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Secrets can be titillating...

Secrets can be dangerous...

Will Rosamonde’s secrets kill her, or save her?
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Lady Rosamonde Raven was a girl of seventeen when the Earl of Winterly rescued her from tragic death. Six years later, he arrives at her father’s country estate for a house party and she is still irresistibly attracted to him. Unfortunately, her father has agreed to a betrothal between her and an arrogant marquess who is more than twice her age. She is shocked at her father’s decision, but even more so, she’s shocked to learn exactly how evil the marquess truly is. There is only one man she trusts with disclosing the truth—Winterly.

There is only one woman Winterly is now set on—Rosamonde. When his lady entrusts the truth of her betrothal with him, he devises a plan. A secret marriage. He simply can’t step away from her during her greatest time of need, only when she is kidnapped by the marquess, he must ride out and save her a second time. Flying into a storm of danger, dark secrets, and deadly assignations, he enters a veritable house of terror.

Can he find and rescue his lady before he loses her forever? Or is he already too late?
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Along the forest road through Bampton Grange, Cumbria, England, 1805.
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Lady Rosamonde Raven stuck her nose against the window as she and her mother, the Countess of Hillhurst, traveled the darkened forest road to London, her breath fogging the glass. Twisting layers of mist swirled a murky yellow-gray from the lamp atop their carriage. She’d traveled this road to town from their country estate dozens of times and it wasn’t unusual for the mist to be this thick so close to the change in seasons. Soon winter would be fully upon them and travel made far more difficult. She’d be in London by then though, attending her first Season as a debutante. Bouncing on her seat, she couldn’t refrain from allowing her excitement its release.

“Rosamonde, please cease jiggling about and sit back like a lady ought to.” Mother’s words should have sounded abrupt, but they were laced with love, a smile in her eyes. “Put your gloves back on and fold your hands in your lap, my dear child. The tips of your fingers are turning blue, the same as your nose now is since being pressed against the window. I don’t want you catching a chill. It would ruin your first ball in a week’s time if you were sneezing on every gentleman who asked you to dance.”

“Yes, Mother.” Smiling, she eased back into the plush blue squabs and tugged her dainty white gloves on. Their carriage wasn’t cold, not when they’d only recently stopped at the last inn along the route for a meal, their coachman having added hot coals to the brazier which emitted a lovely heat near her slippered feet. “Tell me all about your first Season. Did you dance with Father at your debut ball?”

“I did.” Mother pressed a gentle hand over her chest. “He appeared so dashing and handsome and I was already in love with him by then. We’d known each other during our childhood, of course. I enjoyed quite a bit of freedom that night compared to so many of the young ladies debuting.”

“What do you mean by freedom?”

“During the first week of my debut, my parents hadn’t yet traveled down from the country. I’d been staying with Flora and her family in her parents’ townhouse. Flora has always been one of my dearest friends, her mother chaperoning us both. Seventeen, I’d been at the time, only a month shy of turning eighteen.”

“I can’t imagine attending my debut ball without you.”

“I will be there every step of the way.” Mother squeezed her hand, her gaze turning thoughtful as she glanced out the window, old memories clearly stirring. “During my first ball, my parents had already made it quite clear that they wished for me to wed a titled gentleman, that I wouldn’t be permitted to marry the third son of an earl, which your father was.”

“This is before Father’s two elder brothers passed away?”

“Yes, and in order to discourage my infatuation with your father, my father had swiftly entered into negotiations with a gentleman he deemed acceptable for me to marry.”

“Who was that gentleman?” As a child, her mother had told her the story about how her father had spirited her away to Gretna Green so they might wed, which she’d thought incredibly romantic upon hearing.

“His name shall always remain a secret.” Mother crossed her heart. “Your father bade me to never speak of his name and I have always abided by his decision. I simply knew I couldn’t marry any other man, other than your father, so when he was unable to procure a blessing from my parents, he rode for the townhouse where I was staying and stole inside. He kidnapped me, although I was rather willing to be kidnapped, and together we traveled by carriage for nigh on five days so we might reach the Scottish border before my parents heard of what had happened.

“But your parents eventually forgave Father for kidnapping you, didn’t they?”

“Yes, but only following the deaths of your two uncles, once your father had become the Earl of Hillhurst.” Mother lifted her gaze to the ceiling and blew a kiss toward the heavens. “May your uncles forever rest in peace.”

“I wish I could’ve met both my uncles and my maternal and paternal grandparents. Why must death come so soon to those we love?”

“There is no rhyme or reason. It is simply the way of life, my dear. No one knows when their time will end on this Earth, which is why we must take every day given to us and embrace it.” Leaning forward, Mother kissed her brow. “My child, let us speak of happier times now. Are you eager to see Lady Olivia, Flora’s daughter?”

“Incredibly eager.” Her mother’s dearest friend, Flora, had become Lady Winterly after her marriage to an earl, and Flora’s daughter, Olivia, had become her best friend in the years since. “It has been so incredibly long since Olivia and her mother both last stayed with us. Olivia spoke in her last letter of visiting Madam Gonnier’s shop in town and having a dozen beautiful new gowns made for the Season. May we visit the same dressmaker too?”

“What a wonderful idea. Of course we may.” Her mother cupped her cheek. “Your father has given me complete freedom with your wardrobe for this coming Season while we’re in town. He will join us as soon as his negotiations with the Marquess of Roth are all in order.”

“I wish...” She released a long sigh, unable to finish what she wanted to say. It was best not to go against Father’s wishes regarding his decision to unite their family with the Marquess of Roth’s by way of her marriage to the older gentleman. She understood why she would soon be betrothed to the marquess whose property abutted theirs. Father had explained that he intended to ensure she continued living comfortably and that their family’s social position remained strong. He also wished to be on better terms with their neighbor following a disagreement that had spanned over thirty years. She’d asked her father what disagreement that had been, only he hadn’t wished to delve into it. Let bygones be bygones, he’d said. Deep in her heart though, she’d always hoped to marry for love since her own parents had, not to wed a man who had already buried two wives and five children. Goodness, but the marquess was the same age as her father, which made her shudder. Unfortunately, that was often the way with marriages within the ton, particularly when a titled gentleman required a young wife to bear him an heir. She only hoped she might be able to enjoy at least one Season before her father announced her coming betrothal to Lord Roth. She longed to be able to enjoy her debut, being able to see the glitter and experience the thrill of the balls to come, the sparkling gowns worn by the ladies, the jewels adorning their necks, and the chance to dance with Olivia’s brother who had become the new Earl of Winterly following the sad passing of Olivia’s papa several months ago. She’d always had a secret attraction to Olivia’s brother. Winterly and her brother, Avery, had formed a strong friendship.

“What it is you wish for, my dear?” Mother quirked a brow, the pretty blue feathers atop her hat fluttering. “You’ve got the strangest look on your face.”

“It’s nothing.”

“No, you must tell me.”

“Well, Lord Roth can be so stern.” She bit into her bottom lip. “He’s always grumping and growling, as if he can’t find anything to be happy about.”

“I agree, but perhaps all he needs is a lady’s gentle touch to remedy that sternness. He has suffered a great deal of loss over the years.”

“Speaking of that loss. His late wives hardly ever left Rothgale Manor. I certainly never saw them in the nearby village or at any local gathering. I fear that even though Roth lives on our neighboring property, that I might never get to see you as often as I’d like.”

“He has promised your father that you will be permitted to visit us, as often as you wish.”

“Why is he so interested in me? Roth could take his pick from any of the unwed ladies of the ton?”

“That is true, but well, the two women he wed gave him only daughters, of which none survived beyond three years of age. I gave your father four sons before I birthed you and Roth believes that you would follow in my suit by giving him plenty of sons.” Mother took a deep breath and let it slowly out again. “You would wish for naught and hold the title of the Marchioness of Roth. You’ll have all the wealth you desire at your fingertips.”

“Yes, of course.” She released a heavy sigh. Wealth meant very little if one didn’t have happiness too. Yet neither of her parents seemed willing to change their minds on the issue of who she’d wed, and she’d been taught that she must respect her parents’ decisions, that she place her family’s welfare and interests above her own. Her marriage would certainly aid in dispelling the long-standing disagreement between their families, whatever that disagreement happened to be. It was a shame her father wouldn’t speak of it. Doing so might give her more clarity.

“Rosamonde, don’t forget that your father is the one who has the final say on your impending betrothal, and his decision is currently made.” Mother squeezed her hand. “An alliance will be sought with Lord Roth, unless of course you hold affection for another gentleman. If there is another, then speak now so we are aware.”

“There is no other.” Being smitten with a man like Winterly who’d never thought of her as anything other than Avery’s little sister didn’t count. Winterly was also eight years her senior and wasn’t on the lookout for a wife, not when he was still settling into his new duties as the Earl of Winterly. It could be years before he even entered the marriage mart in search of a wife. Hot tears pricked behind her eyes, and not wanting to distress her mother any further, she cast her gaze out the night-shrouded window. At least before she became a wife and a mother herself, she would enjoy time with Olivia and partaking of all her first Season could—

The carriage swerved and she bounced off her seat and smacked into the door.

“Rosamonde, are you all right?” Mother pulled her into her arms, resettled her on the squabs and ran her hands over her. “Do you hurt anywhere?”

“My head.” She touched the back of her head and came away with wet fingers. Blood coated them.

“Turn around so I might see the injury.” She gave Mother her back and she dabbed the spot with a handkerchief. “It is a small cut, thankfully. Nothing too major. Remain still while I apply some pressure. Hopefully that’s all that will be needed to cease the flow of blood.”

“Yes, Mother.” She held perfectly still as the carriage bumped along the road again, Mother’s hand firm upon the back of her head. “What do you think that swerve was all about?” she asked.

“Hmm, perhaps the driver needed to divert a fallen branch or such along the road. All must be well since we’re moving along again.”

Thump.

She lifted her gaze to the ceiling, the same as Mother did.

Thump, thump, thump.

The coach slowed, decreasing speed, the trees either side of their carriage becoming less of a blur as they came to a complete stop.

“I wonder if we lost a valise during that swerve?” Frowning, Mother peered out the window. “There is no other reason for the coachman to halt.”

The horses whinnied and the harnesses jangled.

“Smithy, Jonesy?” Mother called to the driver and the footman up top. “Please inform us of what is going on, and be quick about it.” No answer. Mother’s frown deepened. “Hold this handkerchief, Rosamonde. I’ll take a look outside.”

“Perhaps they’ve both gone back along the road to retrieve the fallen luggage?” She slid her fingers under her mother’s fingers on her head and held the cloth in place, while Mother opened the door and poked her head out.

“Yes, that could be what they’ve done. Such a thing has happened before, although someone always remains with the coach. I don’t see them.” The hoot of an owl echoed through the trees and Mother plopped back onto the seat. Wrapping her white lacy shawl tighter around her shoulders, Mother eyed her. “We’ll give the men a minute or two and if they haven’t returned, we shall go outside and find them.”

“Let me take a look too.” Her mother wasn’t wearing her eyeglasses and her eyesight wasn’t the best for seeing into the distance without them. She swung her hand from the back of her head and since only a few drops of blood coated the cloth, she handed it back to her mother and clutching her skirts, hopped down onto the gravelly dirt road.

“Rosamonde, stay within my sight.” Mother was on her feet again, grasping the doorway.

“It’s so hard to see much of anything with this heavy mist.” The thick fog drifted all about, along with the stagnant stench of muddy water from the ditch alongside the road. Nighttime insects buzzed about the lamp atop their carriage, the seat where their driver and footman should be, completely vacant. She shivered as the horses rattled their harnesses, their reins not secured but flapping loose down the side of the coach. She crept to the rear where the trunks were stowed on the back—none appeared missing. Cupping her hands to her mouth, she shouted, “Smithy, Jonesy!”

No answer echoed back through the gloomy soup.

Again she yelled their names, and still no answer.

“We’ll need to go and look for them. There is no other choice. I’ve got your cloak.” Mother stepped down onto the road beside her with her cloak and swept the warm woolen garment over her shoulders. “We’ll stay close together.”

The thunderous rumble of hooves shook the ground and she clutched Mother’s hand as out of the misty darkness three enormous men in black coats, their faces covered with heavy black fabric with only slits for their eyes, pulled their horses up before them.

“Back into the coach now.” Mother shoved her toward the door then snapped a look at the highwaymen. “What have you done to our servants?”

“They won’t be returnin’, milady.” The man who spoke peeled his head covering away and eyed Rosamonde up and down. “Well, well, what have we here? Ye be a pretty wee thing.”

“Leave my daughter alone.” Mother rushed forward and the rider’s horse heaved back on its hind legs. Mother screamed as the horse came down on top of her.

Rosamonde stood in shock as her mother hit the ground, the beast’s hooves trampling and crushing her mother’s legs. Blood spurted, spraying out in a wide arc, coating Rosamonde’s skirts. The brigand laughed as he dismounted. He tossed his reins to one of the other men, pushed her inside the coach and slammed the door shut.

The carriage rocked as the brigand heaved himself into the coachman’s seat atop her father’s carriage. She grasped the window and flung it open as he shouted to his fellow thugs, “Dump the lady’s body where it won’t be found. Her daughter should fetch us a pretty penny, either for reward or on one of the vessels in port. I know a rich captain who’d pay to have her as his personal slave on his ship.”

Rosamonde screamed and screamed and screamed.

She got flung about as the coach sped down the road.

Another shout and she heaved to the window.

“I said halt,” a man atop a horse bellowed as he galloped in beside them. Not one of the highwaymen. He wore fine clothing, his blue greatcoat lined in fur and flapping over his stallion’s rump, a pistol in one of his hands as he aimed it at the driver. Olivia’s brother. The Earl of Winterly was here? She blinked a few times, but he wasn’t an illusion, and she’d never mistake Winterly, not when she’d spent such a great deal of time in his company whenever he visited Hillhurst Hall to see Avery. Winterly glanced once at her, then aimed at the highwayman and—boom.

The brigand toppled and crashed to the ground with a sickening crunch, the back wheels of the coach running right over him.

Winterly spurred his horse on faster, caught the flying reins and slowed the coach until it rocked to a stop.

She scrambled out the door and fell into his arms. “Oh, Winterly, please, my mother is back on the road. There are two other highwaymen.”

“They’re already dead, Rosamonde. I was out tonight traveling with my brother who’s home on leave, as well as the Duke of Ashten. We dispatched the outlaws rather quickly and my brother is taking care of the countess. Ashten rides to the nearest village and will bring the doctor.” He swung her onto his stallion then hoisted up behind her. With his arms wrapped around her, his reins once more in hand, he thrust his knees into his horse’s flanks and they bolted forward into the misty gloom. “Are you all right?” he asked in her ear.

“I n-need t-to—” She shivered from head to toe, her lips icy-cold.

“You’ll be safe with me. I give you my word, you will.”

“I’ve always been safe with you.” She snuggled deeper into his hold, the cloying mist swirling and parting as they galloped through it. Winterly’s muscular legs pinned hers against his horse, his legs encased in dark riding breeches, his body emitting immense warmth and solid strength. “I can’t lose my mother, Winterly.”

“You’re not going to, not if I have any say in the matter.” A gruff growl.

“Please, hurry.” The wind whipped past, the flimsy skirts of her light-blue muslin day gown flapping. She shivered violently.

Winterly curled one arm around her waist and tucked her even tighter against him, his lips pinched into a tight white line. “What did you witness in regard to the attack?”

“Everything, although Mother tried to push me away.”

“I’m sorry, so sorry.” Finally he slowed his mount.

Up ahead, his brother, Harry, sat in his regimental uniform on the side of the road cradling her mother in his arms, her eyes shut and face deathly pale. The bodies of the other two highwaymen were lumped in the ditch.

“Lady Rosamonde is with me and has come to no harm.” Winterly pulled his snorting stallion to a halt, bounded down and gripped her waist. He settled her on her feet beside her mother.

Immense grief and pain tore through her as she dropped to her knees. Hot tears burned behind her eyes and cascaded free as she cupped Mother’s cold cheeks. “You will survive, Mother. Do not give up the fight. I need you. Father needs you. My brothers need you. We won’t survive without you.”

“She’ll survive.” Winterly hunkered down beside her, the striking color of his blue eyes filled with firm assurance. He tucked her closer into his side, her mother’s ragged breathing all that broke the silence.
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Hillhurst Hall, Penrith, England, near the Scottish Borders, six years later, 1811.
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“This is such a heinous subject matter, Mother.” Rocking in the chair at her mother’s bedside, Rosamonde arched a brow over the thick pages of the volume she’d collected from Hillhurst Hall’s library this morning. “Are you absolutely certain you wish for me to read this particular book?”

“Yes, that’s the one I wish for you to read.” Fluffing her lace-edged white pillow, Mother nestled back more comfortably in her bed, her pink and yellow floral bedcovers folded neatly at her waist and a waiting look on her face. “Indeed it is. Do begin, my dear child.”

“I’ll begin after you tell me why you have a sudden wish to read about ghostly wanderers?” She tapped the title emblazoned on the front of the black leather-bound cover. Peculiar Warnings Volume Two, The Ghostly Wanderer of the Moors.

“Well, you see, Lady Winterly sent me the book and if I haven’t read at least the first chapter of it before she and her daughter arrive for our house party tomorrow then she will be sorely disappointed.”

“I wasn’t aware Lady Winterly had a love of such, ah, scandalous novels. She should have sent a book of poems or even a fanciful romance as she usually does, not a novel of abject horror.” She would have a word with Lady Winterly when she arrived, except the lady she considered a second mother would likely do naught but smile and hug her instead of taking any warning truly to heart.

“Perhaps Flora wishes for me to read something different for a change.” A wrinkle of Mother’s nose. “This may be my fault. I mentioned to Flora in my last letter that I find some days rather difficult and tedious, being that I can’t travel as easily with these useless legs of mine. The book arrived soon after with a note saying, ‘Here is something different for a change.’”

“If you wish to travel to London, to either call on your friends, attend the opera, enjoy a ride through the park, or visit a museum or two, then you need only say. Father is riding to town next month and we can travel with him.” Neither of them had traveled much since that dreadful night six years ago. She’d been her mother’s constant companion ever since, a task she both adored and took quite seriously.

“No, I’d much rather stay right here in the country with you.” Mother shook her head, her words slightly jittery.

She let the topic go since it was clearly causing her mother some distress and instead lifted the book and turned to the first page. Sending her rocking chair into a gentle rock with the push of one foot, she tucked one lock of errant hair behind her ear and eyed the first chapter. “Then allow me to begin.”
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“Chapter One. The shadowed dawn of the new day brought the Highland mist swirling with icy tendrils across the craggy moors. Count Colbert dug his shovel deep into the stony ground and tipped the mound of gritty soil onto the rubbly pile beside him. Six feet deep was the requirement for this hole, as requested by his father, the recently deceased Count Clement. His father had chosen this remote spot on the barren hillside overlooking the Scottish Borders as where he wished his final resting place to be, information his son had recovered from his father’s private papers. Once again, he plunged his shovel into the ground and heaved. When the burial plot met with his requirements, he wiped his dirtied hands on the sides of his finely tailored breeches, slowly stepped around his father’s body wrapped in the library mat and bowing his head respectfully, issued a quick prayer, then heaved.”
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Shuddering, Rosamonde slammed the book shut and dropped it into her lap, the black leather of the volume a stark contrast of color to the white skirts of her day gown. “I believe that concludes the first chapter, Mother.”

“Oh, wonderful. I do detest tediously long chapters.” With a smile of gratitude, Mother scooped her embroidery basket from where her lady’s maid had left it earlier in the morning on the bedcovers and tugged it closer. With tapestry cloth and needle in hand, Mother frowned. “Oh, I need more red thread. I’m almost out of it. Could you fetch me a spool from the cabinet in your father’s study?”

“Of course.” She set the novel on the side table, kissed Mother’s warm cheek and crossed the spacious chamber decorated in the vivid colors of spring. After the accident, Father had transformed this room on the lower floor of their country estate for Mother, while he’d ordered the adjoining chamber to be made available for himself. The lower floor offered Mother more options. When she wished to move freely about in her wheeled chair, without the need of a footman to carry her up and down the stairs, she very easily could.

Once she’d closed Mother’s bedchamber door, she wandered along the lower passageway, her footsteps muffled by the deep red and gold woven hallway runner. Outside Father’s study, she poised her hand on the knob but halted as voices drifted to her. Raised voices. Father’s and another man’s.

Pressing one ear to the paneled wood, she tried to pick whose voice it was.

“I didn’t realize you wished for a possible match with my daughter, not when your previous betrothal to her came to an end due to my wife’s accident. I thought you understood my daughter is needed here.” Clear frustration tinged Father’s tone.

“I didn’t press for the match following the accident, not when your wife needed her, but I don’t believe the countess requires her daughter’s full companionship any longer. It’s been six
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