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CHAPTER ONE
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1812

Passionate, feckless and subject to all the moods and contradictions of a high-spirited girl, Louisa Ashworth was every bit as beautiful as she was rich. Her vibrant golden hair and hazel eyes were a stunning combination. Her features delicately sculpted, her body trim and lithe, she was undeniably a tempting package of femininity. She had particular reason to feel happy this day, for it was her nineteenth birthday and already spring was in the air.

Seated by the window, she made a pretty picture as she worked on her sampler, humming softly to herself. With the winter sunlight shining through the latticed panes, giving the room a soft warmth and bringing out the richness of the wood of the chairs and dressers, often her gaze would stray out of the window of Sherbourne Hall, a large manor house pleasantly situated close to the River Avon and the city of Warwick.

It was the home of the Radcliffe family. The house nestled in a fold between the hills which protected it from the wind and weather. Built of brick which had mellowed over the years, it was a fine, long-fronted house with walled gardens and stables at the rear. The bright rays of the sun threw a gilt light over the bare limbs of the tall trees and shrubs scattered through the gardens, the birds competing with each other as they chirruped their own individual tunes.

Louisa raised her head and let her sampler fall into her lap when her cousin Felicity burst into the room, her round face flushed, her grey eyes wide. Felicity, just three months younger than Louisa, was an exact replica of her mother in face and form but, thankfully, not in character. Louisa felt sorry for her cousin. Felicity was in awe of her mother, Louisa’s Aunt Flora, who always insisted her daughter look her best. It was imperative that she make a good impression at all times—her future depended on it. She was overdressed as usual, and in Louisa’s opinion all the frills and flounces did nothing for her but, out of consideration to her cousin’s tender feelings and sorry she could do nothing to improve her appearance without angering her aunt, she would never dream of telling her this.

Louisa genuinely liked Felicity. Felicity could have been jealous of her eye-catching cousin who drew attention from her at every gathering. But her delight when Louisa had come to live at Sherbourne Hall when Louisa was eleven years old was genuine and she was completely without envy.

‘Why, Felicity,’ Louisa said, putting her sampler aside and getting to her feet, ‘you look quite put out about something. Has something happened?’

‘No—only—Mother wishes to see you—at once,’ she said breathlessly, having run up the stairs too quickly in her eagerness to do her mother’s bidding.

‘What on earth for?’ A summons to Aunt Flora’s presence was enough to cause Louisa some alarm.

‘Sir Robert Blythe has just left.’

‘I saw him arrive about an hour ago. They must have had something of interest to talk about for him to remain so long.’

‘I agree. I think it might have something to do with you.’

‘Why on earth should Sir Robert’s visit concern me? How did your mother look? Angry?’

‘One can never tell with Mother. I’ll wait in my room until you’ve seen her,’ she said with some agitation, twisting her hands in front of her, a habit which always irritated and angered her mother. ‘You will come and tell me what she wants to see you for?’

‘Of course I will, but you must not get yourself so worked up about everything, Felicity,’ Louisa said, hurriedly tidying her hair before leaving her room. Anyone would think Felicity was the one being summoned to the sanctum.

Smoothing her skirts with trembling fingers, Louisa hurried along the narrow gallery which ran the length of the entire first floor of the house. A shaft of sunlight pierced the lead-paned windows and shone on the portraits of the long-dead members of the Radcliffe family that lined the high walls on either side.

Hurrying down the carved oak staircase, she ran through her mind any misdemeanours serious enough to give her aunt cause to summon her to her presence. She had not ridden out without a groom in attendance, nor had she forgotten to visit and minister to any of the sick when she had done the rounds of the village with Felicity. Her cousin, with her astute, methodical mind, would have made sure no one was missed. Perhaps she had been seen talking too long to a handsome young farmer when he had waylaid her in the church porch after the service last Sunday. But he had approached her and it would have been impolite of her to ignore him. So what could it be?

Confident that her conscience was clear, she knocked on the door of her aunt’s sitting room, a room few entered without being summoned. Aunt Flora, widowed by a previous marriage, had married Lord Radcliffe on the death of his first wife. He had deemed it an honour to marry into such an old and distinguished family as the Ashworths ten years ago.

Ever since Louisa had come to live at Sherbourne, she had been painfully aware of her aunt’s continued dislike of her. She had taken her in on the death of Louisa’s beloved father, Aunt Flora’s brother. It had been a difficult time for Louisa. Never in her short life had she known such misery and even a sense of betrayal, that her father had left her alone and sent her to live in an alien world with strangers. For many long weeks she had cried herself to sleep for the loss of her dear father and she mourned him to this day.

After she had lost her mother at an early age, throughout her childhood it had been just her and her father. She had never known what it was to be deeply hurt, and the scale of her misery at that time was greater than she was equipped to deal with. It was Felicity’s unwavering friendship that had got her through it.

Unable to turn her out, since her husband would not allow it—and if she did it would reflect badly on her—Aunt Flora had grudgingly endured her niece’s living at Sherbourne Hall with the intention of finding her a husband and getting her off her hands as soon as possible.

Louisa had been allowed to live as a member of the Radcliffe family, sharing Felicity’s lessons, learning all the manners and customs of the household, in the hope of one day making a suitable marriage. Aunt Flora did not ask for gratitude—but she expected it, nevertheless. She was a tall and robust woman with a strong personality. She had iron-grey hair, a round face and piercing grey eyes. Louisa considered her to be a hard and unfeeling woman, who showed little love for anyone. As to her suitability as a wife, only Lord Radcliffe could provide an answer to that. But there was no escaping the fact that he had begun spending a great deal of his time in London, becoming more involved with the running of the family shipping company started by his grandfather.

The mercantile company traded in the Caribbean islands and the American mainland. Lord Radcliffe employed others to do most of the work. His son, Maxim, from his previous marriage, was heavily involved, but he preferred being the captain of one of the company vessels that crossed the Atlantic.

Louisa’s family, the Ashworths, belonged to the old English aristocracy. They were an authentic and wealthy family with their roots firmly embedded in Staffordshire. Sir John Ashworth, Louisa’s father, had been an astute and shrewd businessman. He had succeeded in acquiring immense wealth by his own good fortune and endeavours. On his death and the sale of his estate, all was left to his only child, Louisa, ensuring she would be eagerly sought-after in marriage.

Louisa was aware of her aunt’s deep displeasure as she observed her from across her small writing desk. In her aunt’s opinion she lacked humility and was considered problematic with a tempestuous nature and a reluctance to conform.

‘You asked to see me, Aunt Flora.’ Louisa came to a halt in the middle of the room, her knees suddenly weak.

‘I did—and don’t slouch. I swear one would think the expensive governesses we provided for you would have taught you about comportment. Do you forget that you are quality born with bloodlines, breeding and ancestry?’

Just because her knees felt weak didn’t mean Louisa’s spine was. She stood up straight, obediently squared her shoulders and raised her chin. Her aunt rarely spoke to her except to lecture, criticise, instruct or command. ‘I do not forget, Aunt Flora,’ she remarked calmly, ‘but the glory belongs to my father, not to me.’

Aunt Flora rolled her eyes upwards and pushed herself out of her chair. ‘That’s rubbish, Louisa, and just another of your absurdities.’

Louisa resented her aunt’s tyranny towards her, but open conflict between them was rare. Better to endure, she thought sensibly, than make life too unpleasant for herself at Sherbourne Hall.

‘I’ve just had a visit from Sir Robert Blythe,’ her aunt went on, her eyes taking on a sudden gleam, as if in triumph. ‘No doubt you saw him leave?’

‘Briefly. I was working on my sampler.’

‘He’s such a charming man—do you not agree?’

‘Of course,’ Louisa replied, knowing better than to disagree and wondering where this was leading. Something was definitely afoot and she did not like the feel of it. Ever since she had reached eighteen, she had been aware of her aunt’s increasingly anxious efforts to find a husband for her.

Always being one to come straight to the point, her aunt did just that. ‘I have decided on a match for you, Louisa. Sir Robert has asked for your hand in marriage and I have accepted on your behalf. Consider yourself fortunate.’

Louisa was so stunned she was unable to speak. All the colour drained out of her face.

‘I trust this is agreeable to you?’

‘Agreeable? Oh—no, Aunt. I cannot possibly agree to this. Why—Sir Robert is old enough to be my father.’

‘That may be so, but fifty is not old. Sir Robert is a fine figure of a man—a good catch for any woman, I would say. For some time now he has shown an interest in you. You must be aware of that.’

‘The only thing I am aware of is that Sir Robert is eager for money and Lord Radcliffe eager to acquire more land—which Sir Robert has plenty of. How valuable a union between two families of substance could be. My inheritance is enough to tempt any man.’

‘Goodness me, Louisa, what ails you? Sir Robert could have the pick of any girl in the district but he chose you.’

‘Nevertheless it is quite preposterous. I will never agree to this. I cannot.’

‘Why—you should be on your knees in gratitude that a man of such standing should show interest in you at all.’

Louisa looked at her with angry, bewildered eyes. ‘I do not feel gratitude, Aunt. I am obliged to Sir Robert for his interest but I must refuse his offer of marriage.’

Her aunt’s face hardened and her lips set in a thin line. Louisa knew that her aunt would not be beaten on this. If she succeeded in marrying her off to Sir Robert, then her problems where Louisa was concerned would be at an end. She would be able to concentrate on finding a suitable match for Felicity, who would no longer be overshadowed by her more conventionally attractive cousin. ‘You are a stubborn girl, Louisa, and too wilful by far. At the age of nineteen you still have no idea of what is meant by duty to one’s family. There are standards of our class that must be respected. If you are not prepared to observe the formalities required then the structure of family means nothing. When you are married to Sir Robert I sincerely hope it will curb you of these tendencies.’

Louisa smiled wryly. ‘Then all the more reason for me not to marry him, Aunt. He not only covets my inheritance but also sees me as someone to be a mother to his brood of five children. Why—the eldest daughter is almost as old as myself. No, I will not marry him. I do not like him one bit.’

‘Given time, you will get over your aversion. If you think of your scriptures, Louisa, you will remember being taught that Jesus told us to love our neighbours.’

‘Jesus hadn’t met Sir Robert,’ Louisa retorted bitterly, causing her aunt to give her a stern look.

‘Sir Robert will not bother you overmuch. At every opportunity he will be away in London.’

‘Spending my inheritance at the tables, I don’t doubt,’ Louisa replied drily. ‘I have heard that Sir Robert’s family fortunes are in decay, that he is an inveterate gambler and has taken to drink and low company. No, Aunt Flora. I don’t want to marry him. I will not marry him,’ she stated defiantly.

Louisa thought for a moment she had gone too far. She saw her aunt open her hand and had the horrifying notion that she was about to be slapped like a disobedient child. Then her aunt clenched her hand and stepped back. Louisa saw the muscle of her neck quiver and her face turn white with anger at her defiance and impudence. Her cold grey eyes bored into hers, gradually taking on a tinge of uncertainty when Louisa neither withered nor shrank but stood and faced her, unflinching beneath her hard gaze.

‘You should know better than to listen to gossip, Louisa, for that is all it is—exaggerated gossip put about by idle tongues with nothing better to do. I find your manner singularly tiresome, your behaviour unmannerly—and the pleasure it gives you to thwart my every wish conveys to me your ingratitude. I shudder to think what your father would think of you now.’

Memories of her beloved father flooded Louisa and her eyes momentarily clouded with sorrow. Her early years with her father had been particularly happy ones. She didn’t remember her mother, who had died shortly after her birth. Her father had always become quiet when she’d asked him what her mother was like. Believing it must have pained him to speak of the woman he had loved, having no wish to cause him further pain, Louisa had kept her silence, but she always thought of her mother with fondness.

Blinking tears from her eyes, she stood proudly, lifting her head imperiously, meeting her aunt’s gaze boldly and squaring her chin in her proud challenge to her authority. ‘I don’t mean to seem ungrateful, Aunt, and if you think so then I beg your pardon. I may have been troublesome and unmannerly in the past, but I have done nothing to contribute to your decision to treat me so shockingly. It is quite outrageous of you to expect me to marry a man I find so objectionable. If I were to marry Sir Robert then I would be an unwilling bride. My father would not have wished that for me. I will not bind myself to any man I do not love.’

Lowering her eyes, she thought achingly of the one man to whom she would give her very soul—how she longed to see Maxim. This longing tore at her heart. But the love she carried for Maxim was hopeless, for when he had last been in England six months ago he had not come to Sherbourne Hall but had remained in London.

‘Love? What has love to do with anything?’ Aunt Flora scorned. ‘Marriage in families such as ours is made for gain, not love. You are nothing but a girl with little to do other than let your mind dwell on idle fancies. I will not have it. Do not try my patience further. Now go to your room and let there be no more talk of your refusing to marry Sir Robert. It is all arranged. The banns are to be read and you will be married within the month. That is final.’





Feeling drained of all emotion, Louisa was eager to seek the sanctuary of her room, sparing herself just enough time to explain to Felicity what had transpired between Flora and herself, and desperate to concentrate her mind on what could be done to escape the outrageous suggestion that she wed Sir Robert. She remained in her room for a long time, unaware of the swift passing of time, her thoughts churning wildly, reminding herself that to let fear overrule her common sense would be fatal.

After a while, feeling stifled within the confines of her room, she left the house with a determined set to her chin, wrapping her cloak about her, heedless of the cold wind penetrating the vents in her clothing. Walking through the gardens, she headed for the parkland beyond, uncaring that her aunt would be furious that she had left to walk the countryside unattended. Her act of defiance gave her a fierce satisfaction.

On her arrival at Sherbourne Hall, she had been a gawky adolescent, vulnerable and broken-hearted following her father’s demise and without a friend in the world. Having to adjust to a new part of her life, all the while knowing her Aunt Flora didn’t want her there, she had used her intellect to guard her emotions. Once she had accepted her situation, the condition of belonging neither to her old way of life nor the new, she found that she could manage in the harsh, unfeeling house of her aunt—she could hardly call it a home. Had it not been for Felicity, whom she had come to love as she would a dear sister, she would have been truly alone in the alien world Aunt Flora created.

But what was to be done about Sir Robert? If only there was someone who could advise her, someone to fight her cause. Lord Radcliffe, with his kindly manner, would have provided a sympathetic ear, but would he take her side against his wife? Besides, he was in London. He always stayed with his daughter Emily and her husband, Theo, when in town. Emily’s life since her marriage was one long round of entertainments that surrounded the Prince Regent’s court. She had little affection for her stepmother and would have championed Louisa’s cause, encouraging her to stand firm and not give in to her aunt’s insistence that she wed Sir Robert.

Suddenly she was presented with an idea that was as preposterous as it was splendid and she congratulated herself on having thought of it. Her mind was racing like a ferret in a cage to find the spring on the trap she found herself in as the idea began to take shape. All her senses became alive with anticipation. Emily! She would go to Emily. Emily would help her, she was sure of it. This was better than she had dared hope for. At the prospect of escape from Aunt Flora and marriage to Sir Robert, her heart began to beat fast and she felt a great sense of excitement; the painful knot in her stomach that had been her constant companion since her aunt had told her what was in store for her vanished.

The following morning found Louisa waiting at the coaching inn in Sherbourne village for the stagecoach that would take her to London. She carried a small bag containing a few necessities she would need for the journey, having escaped notice when she left the house.





Stretching out his long-booted legs in front of him, well satisfied after his meal of mutton stew and crusty bread, Maxim Radcliffe relaxed on the high-backed settle to one side of a glowing fire, his hand resting on the handle of a flagon of foaming fresh-brewed ale.

Tall and lean with strong-muscled shoulders, he had sharp, distinguished good looks and a bearing that demanded a second look—and, being an astute businessman and an adventurer with an inbred iron toughness, he was not a man who could be ignored. At twenty-nine years old, he was possessed of an enormous presence. Everything he did was controlled and sure. There was an authoritative brisk, no-nonsense air about him, and he had an easy, confident way of moving and a haughty way of holding his head. His hair, thick and dark brown to almost black, was brushed back from his forehead and came to rest on the collar of his coat.

He sat in the shadow of the low beams of the wainscoted room of the coaching inn where he was to stay the night, along with others en route for London or the West Country. The room was full of people, most of them occupied in dining. Halfway home now, Maxim was to travel on to Sherbourne Hall at first light.

In mellow mood, he let his thoughts turn to his father and how sudden his death had been. Maxim had just returned from Lisbon after delivering supplies to British soldiers fighting the French under Arthur Wellesley in Portugal and Spain. He had scarcely had time to moor his vessel at the Pool below London Bridge before his sister Emily had sent word for him to go at once to her home, where his father had been taken ill. Unfortunately, and sadly, he had died before Maxim could get there. His father had been an honourable man of principle, a man who loved his family. Maxim would miss him and the sound advice he always gave him in business and family matters.

Maxim realised this would bring changes to his own life, for there would be little time for adventuring now. Until he had examined the ledgers and become acclimatised to working in the office of the family shipping company, he would have to settle down to the humdrum life of running the business and leave it to the reliable men the company employed to sail the vessels to foreign ports. Unfortunately the war had done them no favours and the business was suffering badly. The thought of his betrothed, Lady Mary Ward, awaiting his return to London and their impending marriage, did much to compensate. Their betrothal had been arranged with her father without any sort of courtship. Maxim had to presume that Mary was happy with her part of the settlement and as the months had passed her behaviour supported his presumption. Mary’s father was an extremely wealthy man and was looking to marry his only offspring to a titled gentleman—and who better than the son of his good friend Lord Radcliffe, the Earl of Sherbourne, who was up to his neck in debt? Maxim had not dismissed the scheme, realising it was the only realistic solution to his family’s problem. Neither he nor Mary were unwilling participants.

In her mid-twenties, Mary was a decent sort. It wasn’t a love match on either side, but they liked and respected each other well enough. Sadly, Mary suffered from a weakness in her chest for which there was no cure. Despite her fragility, she remained bright and hopeful for the future.

Now that he had to divide his time between the Sherbourne estate and London he would have to buy premises in town, which he would be able to afford when married to Mary. His father had lived with Emily and her husband in their spacious house in Brook Street when he was in town, but, reluctant to impose on his sister, Maxim had already begun looking for his own suitable dwelling.

But there was no denying that Maxim was more at home on the sea, feeling the heaving of the ship’s deck beneath his feet, than on dry land. He would miss that, he thought with regret. No more sailing the mobile vessels as he battled against storms, to the Indies and the American mainland, acquiring cargoes of tobacco, cotton and indigo. No more to feel the savage, burning sun on his face or to see the white sands shimmering in the heat as the sun blazed down mercilessly out of a sky bluer than England had ever seen.

Swallowing his ale, his thoughts turned to Sherbourne Hall and his stepmother. How would she take the news of her husband’s death? he wondered. Accompanied by Theo, Emily was to bring his body back to Sherbourne for interment two days hence. Maxim had come on ahead to break the news.

At a sudden rush of cold air he glanced towards the door, his gaze taking in a young woman who had just entered alone. The room was crowded but the landlord made room for her at a small table in a quiet corner. She held Maxim’s attention, shrouded in a cape with a wide hood pulled over her head putting her face in shadow. She was of medium height and moved with a regal grace—like a dancer, he thought—causing more heads to lift from their food and stare in curiosity. Maxim watched her throw back her hood and sit down at the table, her back towards him.

The sight his eyes beheld was so unexpected that it caused his breath to catch in his throat. The soft light from the oil lamps above shone fully on her, lighting her hair, the colour of burnished gold, with an unearthly brilliance, like a living flame, glorious and bright, shining like a beacon in the darkness of a moonless night on a black sea. Mellow as he was, he relaxed, content to let his eyes dwell on that glorious mass.

It held him entranced as he watched the light play on its changing colours as she moved her head while she ate. Only once had he seen hair that colour but, devil take it, he couldn’t for the life of him remember where. Ladies had always been an important feature of his life and few could resist his charms when he had the time and chose to exert them. Most he had dallied with he remembered—but this one? With hair that colour? If he had known her intimately, then how could he have forgotten? Glancing around the busy room, he noticed the stares she drew from others, and one man in particular who was already into his cups.

Having finished eating, the young woman stood up. Then she turned, the light falling fully on her face. Her soft lips and glowing eyes were impossible to conceal and were as tempting as any man could want. A soft flush crept over her creamy skin. And then she smiled at some fellow passengers on the next table, a warm, friendly smile that hit Maxim somewhere in his back and spread into his chest with a suffocating sensation. Never had he seen such gentleness, such grace in a woman’s face before.

That was the moment he recognised her, remembering in a rush where he had seen hair that colour before. He was dumbfounded. For an instant, he thought fatigue had produced some kind of hallucination—surely this lovely young woman could not be his stepmother’s niece and ward, Louisa Ashworth? It was two years since he had last seen her and she was much changed, no longer a leggy adolescent girl but a stunningly beautiful young woman.

‘Good lord!’ he breathed. ‘Who would have thought it?’

He watched her move away and climb the stairs. What was Louisa Ashworth doing here—and alone? Maxim asked himself. What game was this? It was plain to him that something was afoot. He watched her disappear up the stairs. He gave her a minute before he, too, rose, and followed her, irritated when the landlord waylaid him.




CHAPTER TWO
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Having already divested herself of her gown and shoes, after the long and tiring journey sitting in a well-packed coach, Louisa was ready for her bed. She was totally unprepared when the door was flung open and a stranger stumbled in. Closing the door, like lightning he caught her arm and pressed a hand tightly over her mouth, smothering the scream that rose to her lips. In a frenzy she clawed at it. The man’s face loomed close above hers in the semi-darkness and she was afraid. It was the drunken roué she had seen below.

The air in the room turned cold somehow, lapping against her like winter waves on a river. For a moment it held her in a circle of deathly chill and she could feel the blood in her veins freeze.

‘Don’t make a sound, lady, if you know what’s good for you,’ the intruder hissed, his liquor-soaked breath fanning her cheek and almost making her retch. ‘Tease, that’s what you are—travelling all la-de-dah without a companion. Indecent, it is, dearie—but then, you might not be decent.’ Removing his hand from her mouth, he waved a bottle in front of her. ‘I’ve brought somethin’ ter enjoy—afore we get down to business.’

Louisa made to move around the bed, but his hand shot out and grasped her wrist, pulling her to him with a strength that almost snapped the bone.

‘Not so fast,’ he growled, relaxing his hold to remove the cork from the bottle with his teeth.

Enraged, Louisa regained her courage and snatched her wrist away, dragging herself to the other side of the bed. ‘Get out of my room. I will most certainly scream if you don’t.’

The drunk set the bottle aside and lunged at her, but Louisa managed to avoid his clawing hands.

‘Now listen ’ere—’

‘I said get out.’ Reaching out, she grasped a heavy vase from the table, holding it high and threatening to hit him over the head with it.

‘You heard the lady,’ a voice said from the doorway.

The man’s sudden appearance and his towering, threatening presence in the small room like some angry, avenging god had the drunk scrambling back in terror. The stranger moved further into the room, a murderous expression on his face, his eyes flashing dangerously.

‘I meant no ’arm,’ the drunk mumbled.

At the same instant the stranger’s long sword went to his throat. The drunk saw the lethal power of the plain and shining steel in the light of the lamp. The blade was held at full arm’s length, the tip barely quivering at the drunk’s Adam’s apple.

Louisa did not recognise the tall figure immediately, so relieved was she that rescue had come, in whatever form. She sensed his anger. Her own had not diminished. Her eyes shone feverishly in the dim light. ‘What are you doing?’

The stranger spoke softly, each word clear and slow. ‘I was thinking of running my blade through his neck. However, it is with regret that I shall have to let him go.’

That was the moment the man moved further into the light and he turned his head towards her. Louisa’s eyes and brain recognised his presence but her emotions, bemused with the sudden happiness that washed over her, were slow to follow. In that moment he might have been a figment of her imagination, for he did not seem real. But those darkly handsome features were indelibly imprinted on her mind and so very dear to her heart. Even in her dazed state she was shaken to the core by the bewildering sensations racing through her body. Lord Radcliffe, Maxim Radcliffe, was here and as handsome and strong as he had been when he’d left Sherbourne Hall two years ago.

She’d kept the image of him in her heart, like a flower pressed between the pages of a book, where she could open it and look at it. He was just as she remembered, his mouth firm and with a hint of flashing white teeth behind the slightly parted lips. But it was his eyes that held her. In the dim light of the chamber they looked black, with mocking lights dancing in their depths. His clenched jaw was as hard as granite, and he was emanating wrath so forcefully that her breath caught in her throat. She stared at his face, a face implacable
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