creases around his eyes. “Odd case, very odd case indeed. The girl doesn’t remember her own name, nor anything else. Now, I’ve seen my share of addled minds after head injuries, but this...” He trailed off, his face troubled.

      “Amnesia.” Lucian watched the doctor’s face for what the words weren’t saying.

      “Eh? What’s that?”

      “The medical term for her condition.” His gaze met Adelaide’s across the room. Her fingers worried at the ribbon of her bonnet—a childhood habit that had amused him through their endless summers together on neighboring estates.

      Harrison waved away the terminology, a pragmatic man who preferred results to Latin. “Call it what you will. The girl’s got it, right enough.”

      “What can be done for her, Dr. Harrison?” Adelaide’s voice carried its usual gentle concern.

      “Done?” The doctor’s laugh held little humor. “Ain’t nothing to be done. Memory’s a curious thing, my lady. If it’s from a knock to the head, it’ll return in its own time—or it won’t. But if it’s something else...” He hesitated, glancing between them. “If the mind’s protecting itself from something it can’t bear to remember, well, that’s a different matter entirely.”

      “Oh my.” Adelaide’s complexion paled.

      “How is she otherwise?” Lucian kept his voice level, though his hand had curled into a fist at his side.

      Harrison shifted in his chair. “She’s bruised and cut all over. A woman of a lesser constitution would be bedridden.” A flush crept up his neck. “But she’s got a fine constitution on her, fine indeed.” He remembered Adelaide and cleared his throat. “That is to say...”

      “Then it won’t require much to care for her.” Lucian’s tone brooked no further elaboration.

      The doctor’s burst of laughter held a knowing edge that set Lucian’s teeth on edge. “My boy, I’m wondering if you’re not blind. A woman like that under your roof...” He glanced at Adelaide and swallowed whatever he’d been about to say. “There is one other thing—nearly forgot in all the rest. As I mentioned, she’s bruised all over, but the marks around her throat...”

      The fire crackled into the silence. Shadows leapt across the hearth like restless sentries.

      “Oh no.” Adelaide’s gaze flicked to Lucian, gauging how much more he could absorb. She had seen that look in his eyes before—a hardening resolve that made her fear he would take this stranger’s burdens entirely onto himself.

      “Yes.” Harrison’s voice dropped lower. “Like handprints, they are. Could be part and parcel with her other injuries, of course, but...” He left the implication suspended between them like smoke.

      “I see.” Lucian’s voice had gone cold, and Adelaide recognized the dangerous stillness that had settled over him—the same unshakeable composure that had carried him through years of managing the wild Yorkshire estates and his even wilder tenants. It was the voice that could quiet a room of arguing farmers or stop a spooked horse mid-bolt, and it never failed to remind her that beneath his carefully maintained reserve lay steel.

      “Take a look yourself.” Harrison pushed to his feet with a grunt. “Though mind you, I’ve left instructions with Mrs. Pippins about feeding her up. Rest will do the most good now.” He gathered his worn medical bag, the brass clasps dulled by years of faithful service. “Best thing for her, rest.”

      “Of course.” Lucian inclined his head. “Perhaps we should keep our patient’s presence quiet for the moment.”

      Harrison’s lined face creased with understanding. “Hadn’t intended to spread it about. The rest will be your choice.” He paused at the door, amusement tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Not too much to care for her, indeed. That’s a good one.” His chuckle trailed behind him into the corridor, fading with his footsteps until the two of them sat wrapped in thoughtful silence.

      Lucian faced Adelaide, his jaw set. “It seems I have a houseguest for an indeterminate time.”

      Adelaide searched his face. “What do you think happened to her?”

      “I don’t know.” He moved to the window, watching as Harrison’s gig disappeared down the rain-slicked drive. The Yorkshire mists were rolling in, blurring the boundary between Thorncliff’s ordered gardens and the wild moors beyond—much like the line between duty and danger was blurring in his own mind. “But I believe I’ll wait to speak with the magistrate until I’ve had another conversation with our mysterious guest.”

      He crossed to sit beside Adelaide, the leather of his chair creaking like a confession. “Take your tea before you leave, and stop worrying over her.” His tone lacked its usual conviction. “Go help your mother with Aunt Mary.”

      Adelaide hesitated, her hand brushing the back of the settee. “If it weren’t for Aunt Mary, I would stay. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Indeed.”

      A hint of mischief lit Adelaide’s smile. “I shall be gone only two days.”

      Lucian’s laugh held an edge of resignation. “I doubt anything significant can happen in two days, so don’t fret.”

      But even as he spoke, a soldier’s instinct prickled at the base of his skull—the old warning that had kept him alive through cavalry charges and Yorkshire winters alike. Those bruises around their guest’s throat told a story the woman herself could not. Two days could change everything. He had seen it happen, that swift descent from order into chaos.

      Lucian rapped upon the door of the blue room, the sound sharp against the corridor’s hush. At her soft acknowledgment, he entered to find her silhouetted against the window, a dark shape carved from the gathering Yorkshire twilight. She turned, and the breath left his body as if he’d taken a cavalry charge to the chest.

      Gone was the mud-masked creature he’d carried from the ravine. In her place stood living proof that God, when He chose, could be an artist of uncommon skill. Her hair, now clean and falling in waves past her shoulders, held the iridescent black of a raven’s wing. The alabaster perfection of her face belonged in a sculptor’s dreams—high cheekbones, proud brow, and lips that suggested both aristocratic hauteur and sensual promise. But it was her eyes that held him transfixed—neither green nor blue but the shifting color of the sea before a storm, holding depths he suspected could drown a man without warning.

      “Good Lord.” Lucian understood at last the doctor’s poorly concealed mirth.

      She plucked at the folds of what he recognized as his own nightshirt with an elegance that defied the garment’s humble origins. “I’m so sorry. Mrs. Pippins lent me this. She was quite distressed about the situation.”

      “No consequence.” He was still staring. He knew he was still staring.

      A smile touched those lips. “Mrs. Pippins was quite overcome. It seems my gown was beyond salvation, and she couldn’t conceive of squeezing me into one of her nightdresses.”

      “Good Lord, yes.” The words escaped before he could catch them. “It’s remarkable how well you fill my nightshirt.” He cursed inwardly, hearing himself sound like some green boy at his first assembly.

      She drifted toward the fire, the borrowed nightshirt flowing around her tall frame like a queen’s dishabille. “Did you speak with Dr. Harrison?”

      Lucian forced himself further into the room, reaching for the familiar comfort of purpose. “Yes. That’s why I came to speak with you.”

      “Indeed?” She didn’t look up from the flames.

      “He says you bear many bruises.”

      “Yes.” A studied neutrality coated her voice. “I do feel rather battered.”

      “Do you have any notion how you came to be in such a state?”

      She turned then, and her stance shifted—cornered prey measuring the distance to the door. “Must we go through all this again? I told you I don’t remember.” One hand swept an arc through the air. “Though if you wish, I shall invent a tale for your entertainment.”

      “No need.” Her defiant humor pulled at him in ways he had no intention of examining. “Though you hardly seem the type to tumble down stairs.”

      “Don’t I?” She lifted her chin, meeting his gaze with that extraordinary combination of challenge and grace. She should have appeared vulnerable. Instead, her height allowed her to meet his eyes with barely a tilt of her head.

      “Dr. Harrison mentioned the bruises about your neck.”

      A flicker crossed those sea-storm eyes—memory, perhaps, or fear, swiftly buried. “Did he?”

      “I would like to see them.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Her voice struck the perfect note of aristocratic offense, but Lucian caught the tension drawn tight across her shoulders, the way her hands tightened in the folds of his nightshirt.

      “I assure you, it’s purely a medical matter.” He kept his voice even, professional. “Harrison specifically asked my opinion. I promise no lascivious intent, so you needn’t feel compelled to box my ears again.”

      A ghost of a smile touched her lips. “No, I see now you’re not the type for villainous intentions.”

      “Just so. Now, if you please.”

      “If you insist.” She turned her head away, the firelight pooling in the hollow of her throat. She remained utterly still, neither helping nor hindering—a living statue wrought from alabaster and midnight.

      After the briefest hesitation, Lucian reached out to part the collar of his nightshirt. The bruises bloomed dark against her pale skin, unmistakably the work of violent hands. Rage rose in him, primitive and protective, as he placed his own fingers over the marks with infinite gentleness. She gasped, a tremor running through her like a plucked harp string.

      Her eyes, when his gaze lifted, had turned the color of a storm-tossed sea. For the first time, he saw naked fear in their depths, and beneath it—a dread so profound it seemed to reach beyond memory into instinct. His hands ached to withdraw, to spare her this vulnerability, but medical necessity held them in place. “You need not fear me.”

      He watched her throat work as she swallowed. “I’m not afraid of you. But if you would be so kind as to remove your hands...”

      Lucian withdrew slowly, his fingers carrying the memory of her skin like a brand. With meticulous care, he restored the collar to its proper place, though he knew the image of those bruises would haunt him long past nightfall. “It appears someone tried to strangle you.”

      She fled to the far side of the room, the width of Persian carpet suddenly a fortress wall between them. When she turned, her composure had returned like a shield raised against siege. One brow lifted in challenge. “How dramatic.”

      “No.” His voice went flat, level as still water. “Merely logical. Since you have no memory, we must rely on evidence.”

      “And evidence suggests someone tried to strangle me?” Lamplight sharpened the angles of her face, transforming beauty into severity. Mockery entered her eyes, though it failed to reach the shadows lurking beneath. “What a perfectly Gothic conclusion. The poor heroine, fleeing from some shadowy villain who meant her harm.” Defiance warred with darker currents in her expression. “Or perhaps I’m the villain of this piece?”

      Lucian
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