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Chapter One

 

~Day 8~

 

Princess Louisa of Aachen-Düren sat down at a table in the dining room of the Abingdon School for Girls. She smiled at the other girls already sitting at the table. She knew most of their names as they were in many classes together, but despite the fact that she’d been at the school for nearly three months, she’d never actually spoken with any of them beyond the most superficial pleasantries.

A week ago when Isa had dinner with her brother, he’d scolded her for not making more of an effort to make friends. Now, knowing she only had four days before she would have to tell her brother exactly how that was going, she decided she might as well make an effort.

With a sigh, she pasted a smile on her face and sat. “Good evening,” she said to the four girls.

“Good evening,” Miss Leventham said before looking over to Lady Elizabeth Smyth, daughter of the Duke of Pentreth. At the frown from the young lady, Miss Leventham’s gaze dropped to her hands neatly tucked in her lap.

Isa sighed. It seemed as if she would need to befriend Lady Elizabeth before she could even hope to become friends with any of the others. She was slowly, with the help of her companion Frau Schmitz, beginning to understand how these things worked. Never in her life had she had to actually work to make friends. Well, she’d only ever had the daughters of the courtiers in her father’s court to be friends with, and they hadn’t had any choice but to be nice to her. This was a very, very different situation.

These girls not only didn’t have to be friends with Isa, they clearly didn’t even feel the need to be nice and were barely polite.

“Did you enjoy the assignment in our watercolor class today?” Isa asked, trying again.

The four girls were silent, so Isa continued, “I found it to be quite challenging. I can somehow never get my colors mixed just right.” She turned to the leader of the group. “Lady Elizabeth, I noticed your colors were quite beautiful. Do you think you could give me some hints—”

“It takes practice,” the girl snapped.

“It’s true,” Miss Leventham agreed. “Lady Elizabeth, indeed, all of us have been working at it for years. You’ve only—” She stopped speaking abruptly at Lady Elizabeth’s frown.

Their dinners were placed in front of them. There was no serving one’s self, no taking as much of whatever one wanted here. Full plates already made up were simply placed in front of each young lady. They were expected to finish it all, but even if they did, there were no second helpings. Isa was still getting used to this. She found the food here to be bland and tasteless. Very little of what she’d eaten did she actually like, but she was trying her best if only to keep from being sent back home.

Miss Leventham looked relieved to have something else to do besides try to be polite. The other two girls hadn’t even made an attempt. Isa supposed they were experienced enough—or completely cowed by Lady Elizabeth—to know not to do so.

After they’d eaten in silence for a few minutes, Lady Elizabeth looked up at Isa with an unpleasant smile on her face. “Do you read the newspaper, Princess Louisa?”

“Please, call me Isa,” Isa told her. “And, er, no, I generally don’t. Why? Was there something of interest recently?”

Lady Elizabeth widened her eyes in mock surprise. Miss Leventham winced. She knew what was coming. Isa tried to brace herself. “Oh! Well then, perhaps I shouldn’t… but, of course, I’m sure you already know.”

“Know what?” Isa asked.

“About your brother?” Lady Elizabeth tried her hardest to hide her smile and adopt an expression of worry or concern.

Isa stopped breathing for a moment. “What about my brother?”

“Let me see if I have a copy…” She reached down into her bookbag at her feet. They weren’t supposed to bring their books with them to meals, but no one was ever reprimanded for doing so. Lady Elizabeth pulled out a copy of a newspaper, carefully folding it to the second page and then in half so it was easier to hand over to Isa. “First column, about halfway down,” she instructed.

Isa let her eyes skim down the first column of print and then saw it.

In an unfortunate accident, amid rough waters, the ship carrying the Prince Heinrich Nikolaus Alexander Guelf, heir to the throne of Aachen-Düren, sank yesterday as it was crossing the English Channel while taking the young prince home. There were no known survivors. The prince leaves behind his only sister, Princess Louisa Catherine Anneliese, and his father, Prince Heinrich Norbert Albrecht of Aachen-Düren. We extend our condolences to His Majesty, Prince Heinrich.

Isa suddenly found herself on her feet. “No! It’s a lie! Is this some trick of yours? You are a cruel girl, Elizabeth, but even this, this is, is beyond… beyond…” she shouted.

“Princess, what is the matter? Lady Elizabeth?” the headmistress, Mrs. Carter, asked as she rushed over.

“Nothing, Mrs. Carter, I just—” Elizabeth began.

“She made this up. She lies!” Isa screamed, shaking the newspaper at the headmistress.

The woman took the newspaper and looked to see what Isa was referring to. She glanced at it but clearly had seen it before since she didn’t even bother reading it. “I’m afraid…”

“NO!” Isa snatched the newspaper back and ran from the room. It wasn’t true. It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. She stopped to look at the paper and read the all too brief article again.

No. She’d know. She’d feel it if Nik was… It was wrong. She’d know.

She calmed herself. Of course she would know.

Isa couldn’t sleep that night. She kept pulling out the newspaper and looking at it. Reading it and re-reading it. She would know. She was absolutely certain she would know if Nik was dead.

She lay back down, but her eyes were wide open, and she didn’t think would be able to close them any time soon. She could hear Herr Mueller, her bodyguard, snoring in his cot in her sitting room. Frau Schmitz was in her own bedroom next to Isa’s.

There was only one thing to do, and Isa knew it. The only way she would be able to rest would be if she went to see her brother for herself. But she couldn’t go tonight. If she weren’t in class in the morning, that horrid Lady Elizabeth would know she’d won. No, Isa thought, she would bide her time, and when no one expected it, in a day or two, she would go and find Nik. He was probably in his room in Oxford, studying away and completely oblivious to the fact that he’d been declared dead.

~Day 13~

Isa waited a full five days before deciding it was time. No one would suspect she would disappear now. She’d stayed quiet on the topic of the article and had just gone about her days as normal. It hadn’t been easy. She’d been even more antsy than ever, and it had taken all her self-control not to simply jump on her horse and ride off. But the last thing she wanted was to alert anyone as to her intentions. She would simply slip away in the middle of the night, go and see Nik, and be back, most likely, by morning.

She packed a change of clothes just in case. Moving about silently in her room, she bundled a dress and the appropriate underthings into her saddle bag, along with her journal and a pencil. For tonight, the ease of riding was paramount, so she donned her breeches and riding coat and carried her boots in her hand. Neither her father nor her brother minded her unconventional riding clothes; they understood it was easier and safer if she were properly attired. How anyone could gallop or take fences comfortably in a skirt, Isa just didn’t know.

Just before she left her room, she thought she should, perhaps, leave a note for Frau Schmitz, just in case. She quickly scribbled something and left it on her dressing table. She would probably be back before they even awoke, but just in case…

As she snuck past Herr Mueller, she saw he had emptied his pockets and left the contents on the table by his cot. There was a watch, a few scraps of paper, but most interestingly, a little leather pouch in which she knew he kept his money. Well technically, she suspected it was her money because, whenever she wanted to purchase anything, he would pay for it from this pouch. She grabbed it on her way out the door.

Isa was proud of herself for making as little sound as possible. She hadn’t even woken the stable boy when she’d walked Lilli out into the yard. She saddled the horse quickly and efficiently and was on her way galloping toward Oxford and Nik. Merely an hour later, Isa made her way through the quiet streets of Oxford. At three in the morning, there were only a few people about—mainly students returning home from an evening out. She just hoped her brother didn’t kill her for waking him at this ungodly hour.

As she attempted to ride past the guard house on her way to her brother’s rooms, a man came out and stopped her. “Ho there! Just where do you think you’re goin’, me lad?”

“I am Princess Louisa of Aachen-Düren, here to see my brother,” she informed the man from atop her horse, pulling off her cap so he could see her better.

“Oh! I beg yer pardon, Yer Highness, I didn’t recognize ye,” the man said, doffing his own cap. “But, uh, ye do know that yer brother…”

“What? Where is he?” she asked. He wasn’t going to tell her he believed that falsehood in the newspaper, now was he?

“Er, ye didn’t see…” he hesitated awkwardly.

“The article in the newspaper? I did and I don’t believe a word of it,” she informed the man.

“I’m awfully sorry, Yer Highness, but I ain’t seen him since a week ago when he took off in a tearing hurry.”

“In a hurry? Where was he going, did he say? How was he traveling?”

“Didn’t say, I’m sure. And he was in a coach, his traveling coach, so I suspected he was going far—to the coast.”

Isa controlled her horse as the animal tried to step forward, perhaps feeling Isa’s own tension. “But…”

“I’m awfully, awfully sorry…”

“No! I don’t believe it. I don’t believe he’s… he’s dead. He’s not,” she informed the man. “And I will prove it.”

She turned her horse around and headed back south. She had to find Nik. Why had he left in a hurry? Why in his traveling coach? Where had he gone? The newspaper had said he was on his way home, but why? He’d had no plans to return to Aachen-Düren—not unless he’d received some news that made it imperative he return immediately. But if that were the case, he would have informed her.

No. She didn’t believe for a moment that he’d actually been on that ship—if one had sailed at all. She supposed she had no choice in the matter now but to go after him.

She knew their ship was docked in Margate—the ship they had used to come to the horrid country nearly three months ago in the most stomach-churning crossing of the English Channel. Crossing the channel in January had been awful, and Isa had no desire to go through that again, but if she had to do so to find Nik, she would. The only thing was… he had their ship, presumably.

Either that or it was sitting at the bottom of the English Channel with his lifeless body, a small voice whispered inside of her. “No!” she shouted to no one. And thankfully, there was no one to hear. He was not dead. She would go to Margate. He was probably there, or some place nearby hiding out, or-or taking a holiday, or-or she didn’t know what. She didn’t know why he might have left Oxford.

If anything had happened to their father, Nik would surely have come to get her on his way south. That couldn’t be it. There had to be another reason—a good reason—why Nik had left in a hurry, and she would find out why.

She was too tired. She couldn’t think just now.

Isa walked her horse to a tiny little posting house she’d passed a number of times. No one would know her there, and no one would ask. A boy was standing outside and came up to hold her horse’s head as she dismounted.

“Can I take yer ‘orse for ya, miss?” he asked.

“Yes.” She fished a small silver coin from Herr Mueller’s purse and gave it to the boy. He smiled and doffed his cap and walked her horse off in the direction of the stable as she went inside.

A man was sitting behind the counter in a chair, snoring away.

“Excuse me, I need a room for the night,” she said loudly.

The man jumped. “Eh? What?”

“I need a room for the night,” she repeated.

The man smiled down at her while rubbing his extended belly. “Oh, do ya, now?”

She didn’t like the way he was looking at her. She took a step back.

“Here now, miss, we don’t cater to the likes o’ you,” a woman said from behind her, making Isa swing around.

“I beg your pardon?” Isa said, affronted. The likes of her? What did that mean? She’d thought her English was pretty good, but she didn’t understand the implications of such a statement.

“Oy, you a noble?” the woman asked.

Isa didn’t want her true identity known, so she just nodded.

“Where’s yer maid, then?” the woman asked. “An’ why are ye dressed like a boy?”

“Looks like a runaway to me,” the man said. “Wantin’ a little fun, eh, girl?”

“No, ye don’t,” the woman growled. “Come along, then, I’ll take ye to a room, and ye’ll lock the door,” she said pointedly while looking at the innkeeper.

Isa followed the woman up the stairs to a room that, if one were kind, one might say was small. In fact, it was little more than a filthy closet, but it had a bed in it, and that was all Isa cared about at that moment.

“This will do,” Isa told the woman.

She just huffed and walked away. Isa followed her advice and locked the door behind her. In the morning, she would head south and find Nik.
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Chapter Two

 

~Day 13~

“It can’t be done, and she’s driving me mad repeatedly asking me to even try,” Viscount Wythe told his friends before emptying his glass of the excellent rum that could only be had at Powell’s Club for Gentlemen.

“I don’t know why you think it can’t. I could drive to Shropshire and back in four days,” Sam, the Marquess of Ranleigh said, leaning forward and refilling Wythe’s glass before doing the same to his own.

“Oh, come now, what is it? Nearly two hundred miles?” said the Earl of Devereaux, or Dev to his friends.

“About that,” Sam said, sitting back again.

“A bit less. Somewhere between one-fifty and two hundred, depending on how you go,” Wythe admitted.

“And you can’t do that in two days? And you want to be considered for the Four in Hand Club? Really, Wythe, I’m ashamed.” Sam chuckled and shook his head. He could see Wythe grind his teeth.

“And all for what? A bleeding necklace to wear to a ball!” the man said through his clenched jaw.

“Not just any ball, the first ball of the Season. Of course, your mother wants to look her best,” Dev pointed out.

“She just wants to flaunt her wealth into the face of Lady Wraxely—not that she has any beyond what that necklace is worth,” Wythe added under his breath.

“It’s all about show, isn’t it?” Sam said with a shake of his head.

“Do you really think you could drive there and back in four days?” Dev asked, giving Sam a side-look.

“Puff! Of course I can. Easy.”

“I’ll bet you a monkey you can’t,” Dev said, his skeptical look turning into a grin.

Sam opened his mouth to accept the bet, then remembered he’d decided to turn over a new leaf this Season. He was going to be responsible. He was going to actually look for a wife and settle down. No more silly bets. No more late-night drinking and gambling with his friends. No more… fun.

His father’s death the year before had made him realize he was wasting his life away. Not only that, but since the demise of the marquess, Sam had learned his father had done an excellent job at depleting the family coffers and nothing to keep them flush. In other words, he'd gambled away the family’s wealth and let his estate rot. Sam was determined not to follow in his father’s footsteps, no matter what anyone said.

All his life, he’d been compared to his father. Just because he looked like him didn’t mean he had to behave like him. Of course, it had taken Sam twenty-seven years and his father’s death to come to this realization, but at least, he had done so.

And now here he was faced with this dilemma. Did he take this one last bet or tell his friends of his decision? The responsible thing would be to tell his friends and turn down the bet.

“I can’t believe Ranleigh’s actually thinking about it,” Wythe said with a burst of laughter. “It can’t be done!” His words were a challenge. Sam knew it. Wythe was doing it deliberately, and he knew that, too.

“It’s not that it can’t…” Sam started.

“Well, then?” Dev asked.

“It’s that I had decided to turn responsible, you know,” Sam hedged.

“Responsible? Why, in heaven’s name, would you want to do that?” Wythe scoffed.

“Is it because of your father?” Dev asked, getting it immediately. Sam wasn’t surprised. Dev was clever that way. They understood each other. Always had.

“Oh, come on!” Wythe said, still not getting it. “Lord Ranleigh’s dead. You’re the marquess now, yes, but that doesn’t mean you can’t still have fun. I mean, I’m sorry for your loss and all that, but really.”

Sam ran a hand down his face, rubbing at the stubble beginning to roughen his cheeks. “It’s time I started behaving responsibly. I’ve got an estate now, tenants and all that. I need to marry and—”

“Don’t even say it, man!” Wythe nearly shouted, making some heads turn their way in the relative quiet of the reading room. He quieted down immediately, giving an apologetic nod to those who’d turned to look. He leaned forward and said with his voice low, “You can’t, Ranleigh. You cannot turn on us that way.”

“I wouldn’t be turning on you, first of all,” Sam said, lowering his voice as well. “But we’ve all got to do it some time, and now is the best time for me.”

“Is it your mother? Is she putting pressure on you?” Dev asked.

“No.” Sam gave a sad little laugh and shook his head. “She doesn’t even think I’m capable of acting responsibly. Thinks I’m just like my father.”

“But you are! And what a great life he led,” Wythe said, admiration tinging his words.

Sam just sighed. “The man died trying to swim the Thames for a bet—in February.”

“Can’t believe he even got into that disgusting water,” Dev said, shaking his head.

“True enough. We still don’t know if it was exhaustion, the cold, or something in the water itself that actually killed him, but he’s dead, nonetheless.” Sam drained his glass. “And I don’t want to follow in his footsteps.”

“All right, but one bet, Ranleigh. One last bet,” Wythe teased. “Before you go off and get leg shackled to some shrew who will put you back on leading strings.”

Sam just frowned at him.

“Yes, Ranleigh, one last bet. One last hurrah,” Dev said, adding his weight to the argument. “To Shropshire and back in four days. You return with Lady Wythe’s necklace and collect… we don’t even have to make it a monkey. It could be a century instead. Would that make you feel better about it?”

“It’s not the money,” Sam started.

“It’s that he can’t do it,” Wythe said, sitting back with a smirk on his face.

“You know I can.”

“Prove it.”

Sam’s two friends looked at him in expectation. He sighed. “All right. One last bet. I will go and fetch your mother’s necklace and be back in time for her to wear it to the ball.”

His friends broke into cheers, calling for another bottle of rum.
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Chapter Three

 

~Day 14~

The room Isa woke up in was even more disgusting than she’d thought. The dark had hidden a good deal of the dust and grime. The pillow on which her head had lain was gray with dirt. She tried to repress a shiver of revulsion. She supposed she would be lucky if she didn’t walk away with ticks in her hair. Just for good measure, she gave her head a good strong brushing, grateful she’d thought to bring her hairbrush.

There was no water to bathe with and no bell to pull to request some. After braiding her hair in a simple plait, she dressed in her gown, carefully packing her riding clothes into her saddle bag. She supposed she had better get used to this if she was going to travel south to Margate to find Nik. Never in her life had she done so much for herself.

Being a princess meant you never had to brush your own hair or pack your own bag. Thank goodness her governess had taught her to braid when she’d learned stitching and knitting. She’d hated every moment of those lessons and had escaped from them the very second she could, but now she was grateful she’d learned something useful.

Down in the common room, now filled with men and a few women, Isa ordered breakfast and then sat down as far from the window as she could get. She wondered, as she ate, if Herr Mueller was already out looking for her. If so, he would most certainly be passing by this inn. She could only hope he did just that—pass by and not stop. She hurried her meal.

The lady who’d assisted her the night before was no where to be found, so Isa approached the innkeeper. “What do I owe you for the night?”

He looked up from the ale he was pouring out and looked her up and down with approval. “Look more like a toff this mornin’ than ye did last night,” he commented.

Isa just frowned at him. “How much do I owe?” she asked again, pulling out the pouch of money she’d taken from Herr Mueller. She had no idea how much things cost and wasn’t at all certain she understood the currency in this strange country. She poured the contents out into her hand. There weren’t very many coins there, but there were two large gold ones and a few of the smaller silver ones like she’d given to the stable boy the night before.

The man plucked a gold one from her hand. “That’s fer the room,” he said. “And that’s fer breakfast.” He took the second.

Isa grabbed the coin back from between his fingers. “My breakfast does not cost as much as the room.”

He snatched it back. “Consider it an added fee fer comin’ in so late an’ causin’ trouble.”

“But that’s not fair! I caused no—” Isa started.

“Whoever told ye life was fair? Have a good journey,” the man said, interrupting her. He turned away rudely, a sly smile lifting one corner of his mouth.

“I am not done!” Isa said, stomping her foot for emphasis. “How dare you be so—”

“Well, I am done. Now, I suggest you get goin’ before I charge ye more for disturbin’ the peace,” he said, not even turning back around to address her.

Isa just stood there, unsure of what to say or do. Was there anything she could do? The man was very large, and Herr Mueller wasn’t here to defend her. He would have known how much to pay the man, but she had no idea how these things worked. She was a princess; she wasn’t supposed to deal with such common interactions.

Fine. She would allow the man to get away with this injustice. She lifted her chin. “Send someone to fetch my horse from the stable,” she commanded in a tone that would brook no arguments.

The man turned back. “What stable? I don’t have stable.”

Isa’s stomach clenched. “What do you mean you do not have a stable? A boy took my horse last night and headed off toward some stable with her.”

“What? Next door? Those ain’t mine. I don’t have a stable, I tell ye.”

“Then who was that—” She stopped as the man shrugged and went back to pouring out ale for customers. Well, she would find out herself. Her horse had to be somewhere.

She picked up her saddle bag and went out to the stable next door. There was a young man there brushing down a horse, which looked as if it should have been put out to pasture years ago. “Where is my horse?” she asked as she walked past him to look into the stalls.

“I beg yer pardon?” he asked, looking at her.

“My horse. A boy took it when I arrived at the inn last night and brought her here,” Isa informed the man.

A smile twitched on and off his face. “Did he, now?” He shook his head. “That would be Tommy—known horse thief around here. And if he took yer horse, you can be sure it’s long gone by now. Sold to the highest bidder and gone.”

“What?” The word screeched from her mouth. “My horse? My beloved—”

“Look, miss, didn’t no one ever tell ye not to just leave yer horse with anyone?”

Isa could only look at the man. Her heart pounded in her head, and she was having trouble breathing.

“Yeah, I know. Tommy pretends he’s from this stable, but he ain’t. I tell ye, he’s got a good thing takin’ horses from people who stop at the inn, but ye’ll never catch ‘im and ye’ll never see yer horse again, of that ye can be sure.” He shook his head sadly and then went back to brushing down the horse in front of him.

Isa resisted the urge to either fall to the floor in tears or jump up and down, screaming in fury. Neither one of them was going to move this man or bring her horse back. What could she do? What could—She fought back a sob. She’d loved her Lilli. The sweetest goer that never hesitated to take a fence. Isa put a hand to her mouth.

“Look, miss, I’m sorry, truly I am, but there ain’t nothin’ no one can do,” the man said, clearly feeling something for her.

“Do you… do you have another horse? One I can buy or… or…”

He shook his head. “All I got is Betsy, here, and, well, she ain’t mine to sell.”

“No. She wouldn’t do. I need to ride south to… to Dover.” Isa said, quickly changing her destination so as to not tell this man where she was really going, just in case.

The fellow laughed. “No, she certainly wouldn’t make it to Dover.” He laughed again and then went back to his work.

“Is there nothing I can do?” Isa wasn’t about to give up, not now.

“Well, there’s the Angel on High Street. Ye’ll be able to catch the mail to Dover from there.”

“The mail?” Isa asked. She had never heard of this.

“The mail coach. It’ll take ye to Dover. Don’t know when it leaves, but there’ll be somewhat there who knows.”

Isa nodded. It looked like she was about to learn what this mail coach was and hope it left soon.

Luckily, it wasn’t a very long walk back to High Street, and she’d seen the Angel before. It was the coffee house that constantly had coaches coming in and out. She now supposed some of those were mail coaches, whatever they were.

In fact, there was a large coach there just as she walked up. She found a large, burly man tying luggage to the back of the coach. “Is this the coach to Dover?” she asked him.

“Naw, it’s goin’ ta Brighton, miss.”

“Do you know if there’s a coach to Dover leaving soon?”

“Ask ‘im,” the man said, nodding toward a man standing off to the side, overseeing passengers and their belongings.

She strode over to the man. “I’m looking for the coach to Dover,” she told him.

“Inside. See Mr. Bulby,” he said shortly.

So, Isa went into the bustling inn. She hated being so open where anyone could see and recognize her, but she didn’t think she had a choice, not if she wanted to find Nik, and that she wanted more than anything. For him, she would risk everything.

“Mr. Bulby?” she asked a man standing at a tall desk near the door.

“Yes? How may I help ye, miss?”

“I’ve been told I need to catch the mail to Dover?” It was all nonsense to Isa, but it seemed to make sense to this man.

“It comes in at 10:45 a.m., leaves at 11:00 precisely,” he told her.

“Oh, excellent,” she sighed with relief, then began to turn away to wait.

“That’ll be a half-guinea, two bob, if ye please,” he said, making her stop and turn back to him.

“I… beg your pardon?” she asked. Had he been speaking another language?

He repeated himself more slowly.

“I… I don’t know what that means,” she told him.

“Money. It costs money for a coach ticket, miss,” he explained, as if she were an idiot.

“Oh!” Goodness, she was feeling particularly stupid today. It must have been from sleeping in that disgusting room the night before. “Of course.” She pulled out the few coins she had left. “Is this enough?”

“Ye got two tanners there. A shilling,” he explained. “The ticket to Dover costs twelve shillings, six-pence.”

“Oh.” She looked around. Where could she get more money? “I… er, if you send the bill to—”

“I ain’t sending a bill nowhere. Ye either got the money or ye don’t.” He looked at her sternly. “And it looks as if ye don’t. Sorry, miss.”

“But… but… I need to get to Dover. Well, actually Margate, but Dover—” Tears were pricking at her eyes. She tried to blink them away, but they were being very stubborn.

“I’m sorry, miss, there’s nothin’ I can do—”

“But you don’t understand. Someone stole my horse,” she cried. “And then the man who told me this said I could catch the mail from here. I need to find my brother.”

The man just shook his head and pursed his lips.

“How can I get… surely, you can understand,” she pleaded. Never in her life had Isa pleaded. Not with anyone, anywhere, ever.

He stood there and just stared at her.

“If you give me a ticket, I’ll… I’ll make sure you are paid. Double! You’ll be paid double! If you just—”

“I’m sorry, miss. I don’t send out bills. I don’t want to be paid double. You either have the half-guinea, two bob or ye don’t.” The man was intractable!

A tear rolled down her cheek. “My brother is in Margate. I’m sure he’ll pay as soon…”

“I say!” Another man’s voice came from behind her. “Did you say you needed to get to Margate?”

She spun around to face a handsome man with blond, wavy hair, strong cheek bones and deep forest-green eyes. He was dressed to the height of fashion and had a small portmanteau in his hand. “Yes! Yes, I do. But I don’t have enough…” She held out the two coins in her hand to show him.

“Er, yes, so I see.”

“I had two gold coins this morning, but the innkeeper at the other inn took them. One for the room and one for breakfast. And then I found that a boy had stolen my horse!” She did her best to keep her tears in check, but they were escaping ever faster now.

The man’s mouth dropped open. “A sovereign for a room and another for break—” He paused and shook his head. “Oh, my poor girl. You have been horribly swindled. And your horse was stolen as well?”

Isa pulled out her handkerchief and wiped at her cheeks as she nodded. “I… I just don’t know what to do. I need to find my brother.”

“In Margate?”

“Yes.”

He smiled at her kindly and said, “Well, your luck has just changed. I happen to be heading there myself and would be happy to take you up in my phaeton.”

Isa widened her eyes. “You would?”

“That is much too kind of you, my lord,” the man behind the counter said with a sad shake of his head.

“Yes, well, how can I resist a damsel in distress?” the man said with a little laugh. “My vehicle is just being brought ‘round.” He walked to the open door and looked out.

Isa turned back to the man behind the counter. “Do you know that man?” she asked quietly.

“That is the Marquess of Ranleigh, miss. I’ve known him since he was a student here at Oxford.”

“Oh!” For the first time in days, Isa’s spirits lifted. A marquess. And he was heading to Margate! She ran out the door after the man.
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Chapter Four

 

~Day 14~

Sam didn’t know what had come over him. He wasn’t usually swayed by a pretty face and tears, and yet he found himself heading south to Margate rather than west to Shropshire. He was never going to make that bet now. He wondered if Dev would forgive him the hundred pounds since he was, after all, just doing this to help a lady in distress.

On the other hand, it was most certainly a much more responsible thing to do rather than driving all the way to Shropshire just for Lady Wythe’s diamond necklace. The woman could live without her necklace. The young lady, however, seemed desperate to get to her brother. She was also, obviously, a total flat. A very pretty flat with her dark-blond hair, cute little turned-up nose, and delicate figure, but a flat, nonetheless.

Honestly, who didn’t know money? Either she was an idiot or…

“I do beg your pardon, but I don’t believe I even introduced myself to you,” he told the girl as he directed his horse out of Oxford. “I’m the Marquess of Ranleigh.”

“How do you do, my lord,” she said, giving him a slight tilt of her head which he took for a bow.

She didn’t introduce herself immediately, so he asked, “And your name?”

“Isa,” she said quickly and then added, “Er, Isabelle, but I’m normally just called Isa.”

He nodded. “Do you have a last name, Isa?”

“G—” She held the sound for a second and then said, “Günter. Isa Günter.”

All right, so clearly that wasn’t her actual name. He wasn’t surprised, only she hadn’t been prepared with a made-up name already on the tip of her tongue. He did think Isabelle was her first name, but she was keeping her surname to herself—probably because he would recognize it if she told him. She was clearly from the nobility, although…

“So, who is coming after you?” he asked in an offhanded way.

Her head swung toward him so fast he almost started laughing. “What makes you think anyone is coming after me?”

“Well, you’re clearly a gently bred girl, which means you’ve probably run away from home,” he told her.

“I… I, er, am gently bred, as you say, only I haven’t run away. I am going to see my brother. I think I mentioned that.”

“Hmm,” was his noncommittal reply. There was something about the way she spoke. She clearly wasn’t English, but where was she from? He couldn’t quite place it. It was either German or Dutch, or… he didn’t think it was Russian, not that he’d ever heard a Russian accent before. But it certainly wasn’t French, Spanish, or Italian. Those were all languages he’d studied, and he knew what they sounded like. No, it was definitely Northern European. “And how long have you been in the country, Miss Günter?”

He heard a quick inhalation from her before her eyes dropped to her hands clasped in her lap. “I don’t know what you are talking about. I told you. I’m just going to see my—”

“Brother in Margate, yes, I got that. But where are you from? You’re not English.”

“Why do you say that?”

He gave her a disbelieving look. “You are either a foreigner with a pretty good accent—I have to give you that—or a simpleton. You don’t know the money. You got taken in by some unscrupulous innkeeper, who stole just about all you had, and gave your horse away to a lad on the street who happily absconded with it. And you tried to cry your way onto a mail coach. So, which is it? Are you a foreigner or an idiot?”

She stayed quiet, just pressing her lips into a flat line.

“I’d like to give you the benefit of the doubt and say you’re a foreigner,” he told her, thinking to himself that she was probably, in truth, both. “Well, wherever you’re from, it’s clear you’re completely naïve. I mean, honestly, who allows themselves to get taken in so very thoroughly? Don’t you know any better than to go to disreputable inns? Don’t you know—”

“Well, obviously I did it on purpose because I love having my money stolen,” she snapped. “And I didn’t like that horse anyway, so I’m happy someone stole her. She was going lame in her foreleg, anyway.” She turned toward him, anger flashing in her bright blue eyes. “What do you think, my lord?” The way she said “my lord” almost made it sound like a curse.

He adjusted himself on the bench. “All right, clearly you didn’t know and were taken in, but honestly, if—”

“If you would just be quiet, I think this journey will be a great deal more pleasant,” she said, cutting him off.

“Now, listen here, my girl,” he started.

“I am not your girl, and I have no desire to listen to you berate me for my obvious stupidity. Now, do just drive and leave off talking.”

Well, at least she admitted she’d been a flat.

~*~

Being in no great hurry, Sam stopped at midday to have a leisurely luncheon and change horses. At least that had been his intention. Miss Günter, or whatever her name was, refused to come inside the inn with him and claimed she wasn’t hungry.

He couldn’t very well enjoy something nice to eat with her sitting outside waiting for him. With a sigh and a longing look at the steak and kidney pie another customer was enjoying, he went back out as soon as a fresh horse was hitched up to his phaeton and was back on the road merely half an hour after they’d stopped.

They reached Reading in the afternoon, and Sam decided that was as far as he was going to go for the day.

“Why do we stop?” Miss Günter asked as they pulled into the Rose and Barrow.

“Because I’m tired and hungry. We’ll spend the night here.”

“Spend the night? I… I can’t spend the night. I have no money, and it would be wrong—” she started.

“It’s all right. I’ll spot you. But before anything else, I need something to eat.” Sam jumped down and was about to turn to help Miss Günter when she leapt down by herself and walked toward the inn. “Get my saddle bag,” she commanded as she strode past him.

Sam’s mouth dropped open. No one had ever commanded him to do anything—not since he was a boy, anyway. Damn it, he was a marquess and doing this girl a favor. A huge favor at no little expense to himself.

He growled quietly as he grabbed her saddle bag and his own portmanteau and followed in her wake.

He was shocked to find her speaking with a lady and gentleman who were sitting at a table not too far from the door. “… need of a ride south to Margate,” he overheard her telling them.

What the hell did she think she was doing? He listened some more as the man and woman shook their heads sadly and said they were heading north. Miss Günter nodded and started toward another table where two gentlemen were sitting. Was she trying to find another ride? After all he’d done?

Sam clenched his jaw and strode over to her before she could say a word to them. “I beg your pardon,” he said and grabbed her by the arm, dragging her away. “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Trying to find someone kinder to take me to Margate, what does it look like?” she asked, staring up at him, her eyes flashing.

“How dare you? I go out of my way to—”

“I do beg your pardon,” a trim older woman with graying hair interrupted him. She turned to Miss Günter. “Is this man bothering you, my dear? Is everything all right?”

The girl gave the woman a grateful smile. “Actually…”

“Actually, my friend here was trying to solicit a ride from a stranger—a very dangerous thing to do,” Sam interrupted whatever she was going to say.

The older woman looked distressed. “You weren’t—?”

The girl had the grace to nod. “I was, but it isn’t as if I know this gentleman either, and he’s already offered to take me south.”

“What?” the woman looked from Miss Günter to Sam and back again. “I think you had best tell me everything, perhaps over a calming cup of tea?”

“I don’t know about tea, but I certainly need something to eat. I swear I am feeling lightheaded from lack of food,” Sam said. “Ladies,” he indicated an open table toward the back of the room. On their way there, he stopped a serving maid and ordered a full dinner for himself and Miss Günter. Perhaps with some food in her, she would begin thinking clearly.

As he sat down, he said, “Before she spills out her entire story to you, perhaps you might introduce yourself, ma’am?”

“Oh! Of course. I am Mrs. Margaret Brompton. I have been a lady’s maid to the Countess of Teviot for the past thirty years. Sadly, my lady has gone on, and her son kindly suggested I retire. I’m on my way to Dover where my sister lives.”

“Gone on?” Miss Günter asked, looking confused.

“Passed. Died,” the older lady explained.

“Oh!” She nodded.

“I am sorry for your loss—of both your employer and your position, Mrs. Brompton,” Sam said.

“Thank you. It was not unexpected,” the lady said. She looked between Sam and Miss Günter. “And you?”

“I am the Marquess of Ranleigh,” Sam told her. “And this is… well, she says her name is Isabelle Günter.”

Miss Günter frowned at him. “My name is Isa. I was on my way to find my brother in Margate when I had nearly all my money and my horse stolen from me. I was trying to get onto the mail to Dover when Lord Ranleigh offered to take me there himself.”

“Oh, how horrid you were robbed! You simply cannot trust people these days,” Mrs. Brompton said with a sad shake of her head.

“No, apparently not. Lord Ranleigh has fully informed me of how much of a flat I was to allow myself to get taken in. I found him to be extremely rude and cruel. I want to find someone else to take me to my brother,” Miss Günter told the woman succinctly.

Sam tried his best to keep from laughing at her choice of words but clearly didn’t fully succeed. Miss Günter turned to him, her blue eyes flaring with anger. “What do you find so amusing here?”

“Where did you learn the term ‘flat’?” he asked.

“From my brother.” Her eyes widened, losing the anger as quickly as it had come. “Did I not use it right?”

“You did, but it’s not something young ladies say,” Mrs. Brompton told her. She paused as their meal was served. “But, my dear, this situation is not so simple. And clearly Lord Ranleigh is going to a great deal of trouble to take you up in his carriage,” the woman added after the serving maid had left.

Sam immediately began eating and so was unable to comment on the woman’s good sense.

“But he has insulted me,” Miss Günter said, beginning to pick at her food.

“Perhaps, but you must admit he might have a point. I’m certain his criticism was said in kindness, so you might learn not to allow such a thing to happen again, isn’t that right, my lord?” the older lady said, pouring herself some tea from the pot that had been put on the table in front of her.

“That is absolutely right,” Sam said as soon as he had swallowed his mouthful. “I assure you, madam, I was not being rude.”

“You see, my dear, it was not said maliciously. And truly, you would be hard pressed to find anyone willing to take you up as he has done. I would not throw that away lightly if I were you.”

Miss Günter played with her food. “I suppose you are right.”

“You see? You should count yourself very lucky to have found him. Why, I am here waiting for the mail coach, myself.”
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