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			Reviews

			It’s not often that a historical romance so eloquently transports you to an earlier time period so precisely and allows the reader to be swept away in every detail without a second thought.

			The tone of this beautifully written book, the pace of the adventurous story line, as well as the extremely lovable characters, were all perfectly in sync throughout the book. The reader can easily get lost in the story while truly feeling as if they are encapsulated in another time and place in history.

			The language and dialogue fit the time period perfectly and the book is masterfully crafted, telling a rich tale of the beautiful and brave Amaryllis and her young siblings’ travels while fleeing peril at their heels. It’s easy to fall in love with each character introduced along the way, each telling their own story as well. Thoughtfully placed plot twists keep the reader guessing and the sweet love story of Reginald and Amaryllis will keep the reader rooting for them throughout the book.

			Reginald’s sister Selena is a particularly strong female character, while the young children and an adorable dog named Fate provide some light humor.

			Each character, lovingly written, pulls the reader into the story, contributing to the elegance of this beautiful work of fiction. Love stories like this are timeless. If you are looking for a wonderful historical romance with a truly satisfying conclusion, I highly recommend Fate Takes A Hand.

			By Kristen Morgen, author of Behind The Glass,
Administrator of the FB group Behind the Book

		


		
			One of the prerequisites of the historical romance is the author’s ability to nail historical references down in credible fashion. Even a cursory reading of Fate Takes a Hand reveals Martin put a great deal of research into shaping her fictional universe in a believable fashion and it adds a veneer of realism to Fate Takes a Hand that enhances the overall quality of the work.

			Martin ascribes motivations to her characters that never stretch or snap the boundaries of disbelief. In many works of this type, characters often operate according to formula, but Martin avoids such traps through emotion and craft. Her characters are three-dimensional rather than serving as cardboard vehicles she employs for the express purpose of advancing plot and their responses are, at least in part, shaped by historical context rather than operating in a historical vacuum.

			The novel moves at a good clip without ever rushing the action or plot development. Martin exercises consistent control over her prose throughout the entirety of the book and it is difficult to imagine any reader feeling cheated by the reading experience. Her descriptive powers are considerable without ever overwhelming the reader with self-indulgence. The ending of Fate Takes a Hand wraps up each strand of the plot in satisfying fashion and ends the book in conclusive fashion. Celia Martin’s Fate Takes a Hand provides a reading experience any devotee of historical romantic fashion will enjoy and holds up under multiple readings.
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			To all those with empathy in their hearts. Where would we be without caring souls?

		


		
			A Collection of
Romantic Adventures

			Follow the romantic adventures of the D’Arcy, Hayward, and Lotterby families, and their captivating friends in seventeenth century England and the American colonies. In Fate Takes A Hand, Amaryllis Bowdon, fearing her aunt means to kill her brother, two-year old Sir Charles, flees her home with her two young siblings. In her desperate flight, she never expected to be aided by Lady Selena D’Arcy and her much too handsome brother, Reginald D’Arcy. Be sure to watch for And The Ground Trembled when Lady Elizabeth D’Arcy goes to London to find a husband, but does William Hayward, the man she falls in love with, love her or is he just after her large dowry?

			.

			.

			Excerpt from

			And The Ground Trembled

			At the end of the book.

			.

			Visit my web site at:
cmartinbooks.kitsappublishing.com

		


		
			Chapter 1

			England 1681

			Amaryllis Bowdon set her portmanteau down and shifted her young brother to a better position on her hip. She lodged the canvas bag she carried on her shoulder more securely and squatted to retrieve the portmanteau. It was heavy, and she debated discarding some of the items she had stuffed into it but decided all the articles were needed.

			A crackling noise in the woods to her left made her start and her heart jumped into her throat. A squirrel raced up a nearby tree then sat on a branch to chatter at her. “Irksome creature,” she hissed when her heart resumed its proper pace in her chest. 

			“Ryllis, I am tired,” came her six-year-old sister’s plaintive little voice. “Can we not rest for a bit? This bag handle hurts my hand.”

			“No, Tabitha.” She looked down at the sweet face turned up to hers. “We must reach the inn before they close their doors for the night. We must not bring undo attention to ourselves. They will be curious enough about us arriving at this hour of the night.”

			“Well, could you carry my bag for a while?”

			“Oh, really Tabitha, how can I carry your bag. ‘Tis all I can do to carry Charlie and his bag and this portmanteau. Now do start walking. We must hurry on.”

			Tabitha set off, her bag knocking against her leg. “They will not catch us will they?”

			“No dear, they will not catch us. With the potion Cook gave Nurse Palmer, she will sleep into the morning. We will be on the stage bound for Leicester before we will e’er be missed.”

			Amaryllis looked down the moonlit path and prayed she was right. Did the children’s nanny arise at her normal hour, the carefully laid plans could go awry, and they must not go awry. Charlie’s life depended on their clandestine escape.

			\ \ \ \

			Reginald D’Arcy shifted on his saddle, arched his back, craned his neck, and waggled his shoulders. He was tired. He should not still be in the saddle this late in the evening. He glanced up at the full moon that brightened the night sky before he glared over his shoulder at his sister. She appeared as fresh as she had when they set out that morning. Yet the delay that kept them from reaching their evening’s destination in a timely fashion was entirely her fault. He had known when they left on this journey that traveling with Selena would mean trouble, but the first two days had gone smoothly enough, despite being held up on their second day out by a brief but torrential downpour, which in all fairness, could not be blamed on Selena. Foolishly, he had dropped his guard. But today, naught but their third day out, her delaying tactics had begun. That Selena would do anything to postpone her arrival at her final destination was a given. But get her there he would, then the devil take her. He shook his head. Nay. She was his sister and he loved her. Besides, he doubted even the devil would be a match for Selena.

			Spoiled, that was what she was, spoiled. ‘Twas his father’s fault. The Earl of Rygate doted on his only daughter. After their mother’s accident that left her paralyzed from the hips down, Selena had had no one to curb her antics. Having four brothers, she copied them and expected to do whatever they did. Proud of Selena’s prowess on horseback and her near preternatural way with animals, their father seldom attempted to discipline her. When she took to wearing her brother’s clothes when she went riding, he condoned the action saying, “’Tis safer to ride astride. I cannot think the side-saddle, combined with the cumbersome riding costumes women are expected to wear, are at all practical.” As long as Selena appeared appropriately gowned at the dinner table, or when they made occasional trips to London, he had no objections to her indecorous conduct within the confines of their estate or the near-by village.

			To be honest, Reginald admitted, he had no objections to his sister’s brazen behavior. Only two years separated them in age, and she had been a much more satisfactory playmate than had his older brother, Giles, heir to their father’s earldom. No, he but wished he had not been the one selected to escort Selena to their Uncle Nathaniel’s. Uncle Nathaniel’s wife, their Aunt Rowena, was to turn Selena into a lady that Selena might find a husband. Reginald wished his aunt luck. In truth, he doubted the task could be accomplished.

			“Master Reginald, I do think I see the lights of Albertine ahead.”

			Reginald’s valet, Bernard Nye, brought Reginald’s attention back to the present, and he peered into the darkness. Indeed, he did see the dim twinkling of lights, no doubt betokening a few townsmen not yet in their beds or tradesmen working late, and the inn where, God willing, they would reside for the night. The innkeeper should be expecting them. Word had been sent ahead to reserve accommodations, but they were arriving so late. Could be their lodging had been given to other travelers. Good inns were hard come by. In the village down the road where they stopped to refresh themselves, he had thought they might spend the night, but Selena’s maid maintained in adamant terms, did they stay in that inn, they would all leave the next morning with a number of tiny vagabonds accompanying them.

			“Sir, would you have me ride ahead and insure all is in readiness?” Nye asked.

			“I think that a fine idea. How I might fare without you, I want never to discover.” Reginald meant what he said. Ten years Reginald’s senior, Nye had been with Reginald since he went off to Oxford. Nye had been his mainstay when he traveled through Europe on his grand tour, and now he was seeing to their comforts on their journey to Whimbrel, Uncle Nathaniel’s estate in the north of Leicestershire. When possible they would stay the night with friends of the family, but the occasional stopover at an inn was unavoidable. This was one of those nights.

			Riding up beside Reginald, Selena said, “Does Mister Nye go to secure us a meal? I am near to starving.”

			Reginald turned to his sister. She offered him a bright smile, her teeth gleaming in the moonlight. Her face devoid of embellishments, her near black hair tied behind her head, and her slim figure clothed in a man’s apparel, she could easily pass for a youth. No one would suspect she was Lady Selena D’Arcy. Still angry at their long delay, Reginald did not return her smile.

			“You deserve to be hungry,” he snapped. “I yet cannot believe you have kept us from our supper and our beds for that mangy whelp.”

			Selena laughed, the sound tinkling out into the night air. “Fate is no longer mangy. You know well Esmeralda would never allow him to ride in the coach with her did he have so much as one flea left on his poor little body. Poor dear has been scrubbed until his skin looks pink beneath his hair. And that splint the surgeon put on his leg will keep him from being a nuisance.”

			“So you have named him have you? I suppose that means you are set on keeping him.” Selena had found the small black-and-white dog by the roadside. His left hind leg broken, he looked as if he had been run over by a cart and left by the side of the road to die. Cold, hungry, and whimpering, the dog had wrung Selena’s heart. Naught would do but she must take him up, find a doctor to set his leg, have him bathed, then deposit him on a blanket on the floor of the coach. Selena’s maid, after years of service in the D’Arcy household, knew better than to complain. ‘Twould do no good and would but delay their journey even longer.

			“I shall keep him unless I find him a good home before we arrive at Whimbrel,” Selena said. “We have several days travel ahead of us. Who knows what will transpire.”

			Who indeed could know, Reginald thought. With Selena, anything was possible. Setting his heels to his horse, he urged the animal into a trot. He could see the inn at the edge of the town. All would be bustling as the innkeeper and his minions prepared to greet their guests.

			\ \ \ \

			Smiling, Selena watched her brother ride off. She could not blame him for being irritated. They had spent a great deal of time finding a surgeon to set Fate’s leg. At first the man had refused, saying, “I treat people not animals,” but when Reginald poured a handful of coins into his palm, he readily complied. Even took great care not to cause undue pain to the little dog. Then of course Esmeralda insisted Fate be bathed. The surgeon’s wife supplied a tub and soap. To give Fate credit, though he seemed not to care much for the bath, after a few whines, he made no other protests. Finally, he had to be fed. Selena insisted he be given a broth with shreds of beef. “His stomach may be delicate. We know not how long he has been without food. Best we have a care, is he to ride in the coach.”

			Letting the coach catch up with her, Selena peered in the window, and raising her voice to be heard through the glass window, asked, “How does my friend? Not been a bother has he?”

			“To my knowledge he does fine. Other than a couple of stretches, he has not moved since he curled up on that blanket,” Esmeralda said, leaning forward that she might see Selena.

			“Splendid. We near our night’s destination. Has Mister Nye not done so, do please order our meals. I must see Brigantia is properly rubbed down,” Selena said, patting her mare’s neck. She had trained Brigantia herself and was proud of her mare’s stamina and easy gait. Reginald’s gelding, Sherard, might be faster and sturdier, but his gait was far from smooth. She could well imagine Reginald would tire of their journey long before it was ended.

			She on the other hand dreaded the journey’s end. She would be giving up her freedom, but she had no choice. She had promised her mother she would pay heed to her Aunt Rowena and would do as she was bid. What else could she have done but give her word when her beloved mother, tears welling in her sapphire blue eyes, had begged her compliance. “My dear daughter,” her mother said, taking her hand, “a mother’s greatest wish is to see her children live into their adult years. I have been blessed that my children are all hale and hearty. But a mother also wants her children to be happy and to love and be loved. To know a love like your father and I have known is God’s most prized gift. We never let a day go by without offering a prayer of thanks to the Lord. I could wish no greater joy for you, Selena, than that you should know such love.”

			“I know how much you and Father love each other.” Selena squeezed her mother’s hand. “Anyone who sees the two of you together could never doubt your love. Nor do I doubt your love for me and my brothers. But Mother, I am happy now, happy here. I love my home.” She shifted her gaze to the open window. “Am I meant to find love, might I not find it here?”

			“I would be overjoyed, my dear, did you find love here in this shire and settle nearby that we might visit whenever we please. But you know every eligible man and boy within riding distance and none have caught your fancy. And I dare say,” her mother raised her golden eyebrows, “nor have you caught theirs.”

			“But Mother …” Selena started to protest, but her mother held up a hand to stop her.

			“I have heard all your excuses multiple times over, Selena, I need not hear them again. No man is going to take to wife a woman who behaves like a hoyden. A man needs a wife to be his helpmate, to see his home is comfortable and is run smoothly. To see their children are properly reared. He needs his wife to be a lady. That is what you must learn to do, dear child of my heart. You must learn to be a lady. And as, due to my injury, I have not been able to instill these virtues or skills in you, I have asked your Aunt Rowena to train and guide you.

			“Now I must have your word that you will be biddable and follow Rowena’s instructions. Promise me.” Her mother’s misty eyes sought hers, and Selena nodded and gave her word. She loved her mother too dearly to do otherwise. Like it or not, she must learn to be a lady.

			\ \ \ \

			Esmeralda Shadwell clucked her tongue. At forty-five, she was too old to be bouncing around in a coach for days on end, but when Lady Rygate had requested she accompany her daughter to Lord Rotherby’s, she had assented. That Lady Selena was being allowed to make the journey on horseback, she found shocking but not surprising. Shaking her head, she recalled the argument that ensued when Lord Rygate attempted to insist his daughter ride inside the coach.

			“I promised Mother I would go to Aunt Rowena’s and when there, I would be biddable, but I will not go am I not allowed to ride Brigantia. I will not have someone else ride her, nor will I tie her to the back of the coach and have her eating dust day in and day out. ’Twould not be good for her. Plus, she needs to be properly exercised.”

			“Oh, Ranulf,” Lady Rygate interposed, “this is your doing. Had you not sanctioned her behavior when she first started donning breeches and riding like a man, she would not now be such a hoyden.” The lovely lady smiled at her husband and softened her words. “I cannot blame you my love. I also failed to curb her antics. But go to Rowena she will, and must we allow her to ride her horse, so must it be.”

			“As you say, Angelica. No doubt she will arrive in much better humor does she ride Brigantia.” He turned to Selena. “But when you get to your Uncle Nate’s, do you ride, you ride side saddle, like a lady. Do you understand me, daughter?”

			Selena pouted, but nodded her head. “Yes, Father.”

			And so Selena had, as usual, gotten her way, and Esmeralda jostled around in the roomy coach by herself – except now for the dog. She found the days dreadfully dull. Naught to do but stare out the windows or nap. She had tried knitting but every time they hit a bump, which was often, she lost a stitch or pulled a strand lose. Traveling in broad daylight, she had no fear of highwaymen, but as night closed in around them, she was glad that besides the coachman, postilion, and two footmen, two outriders and Reginald’s valet, whom she knew to be an excellent shot, also accompanied them. Lord Rygate took every precaution to ensure his daughter had a safe journey. All the same Esmeralda was glad for the bright moon overhead. She guessed the footmen were, too. No doubt they preferred clinging to the back of the coach to running ahead of it with lanterns in hand to light what passed for a road.

			Upon arriving at the inn, Esmeralda was helped from the coach by the footman, Norwood. A likeable youth with a big toothy grin, he always took the greatest of care when assisting her to alight, unlike the other footman, Handle, who was always reserved and seemed indifferent to the struggle it took her to get in and out of the high-wheeled coach. “I am to see to the dog, Mistress Shadwell,” Norwood said. “Lady Selena says after he has done his mess, I am to hold him until I can settle him before a warm fire in either the parlor or her chamber.”

			“Very well, Norwood, scoop him up and do as you are bid with him.” She should have known the dog would not be sleeping in the stable.

			The innkeeper’s chubby wife greeted her at the door. Bowing and nodding, she wheezed, “The bedchambers are readied with clean sheets as well as quilts, the table in the best parlor is laid, and at this very instant hot water is being taken up to the bedchambers.”

			Esmeralda acknowledged the woman’s speech as Bernard Nye came out a door off the public room. “Ah, Mistress Shadwell, we are arrived at last. No doubt you are exhausted. Do you wish to go up to your room and refresh yourself, I will await Lady Selena and escort her up.”

			“What of supper?” Esmeralda asked.

			“It has been bespoken. Should be ready by the time Lady Selena is done with her ablutions.”

			“Thank you, Mister Nye. Do you, please, have our portmanteaus brought up.”

			He nodded. “That I will do.”

			She answered his nod with one of her own then turned to a waiting chambermaid and followed her up the stairs. Esmeralda liked the valet. She knew him to be devoted to Reginald. He was deferential, efficient, and at times quite jovial – when his duties did not require his attention. But he was not a man who would stand out in a crowd. A plain dresser and of medium height and build, with no distinguishing facial characteristics, and with light-brown hair and hazel eyes, he might be passed on the street a dozen times a day and never be noticed. But Reginald, to his credit, recognized Nye’s value.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Surprised to find the inn all a-bustle, Amaryllis, with Tabitha at her heels, slipped in the door behind a woman of prodigious size who had descended from a magnificent coach. The coach was painted a burnished gold and had a coat of arms emblazoned on the door, but what amazed Amaryllis the most were the large glass windows. Her family coach had naught but blinds. Were they lifted, the weather and the dust blew in the open windows.

			Once inside the inn, Amaryllis attempted to gain the attention of the innkeeper or his wife. The innkeeper’s wife, engaged in fawningly accommodating the large woman’s every wish, ignored her, and the innkeeper danced attendance on two well-dressed men at a table in the back corner of the public room. Waving their mugs in the air, the men boisterously demanded more ale. The innkeeper obliged them while informing them their room had been readied.

			“About time,” sang out the younger of the two men.

			“Had we been expecting you, Mister Toms, we would have had your room ready,” the innkeeper said, emptying the pitcher of ale into their mugs.

			Amaryllis missed the man’s answer as the innkeeper’s wife tapped her on the shoulder and asked in an indifferent tone, “And what would you be wanting?”

			“A room for the night, please,” Amaryllis said, wishing her voice sounded firmer.

			The woman looked at Charlie and Tabitha and narrowed her eyes. “Where’s your husband?” she demanded.

			Amaryllis had her story ready. “A wheel on our wagon broke. My husband said he dared not leave the wagon with all our belongings. He said the children and I must go ahead and spend the night at an inn. I am… I am to send help to him come morning, do you so please to give me directions to the blacksmith.”

			Her eyes still narrowed, the innkeeper’s wife cocked her head. “You got the coin to pay?”

			“Oh, indeed.” Amaryllis shifted her brother in her arms. “Charlie, I must put you down that I may get to my purse.” Setting the child on the floor next to his sister, she bade Tabitha hold his hand. Digging in her pocket, she pulled out a leather coin purse. “How much for the room?”

			The woman eyed the purse. “I am thinking you will be wanting a private room, and I have but one left. ‘Tis at the top of the stairs. ‘Tis small, but one bed, but then you be not very big. You and your little ones should fit in the bed fine, though ‘tis naught but a cot.”

			“I am certain it will do us fine.” Amaryllis looked down at her young siblings. “We are quite tired. I wonder might we go to our room now?”

			Holding out her hand, the innkeeper’s wife wriggled her fingers. “That will be a shilling and two. And do you be wanting more than one candle, ‘twill be extra.”

			Amaryllis believed she was being overcharged, but she had no choice. She pulled the required coins from her purse. “I do think one candle will suffice us for a small room,” she said, stooping to pick up Charlie and her portmanteau.

			The chambermaid who had taken the imposing woman up to her room, returned, took the portmanteau from Amaryllis, and with candle in hand, escorted Amaryllis and her siblings up to their room. “’Tis like to be a tad noisy, this room is,” the girl said, setting down the portmanteau and handing over the candle. “What with everyone tromping up and down the stairs.”

			“We will not mind,” Amaryllis said, letting Charlie slide from her arms to the bed. “We are that tired, I cannot think we will take note.”

			“Be sure you bolt the door. You would not want some drunkard barging in on you.”

			Amaryllis’s heart sputtered at the thought. She thanked the girl for the advice and promised she would make certain to bolt the door. She had not liked the way the man the innkeeper had addressed as Toms had ogled her as she crossed the room. She had felt his eyes on her as she climbed the stairs, but she had not looked to see if he watched her enter her chamber.

			“Well, now, here we are. All safe for the night.” Amaryllis threw the bolt then turned to look about the small room. A narrow bed, a washstand with a heavy, chipped crockery bowl and pitcher, a straight rung-back chair, a small round table, and a couple of pegs on the wall for hanging clothes. She smiled at the pair staring expectantly up at her. “Tomorrow we take the stage to Leicester and then one to Derby. And before you know it, we will be with your Aunt Juliet. Your mother’s own dear sister. Will that not be grand?”

			“Are we through walking?” Tabitha asked.

			Amaryllis gently tugged her sister’s golden curls. “Yes, my little buttercup. On the morrow we board the stage. No more walking. Now, we must go to sleep that we can be up bright and early.”

			“But I am hungry,” Tabitha said.

			“I hungry, too,” Charlie said, his previously drooping brown eyes framed in thick dark lashes now wide awake.

			Amaryllis reached into her pocket and felt nothing but crumbs. “Oh, little ones, I am sorry, I have no biscuits left. You each had two.”

			“But I am still hungry. I am thirsty too,” Tabitha complained, her lower lip quivering.

			“Me, too,” chimed in Charlie, bouncing on the bed and causing the ropes to squeak.

			Amaryllis sighed. Of all nights for the children to have been punished by sending them to bed with no supper, why had it been this night. She had not dared change her plans. She had needed the full moon to light their way to Albertine. And they had to be in Albertine come morning were they to catch the stage going north. But most importantly, she had to get Charlie away from her father’s brother’s wife to the safety of his mother’s family.

			Well, she would have to feed them. She could hear Charlie’s stomach rumbling. Poor babe. “Very well, but do settle down. Let me but straighten my hair, and then I will go down to the kitchen and see what I can find. No doubt this late there will not be much.”

			\ \ \ \

			Reginald followed his sister into the inn. Nye met them at the door. “Your rooms are ready, and your portmanteaus are in your rooms.” He bowed his head. “Lady Selena, I will escort you up.”

			“Where is Fate?” Selena asked.

			“He is on a blanket before the fire in the parlor where your supper will be served. He has had a bowl of water, and is currently gnawing on a bone the inn’s cook provided him.” Nye then nodded toward a plump, moon-faced woman in a yellowed apron. “Mistress Morly, the innkeeper’s wife, was not in favor of having a dog residing inside her inn, but I assured her he had been recently scrubbed, and she kindly agreed to let him stay indoors.”

			Reginald guessed Mistress Morly had acquiesced when a few coins had graced her palm. He found the look on her face amusing. Her eyes popping, she stared open-mouthed at Selena. His sister’s appearance often had that effect on people. No one expected an Earl’s daughter to be dressed in breeches and a coat like a man.

			Selena nodded to Mistress Morly then looked back at Nye. “Thank you for seeing to poor little Fate. And I do suppose you thanked the cook for the bone?”

			“I did, my lady.”

			“Splendid. Well, then, do lead on Mister Nye,” she said. “I am starved, but I must need wash and change before I may eat. I promised Mother I would do so.”

			The innkeeper’s wife belatedly bobbed a curtsy. “Do you need anything, my lady, you but need ask. Happy to oblige.”

			Ever gracious to people of all ranks, Selena smiled and warmly thanked Mistress Morly before following after Nye. Reginald followed her. He admired his sister’s easy approach to people. To her, no one was beneath her notice. As they reached the top of the stairs, the door of a room abutting the landing opened, and a child’s voice could be heard asking. “You are sure they will not catch us, are you not, Ryllis?”

			A delicate white hand held the edge of the door, and a gentle voice answered the child. “Yes, Tabitha. I have told you half a dozen times, they will not catch us. Now I will find you and Charlie something to eat. You bolt this door after me and open it again only for me.”

			Selena halted. Reginald sighed. Selena had heard the exchange between the woman and the child. Not good. Did Selena think someone was in trouble, she would think she needed to help. What would she involve them in now? But when the door opened and an angel appeared, all he could do was gape and pray Selena would not disappoint him. She must interfere.

			The angel looked startled when she saw Selena and him at her door. She started to back up, but Selena stretched out a hand to her and said, “Please, I heard you say you were after something to eat. Join my brother and me. We have ordered supper to be served in the private parlor below. Oh, I am Lady Selena D’Arcy,” she added when the angel still looked concerned and ready to duck back into her room. She nodded to Reginald. “My brother, Mister Reginald D’Arcy. We would be honored by your company. That includes your children, of course.”

			When the angel continued to stare, Selena pulled the tie from her hair and shook her head. Her mane of straight, dark hair floated about her shoulders. “Do forgive my appearance. We have only just arrived, and Reggie and I needed to see to our horses before we could see to our own needs. I would never trust an inn’s ostler with my Brigantia. Do say you will join us. After this dreadful long day, we could use some company other than each other.”

			Reginald held his breath while awaiting a reply. He could not think when he had seen a lovelier woman. Golden curls peeped from under a crisp lappet cap. On the darkened landing, with naught but an oil lamp casting a glow, he could not make out the color of her eyes, but they were lovely all the same. And she had the sweetest little nose, and the most kissable looking lips.

			“Is aught the matter, Lady Selena?” Mistress Morly called up from the bottom step.

			 Selena waved a hand at the innkeeper’s wife, “Nay, Mistress Morly, we have but stopped to have a word with Mistress …” Leaving the sentence unfinished, she waited expectantly for an answer from the young woman who looked poised for flight.

			“Amaryllis… Norton,” the angel at last answered. Reginald did not miss the pause before she gave her last name. He guessed Norton was not her true name. No matter, at least she had answered Selena. And Selena took full advantage of her answer.

			“Mistress Morly,” she said, “do set three more plates at our table. Mistress Norton and her children will be joining us.”

			“Yes, milady,” Mistress Morly answered though her face showed surprise.

			The angel started to protest, but Selena gave her no opportunity to voice excuses. She interrupted her saying, “I am starving as you and your children must be. And I must need change as must Reggie, but he will return in but a few moments to escort you and the children down.” Selena hurried off, leaving him to make a bow, and promise he would make haste.

			\ \ \ \

			“But, but …” Amaryllis tried to answer the handsome Mister D’Arcy, but he hurried away before she could say more. Overcome by the eccentrically dressed Lady Selena, Amaryllis knew not what to make of the situation she found herself in. She could not think how or why, but she was somehow committed to joining these strangers for supper. She could not now go down to the kitchen to get something for the children to eat when the innkeeper’s wife was setting places for them at the D’Arcys’ table. And though late as it was, the children had to be fed.

			Stepping back into the room, she slowly closed the door, and leaning against it, said, “Tabitha, Charlie, I must make you presentable. We are to have supper with Lady Selena and her brother, Mister D’Arcy.”

			“Who are they?” Tabitha asked, her blue eyes large in her pale face.

			Amaryllis shook her head. “I have no idea. I have only now met them. But for some reason I cannot fathom, Lady Selena insisted we join them. And so we must.” She straightened. “So here now, let me get you cleaned up.”

			Pleased to find the water in the pitcher was still slightly warm, she poured some into the bowl and set the pitcher on the floor. She tended her own ablutions first, then scrubbed Charlie’s and Tabitha’s hands and faces, combed their hair, and brushed dirt and leaves from their shoes and clothes. She hoped they all looked presentable. In the dim light cast by the one candle, she could not be certain.

			A tap at the door made her gasp then ask, “Who is it?”

			“’Tis Reginald D’Arcy, Mistress Norton. Are you ready to go down to supper?”

			For a moment she panicked. Could she get out of this? She looked down at Charlie and Tabitha. They stood expectantly waiting for her to open the door. Their trust in her calmed her. “Yes,” she said, “we are ready.” Throwing the bolt, she opened the door.

			The man awaiting her was even more handsome than she had first thought. His smile, showing strong straight teeth, lit up his dark eyes. He had broad shoulders and narrow hips and his dark, shoulder-length hair gleamed in the dim landing light. He bowed slightly at the waist, and held out his arm. “May I?”

			He expected her to take his arm, but she instead bent and scooped up Charlie. Blowing out the candle, she said, “Tabitha, Charlie, this is Mister D’Arcy. Say you are honored.”

			“I am honored,” both children chimed, and Tabitha curtsied.

			“Well, I am honored, too, Tabitha and Charlie. And most pleased to make your acquaintance.”

			Amaryllis liked the sound of his voice. Not too deep, not too high, and it had a merry ring to it, a joyfulness. Almost as if happy laughter might burst forth at any moment.

			“Might I carry young Charlie?” he offered holding out his arms.

			Charlie, seldom bashful, held out his arms, and surrendering him, Amaryllis took Tabitha’s hand. Mister D’Arcy propped Charlie on one hip and again extended his arm to Amaryllis. “Ladies, let us go find us some supper.”

			This time she did take his arm, though not but for two steps. The staircase was too narrow for them to descend three abreast, so he stepped aside and allowed her and Tabitha to proceed him. At the bottom of the steps, he once more proffered his arm, and she placed her hand on his forearm. His eyes kind and gentle, he smiled down at her. “I cannot thank you enough for joining us this evening. You and the children will enliven our meal immensely. This has been a most trying day. At least for me.”

			“Why was it trying?” Tabitha asked.

			“Oh, Tabitha, that is not polite,” Amaryllis scolded, but the handsome man at her side laughed the joyful laugh she had known was hiding in his voice and said, “When we enter the parlor, you will see the cause of my grief.”

			Puzzlement clouded Tabitha’s face, and she asked, “Your grief is in the parlor where we are going, Mister D’Arcy?”

			Squatting with Charlie balanced on one knee, he took Tabitha’s hand. “You must call me Reginald, or even better, Reggie. Mister D’Arcy makes me sound too old, does it not?” Tickling Tabitha under her chin, he added, “And have no fear of my grief that awaits us in the parlor. What is grief to me may well delight you and Charlie.” He ruffled Charlie’s neatly combed hair, making the light brown curls again stand on end, and then rose. “Let us meet our Fate, shall we?”

		


		
			Chapter 3

			The children looked both expectant and wary of Reginald D’Arcy’s riddle, but they would soon see what grief he had deposited in the parlor. Amaryllis found she was as curious as her siblings, but as they were about to enter the parlor, the man the innkeeper had called Toms jerked up from his table to stumble over in front of them, blocking their entrance.

			He swayed and squinted his eyes. “Hey now, I say, I saw you arrive.” He looked at Amaryllis. “Thought mayhap you was a doxy, but then what with the children, I thought, not so. But now, here you are with this gent. I cry foul play. I saw you first.”

			Tabitha shrank back against Amaryllis’s legs, but Reginald – Amaryllis liked his name – shifted Charlie to a different hip and asked, “What is this, man? What are you blathering about?”

			Toms continued to sway but refocused his eyes on Reginald, though he pointed at Amaryllis. “The doxy there, I saw her first. By rights, I should be the one to bed her.”

			Amaryllis gasped at the drunken insult, but Reginald stiffened and thinned his lips, and had he not been holding Charlie, Amaryllis was certain he would have hit the insolent man. Instead, a tightly folded fan rapped Toms’s shoulder with enough force that he spit out an, “Ow!,” and reached up a hand to rub the assaulted area.

			“Here, sir, why do you block my brother and our dear friend’s entrance into the parlor?” came a crisp voice, and Amaryllis stared in wonder at the speaker. Lady Selena looked nothing like she had at the door to Amaryllis’s room. She was striking. Mayhap not beautiful, but she looked every inch the lady, the daughter of an earl. Her dark hair was pulled starkly back from her face and wrapped in a bun atop her head. She wore no cap to conceal its shining glory. She was wearing a sapphire-blue gown over a cream-colored petticoat, and a lace chemise showed at her neckline and shoulder length sleeves. Though she wore no facial embellishments, her skin glowed with nature’s own coloring – pink cheeks, rosy lips, and lightly-tanned skin that enhanced rather than detracted from her appearance. Her eyes, not dark like her brother’s but a blue-green, danced in merriment, and a slight smile touched her lips.

			Lightly tapping the fan in her hand, she seemed to be waiting for Toms to speak, to offer an excuse for his behavior. Behind her towered the woman from the luxurious coach. “Why do you but stand there man?” she demanded. “Be you deaf? Lady Selena has asked you a question.”

			For a moment Toms looked mystified, then he shook his head, his hair flying about his face. “Lady Selena, you say?” he managed before looking back at Amaryllis. “Then you are with her. Oh, Mistress, ‘tis begging your pardon I am. I am overly tiddly, or I would not have made such a mistake. A friend of Lady Selena. Indeed, Mistress, do accept my apology.” He tried to grasp Amaryllis’s hand to bend over it, but she shrank back, and Reginald gave him a nudge that sent him staggering backwards. He caught himself on the edge of his table, straightened, and made an awkward bow. “Lady Selena. My pardon. Mister Morly did mention he was expecting a fine lady this evening. I am Richard Toms. If I at any time may be of service to you, please, you have but to ask, and I will respond with utmost urgency.”

			Lady Selena laughed, a tinkling laugh, and said, “Well, at the moment, Mister Toms, did you but step aside, you would be of great service to us. We would like to enter the parlor that we may have our supper.”

			“Dicky, Dicky,” the older man at the table said, “do sit you down afore you get us thrown out. I have no mind to try to find another bed somewhere at this late hour.” Rising from his seat enough to grasp Toms’s sleeve, the man pulled his friend down onto a stool.

			To Amaryllis’s amazement, Lady Selena smiled sweetly at both men and actually thanked them for their courtesy. Courtesy! Still offended by Toms’s remark, Amaryllis wondered if mayhap Lady Selena had not heard Toms insult her. Well, it mattered not, Reginald was shepherding her and Tabitha into the parlor. Lady Selena and the towering woman, followed after them, though at the door, Reginald stood aside and allowed the women to enter first.

			No sooner were they in the room, and Tabitha demanded, “Where’s your grief?”

			Reginald pointed to the hearth. There before a warm fire upon a small blanket lay a little black-and-white dog. At the children’s screeches he thumped his tail repeatedly, but he did not rise. “You may pet him,” Lady Selena said, “but do be careful of him. He has a broken leg.”

			“Oh, poor doggie,” Tabitha said, hurrying to the pup’s side. Charlie, squirming in Reginald’s arms, demanded, “Down, down.”

			No sooner was he on the floor than his stubby legs carried him over to the hearth to join his sister and the little dog that seemed not to know whether to be pleased or apprehensive with all the new attention he was receiving.

			“Does he have a name?” Tabitha asked, running her hand along the dog from head to tail.

			“Fate,” Lady Selena said. “Again, I must ask you both to be very gentle with him.”

			“How was he hurt?” Tabitha asked.

			“I cannot say,” Lady Selena said. “We found him by the wayside and spent a good portion of the day finding a surgeon who could mend his leg, and then he needed to be bathed. He was a very dirty, and hungry, little dog.”

			“Yes,” Reginald said, “and now you know my grief. My day was spent not in arriving at our destination at a goodly hour, but in finding care for that cur.”

			Tabitha stopped her petting and looked up in surprise. “Oh, Reggie, you cannot say you had no wish to aid this nice little doggie.”

			Despite the fact Reginald had requested he be called by his given name, or even his nickname, Amaryllis blushed at her sister’s use of it. It somehow seemed disrespectful. Yet he responded as if Tabitha’s address was precisely what he wished. “Indeed little miss, that is exactly what I mean. Do I not monitor my sister’s antics, our coach will be filled with every stray dog and cat between here and Leicester. Why, there will be no room in the coach for Mistress Shadwell.” He paused and turned to the large woman. “My manners are near as bad as Selena’s. Forgive me. I have not introduced Mistress Shadwell, Selena’s maid and traveling companion.”

			He nodded toward Mistress Shadwell and said, “May I present Mistress Amaryllis Norton and her children, Tabitha and Charlie.” Mistress Shadwell and Amaryllis acknowledged the introduction, and the children looked up at the sound of their names. Tabitha rose, made a quick curtsy, then rejoined her brother beside Fate. What a strange name for a dog, Amaryllis thought, before turning her thoughts to the table laden with food. In the excitement of finding the dog, her siblings seemed to have forgotten their rumbling tummies.

			The door opened and a neatly, but plainly, dressed man entered. “Master Reginald,” he said, “the table is set but for the sallet and the mutton stew the cook has been keeping warm. Are you ready to be served?”

			“Oh, yes, Nye,” Reginald said. “I had near forgotten how hungry I am. Do bring on the stew, and have you not yet eaten, do please to join us.” Reginald hastily introduced Mister Bernard Nye, his friend and valet, he termed him. These D’Arcys were unlike any aristocrats Amaryllis had ever known. Not that she had known any high-ranking peers, but she would swear none of them would be sitting down to supper at the same table with their serving staff. In Medieval days they might have all dined in the great hall together, but not at the same table.

			Mister Nye declined supper. Being hungry, he had sat down to a substantial meal in the public room with the footmen and outriders. “How are our people being treated, Mister Nye?” Lady Selena asked. “Are the accommodations acceptable?”

			“Aye, my lady,” he answered. “The dormitory is quite adequate, but the coachman and postilion have chosen to sleep near the coach. Mister Pit says he will feel better is he at the ready do any thieves think to have easy pickings.”

			Reginald laughed. “And does he have that old fowling piece at his side?”

			Bernard Nye smiled, “He does, sir.”

			“Let us hope then he has no disturbing dreams,” Lady Selena said, her eyes twinkling. As Nye exited, Lady Selena, like Reginald, insisted she be addressed by her given name. Amaryllis, in turn, said they must call her by her given name. She had not liked lying to these kind people by giving them the fake surname of Norton.

			By the time Amaryllis, with Selena’s help, had Tabitha’s and Charlie’s hands washed at a bowl on a table near the hearth, and had Charlie seated on a high stool and Tabitha atop a thick cushion on a chair, Mister Nye returned with a huge tureen of stew. He was preceded by a serving maid who held the door for him, and another who carried the sallet. Amaryllis guessed the parlor to be the best the inn had to offer, but it was still quite plain. The table was sturdy and covered with a white table cloth, but the pewter dishes and knives and spoons were of a poor quality. Naught but a very poor tapestry decorated one wall, and other than the table and chairs, and the washbowl stand, the only other piece of furniture was a small sideboard with two candelabras atop it.

			Amaryllis could not say the food was lacking, though. The table bulged with a variety of dishes from a boiled sallet of leeks, endive, onions, cauliflower, and dandelion leaves to three kinds of cheeses, two breads, a rye and a crusty wheat bran, butter, sliced chicken, pickled herring in a savory sauce, and the pottage of mutton, carrots, turnips, and parsnips. For sweets at the end of the meal, they had a choice of suet pudding, egg custard, or dried blackberry tarts.

			Once they were all seated, Reginald dismissed his valet. “You have had a long day, Nye, you need not stay. The inn’s maid can serve us. Go on to bed do you wish.”

			“As you say, sir.” The valet nodded and left, but Esmeralda Shadwell joined them for supper. Seated at the end of the table, she spoke only when addressed. Yet Amaryllis did not believe the woman felt uncomfortable sitting with her mistress. She but seemed tired.

			Everyone being hungry, at first no one spoke, but as appetites were satiated, Selena and Reginald enlivened the table with several tales that had the children in giggles – Selena’s pet goat that chewed up her father’s favorite hat, the cat that had her litter in her oldest brother’s horse’s stall. Afterward the horse would not be content did he not have the cats with him. “Poor Giles, does he wish to stay overnight anywhere, he must take a cat with him, or he cannot take Cirilo, his magnificent Spanish stallion,” Selena stated then punctuated with her tinkling laugh.

			The most amusing story though, concerned the baby ducks. Eyes glistening, Selena bent forward and looked at Tabitha and Charlie. “We have a large fish pond near the house. It is also home to a number of ducks.” She frowned. “Well, this part is sad. One night, a fox came and killed a mother duck that was sitting on her eggs. Ten eggs there were, am I not right, Reggie?”

			“Yes, ten, and Selena found the eggs and took them to her room, unbeknownst to Mother or Father. She kept them warm, and then one night they hatched. Well, those ducklings decided Selena was their mother.”

			“Oh, no,” Tabitha gasped, her hands to her cheeks, “they thought you were their mother!”

			Amaryllis smiled at her sister’s obvious delight. She noted Charlie’s eyes were also all a-sparkle. The D’Arcys were good with children.

			“Well, those ducklings followed me everywhere,” Selena said. “But the maids complained about the er … the er … mess they made, and Mother insisted they had to stay outside. The gardener built them a little hutch, and I put warm blankets in with them and that is where they slept at night. But during the day when I went outside, they followed me about. Did I go in the house, they waited by the door. But that worried me. I was afraid a hawk might swoop down and get them, so I asked Mother could a footman stay with them when I had to be indoors.”

			Reginald took up the tale. “You will not guess the amount of pleading that went on before Mother agreed that one of the kitchen scullions could be assigned to watch over the ducks. I cannot think the cook was pleased, but the scullion seemed to enjoy his assignment.”

			“The ducks reached an age when they needed to learn to swim.” Selena ignored her brother’s intrusion. “Since they would only follow me. I could think of naught to do but to lead them into the pond.”

			“And so she did,” Reginald said. “Waded in up to her waist, and the ducklings followed right after her. They were all good little swimmers.”

			Amaryllis joined the children in laughing at the image presented. “Whatever did your mother think of that?” she asked.

			“We thought it best not to tell her,” Selena said, “and none of the servants would ever want to tell her either. No one wants to worry or upset Mother. She is too well loved.”

			“Selena escaped many a reprimand because no one wishes to cause Mother any grief,” Reginald said. “Actually, I suppose we all had our share of escapes from various misdeeds.”

			Amaryllis wondered that the lady of the house would be so poorly informed, but she said nothing. These D’Arcys continued to amaze her.

			“’Twas teaching the ducks to fly that caused the greatest problem,” Selena said.

			“You taught them to fly?” Tabitha asked, her eyes wide in amazement.

			“She tried,” Reginald said. “At least, we attempted to give them flying lessons.”

			“Reggie tied a rope ‘round my waist,” Selena said, “and the other end to a branch of a tree, then he and our younger brother, Artemas, took the birds up the tree in a basket. I was on a chair, and I kicked the chair away and was swinging by my waist and flapping my arms. Arty and Reggie took each duckling from the basket, had them look at me, then dropped them. They fluttered their little wings and made it safely to the ground. But once on the ground, none of them tried to fly up to me. They but flapped their wings and quacked and looked up at me.”

			Amaryllis was holding her sides, she was laughing so hard. She could not remember when she had laughed so much. The children looked happier than she had seen them since before their uncle and aunt had entered their lives. The strain was gone from their eyes.

			“That is when Esmeralda came out,” Reginald again interposed and looked at Esmeralda at the end of the table. “You were aghast, were you not?”

			Esmeralda nodded. “Yes, never any knowing what these two will be up to. Still no knowing.”

			“Did the little duckies ever learn to fly?” Tabitha asked.

			“Yes, they did, but I think they learned by instinct. ‘Tis the natural thing ducks do,” Selena said. “Now, enough about ducks. I am ready for dessert.”

			“Oh, me too,” Charlie said, a grin spreading across his face to brighten his sleepy eyes.

			“Well, then, let us have some,” Reginald said, and he looked to the serving maid, who, with tears of mirth sparkling on her cheeks, was at the ready to serve the desserts. 

			“This is much better than what we get at home, is it not, Charlie?” Tabitha said, licking her lips after a spoonful of custard.

			“Oh?” Selena said. “And what might you eat at home? Is your cook a poor cook?”

			“Oh, no, Cook is a very good cook, but Aunt Elva says children our age should not eat rich foods,” Tabitha said. “She says ’tis not healthy. We are to eat bread and water for breakfast and supper, and for dinner we get a warm pottage of oats or peas.”

			Selena’s eyes widened, and she looked to Amaryllis for confirmation. Amaryllis flushed hotly. She had tried to stop her sister’s indictment of her aunt, but had not been able to get Tabitha’s attention. “Who is Aunt Elva that she makes such decisions?” Selena asked.

			“My sister is impertinent,” Reginald interrupted, glaring at Selena. “We mean not to pry.”

			Selena accepted her brother’s reprimand with a smile and a nod, “Indeed, Amaryllis, please accept my apology. ’Twas but a shock to hear such sweet children are treated in such a fashion.”

			“There you go again,” Reginald snapped. “Your apology is no better than your prying.” His dark eyes brimming with kindness and not a little aggravation, he looked at Amaryllis. Oh, she liked his eyes. She had trouble not getting lost in them. “Do forgive Selena,” he said. “She is spoiled and has never been taught to hold her tongue. ’Tis why we make this journey. We go to our uncle’s estate in northern Leicestershire.”

			Selena’s tinkling laugh made Charlie, despite his drooping eyelids, look up from his plate and laugh his childish chuckle. Selena acknowledged his accompaniment then said, “I am a shameless hoyden, or so says my mother. She sends me to my aunt’s that I may learn to be a lady and mayhap in the process, I will learn to mind my tongue. I apologize. I mean not to be rude.”

			“You are not rude,” spoke up Tabitha. “And you are very pretty, near as pretty as Ryllis.”

			“Tabitha, now you are the one being rude,” Amaryllis said.

			Tabitha looked confused. She looked from Amaryllis to Selena and back to Amaryllis. “What said I that was rude?”

			Before Amaryllis could again rebuke her sister, Selena said, “You said nothing rude, Tabitha. You but spoke the truth as you see it, and I thank you for your defense and your honesty. We are, mayhap, two of a kind, but my brother thinks at my age I should know better.” She nodded to Charlie. “Look there to your brother. He is falling asleep and may fall off that stool. Shall we have Reggie help him down, and you and he may say a short good night to Fate?”

			Amaryllis looked at her brother as did Tabitha. The poor little fellow could scarce keep his face from dropping into his plate. His head would bob, and he would catch himself before he ended up with his nose in his custard. Amaryllis started to rise. “Oh, I must get him to bed.”

			Selena placed her hand on Amaryllis’s wrist. “Let Reggie set him down. Charlie will want to say good night to the dog, as will Tabitha. Do you not?” she asked Tabitha, expectantly.

			Tabitha looked up with pleading eyes. “May we please, Ryllis? Just a few pats.”

			Amaryllis sighed and nodded. “Very well, but only for a moment. We must get to bed are we to be up to catch the stage tomorrow. And I am tired.”

			Tabitha offered her a big grin and clambered down from her chair as Reginald swept Charlie off his stool and deposited him near the hearth. Amaryllis smiled as her brother curled up next to the dog, and her sister curled up next to Charlie and reached across his back to stroke the dog. Both children would soon be fast asleep and would have to be carried up to their bed, but she had no doubt Reginald would help her see to them.

			Amaryllis started to thank the D’Arcys for their kindness, but Selena spoke first. She dismissed the serving maid, then with a sweet smile, she addressed her personal maid. “Esmeralda, you must be tired. Do you please go and ready our beds. I will be up shortly.”

			Mistress Shadwell showed no surprise at being dismissed. She but acknowledged the request. Rising, she bid Amaryllis and then Reginald good night, and with a rustle of skirts, left, closing the door softly behind her.

			Selena looked over at the hearth then back at Amaryllis. “I do believe the children are asleep.” She patted Amaryllis’s hand and said, “’Tis time we talk. Now, if you please, I would know what you are running from and how we may help.”

		


		
			Chapter 4

			Reginald knew he should not have been surprised by his sister’s question, but he was. And certainly Amaryllis was taken by surprise. She blanched and shrank back in her chair. “What, what do you mean?” she stammered.

			“I mean, you and the children are running from something. I know you are not their mother. First off, you are too young to be Tabitha’s mother unless you married at some ridiculously young age. Second, they fail to call you Mother. They call you Ryllis. Third, you wear no ring.” She looked pointedly down at the hand she had been patting. “And fourth, I heard Tabitha ask you if you would be caught. You assured her you would not, but I heard the trepidation in your voice. You need help, and we would like to help you.”

			Amaryllis was shaking her head as Selena spoke. Reginald read the fear in her eyes. His sister was right. She needed help, and he could not remember when he wanted more to be of service. He leaned forward. “Trust us, Amaryllis. Surely you see we mean you no harm.”

			She turned her lovely eyes on him, and he nearly drowned in their beauty. Sky blue were her eyes, a heavenly sky blue. How could he convince her she need not fear them? Fate! He glanced over his shoulder at the dog and the children all curled up together before the hearth. He looked back at Amaryllis. “Would someone who rescues dogs by the side of the road be any less caring for frightened children? Let us help you, for the children’s sake.”

			Some of the fear seeped from her eyes. She gnawed her lovely lower lip. God, if he could hold her, kiss away her fears. Thanking God she was not married, at least she had not denied Selena’s assertion concerning her married status, he held her gaze. Barely daring to breathe, he waited. Finally, she dropped her gaze, and in a voice so quiet Reginald had to lean forward to hear her, she said, “Tabitha and Charlie are my half-sister and brother. Their mother died a few days after Charlie was born. Father died in November. Father’s brother, Uncle Irwin, and his wife and their two sons moved into our home. Uncle Irwin and the children’s mother’s father, their grandfather, are Tabitha and Charlie’s guardians. Well, Sir Cyril is the legal guardian, but he lives in southern Cheshire, and wanting the children to be able to continue living in their own home, he was pleased to have Uncle Irwin and Aunt Elva take over the immediate custody of Charlie and Tabitha. He has no idea how the children are being treated. I have written him, but I have … I have had to guard what I may say. I dare not make accusations.”

			“So now you wish to take the children to Cheshire?” Selena asked.

			Amaryllis shook her head. “Nay, ‘tis not safe. We would be
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