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			Lovers of historical romance will find this book grabs them from the first line and enfolds them in a firm grip. Set just after the English Civil War, the story follows the fortunes of two beautiful cousins and their respective loves. Throw in a few abductions, highwaymen, and scheming noblemen, and the author takes us on a delightful romp through the sexual mores of the 17th century. Delphine navigates the difficulties faced by women in the 17th century, and having money is no guarantee of happiness. It can even be a liability which makes them a target for fortune hunters, and frustrates the path to true love.  
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			I found myself absolutely pulled into this, not a book, but another world. A time, a place, which I could vision so clear in my mind. If you could imagine one of the works by the Bronte Sisters, or a renowned period drama on British TV, it would give you an idea of the content of this story.

			Taking a Chance by author Celia Martin begins in the setting of Cheshire, England in 1654. The action is forefront as Delphine Lotterby, an extremely wealthy, young single woman, is once again the victim of a proposed abduction.

			Set in this time period, with everything so different to modern day, many men will attempt to take her as their wife by force, in order to secure her vast estate. Throughout her life she has loved one man only, Torrance Madigan, though he is not aware of this. Indeed, he in turn, is in love with her beautiful cousin, Venetia.

			In a tale of love, twists, and danger, you will find yourself pulled along into the lives of the gentry, the ways of the times, just as if you were there yourself. With such detail in every scene, together with the factual timeline, you can feel every bump in the road as travellers take to coaches from one estate to another.

			The highway robbers steal from the Roundheads to assist their King, Charles II. With many dangers to face and relationships to bloom, follow the well-written tale of times gone by. I’ve no hesitation to recommend this five- star read to new or old readers of historical fiction. I was thoroughly immersed in the storyline

			Trisha J. Kelly (author). Living in England, she is a multi-genre author of children and middle grade books, cozy mysteries, and crime thrillers. Winner of Best Children’s book 2018 and Best Juvenile Fantasy 2018.
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			Chapter 1

			Cheshire, England 1654

			Delphine Lotterby woke to muffled voices and the heavy tread of footsteps on the stairs. “Which door?” a grating voice demanded. She could not make out the frightened answer to the demand, but she did not need to know what was said. Her hand found the horse pistol on the small table beside her bed.

			“Mistress …” came her maid’s querulous voice, and Delphine hissed, “Keep low, Tatty.” At the same instant she heard her door latch jiggled, and the grating voice said, “Door is locked.”

			A second, deeper voice said, “I will take care of that.”

			Delphine raised the pistol, and holding it steady with both hands, pointed it at her door as it burst open with a loud crash. The lantern from the corridor showed her a bear of a man standing in her doorway. When he took a step toward her, she fired. Sparks and smoke belched from the pistol’s mussel and the report roared in her ears. With a yowl, the man smashed back against the door he had busted in, but despite Delphine’s cousin’s training, the kick of the gun knocked her backwards. Two men pushed past the grimacing bear but were met by Delphine’s maid. Though slight of frame and pushing forty, she sprang up from the trundle bed to attack the two men. 

			One man knocked the maid aside and headed around the bed as Delphine rolled off its far side. Swinging her pistol, she connected with his forehead. He grunted and grabbed at her arm. The second man hopped over the bed, and Delphine found herself trapped between the two assailants. Tatty renewed her attack, tugging from behind at the first man’s straggly hair, but a third man entered, and grasping Tatty, pinioned her arms to her side.

			Her heart pounding in her ears, Delphine struggled rigorously though she knew she was no match for her adversaries. The pistol was wrested from her hand and one arm was twisted behind her. The pain caused her to cease her struggles. “Ah, now that is better.” The man’s voice grated in her ear. “You ready to join your new bridegroom?” His comment brought a coarse chuckle from his colleague, but the bear growled, “Damn she-cat! I am bleeding lack a stuck pig, and my shoulder hurts something fierce. Was we not getting paid in hard coin, I would wring her damn neck.”

			Delphine looked past the bear to a youth holding the lantern in the corridor. Her fear lessened and was replaced by heart-stopping relief as a bed warming pan descended upon the youth’s head. Stunned, he slumped and dropped the lantern. Fortunately the lantern did not break, and the light but flickered then resumed its bright glow. With the youth still under attack, a whirlwind blew into the room, bounded across the bed, and landed on the man with the grating voice with enough force to knock him against the wall. Though he did not lose his hold on Delphine’s arm, he swore roundly. The whirlwind, in the form of Delphine’s cousin, Venetia, dug her teeth into the man’s hand. He yelped and released Delphine. She in turn grappled anew with her first assailant. She had almost freed herself when a loud voice demanded, “What is the meaning of this? What goes on here? Can a man not get a decent night’s rest?”

			She recognized the voice of the corpulent merchant who had joined them at dinner, then she heard her footman Purdy. “Mistress, Mistress, are you harmed?” Her two footmen bounded into the already crowded room. Their appraisal of the situation instant, they attacked the two men struggling with Delphine and Venetia. Purdy’s big fisted hand landed a direct blow to the jaw of the man holding Delphine. The assailant sank to the floor. The man with the grating voice extricated himself from Venetia and backed into the corner of the room. His maneuver failed to save him. Delphine’s second footman, Anker, pummeled him in the gut before punching him in the nose and then the jaw. The man holding Tatty released her and attempted to run, but his and the wounded bear’s escape was blocked by the merchant and a couple of other guests of the inn.

			The innkeeper’s voice rose above the din. “The constable is on his way.”

			In a matter of moments, Delphine’s footmen, with the help of the inn’s guests, had the malefactors bunched and bound. Venetia’s maid, who had wielded the warming pan with such enthusiasm, stood aside to let the merchant drag the befuddled youth to his feet. Delphine felt her robe draped about her shoulders, and with Tatty’s urging, she slipped her arms into it. Tatty also threw a large fringed shawl over Venetia’s shoulders. Delphine realized she and her cousin had been most indecently clad in naught but their sleeping shifts. And though Delphine’s footmen had not ogled them, the inn’s male guests had not been so circumspect. 

			By the time the constable and his assistants arrived and carted off the would be abductors, the innkeeper’s wife announced she had made a sack posset to calm everyone after the harrowing episode. “I declare,” the innkeeper said. “I thought the one man to be a gentleman or I would ne’er have allowed him to stay in my inn. Apparently when all were asleep, he crept down and opened the door to let in the other culprits.” He looked sheepishly at Delphine. “They had a knife to me throat, Mistress Lotterby, or I would have ne’er divulged your room.”

			Delphine smiled. “I know that, sir. What else could you have done? I am but grateful to all of you who came to my aid.” She looked around the large public room where guests and staff, mugs of sack posset in hand, sat hunched over the tables. Sleepy-eyed gazes met hers and accepted her gratitude. She raised her mug, and saluting her saviors, took a sip. The frothy drink soothed her palate. Her racing heart was only now settling back into its normal beat. She hoped she would be able to resume her sleep. Come the morrow, they had a long day ahead of them, but did luck go with them, they would reach Harp’s Ridge by mid-afternoon. 

			“I cannot believe such brazenness,” the merchant said.

			“What were they after?” asked a young man with but one boot on and his shirt tail half in and half out of his breeches.

			Delphine had no intention of telling these strangers, kindly though they appeared, what the abductors were after was her. No reason to give anyone else ideas. Instead she said, “They must have thought I traveled with large amounts of jewelry. They were sadly mistaken.”

			“Mistress Lotterby,” Tatty said. “I think ‘tis best we go back to bed. Purdy has your door mended, and he said he meant to sleep outside your room the remainder of the night.”

			Delphine nodded. “Aye. ‘Tis best we retire.” She rose, and Venetia and her maid Bethel followed suit. Venetia smiled and also offered her thanks to the guests and staff. Delphine hid a grin. Her dark-haired, blue-eyed cousin with her dimples that popped in and out, her straight little nose, her sweet, generous mouth, and her creamy white skin left most men bedazzled. The men all stood and near fell over each other in assuring Lady Venetia Lotterby they were her humble servants. Venetia laughed her soft rustling laugh and promised she would report to her brother, the Earl of Grasmere, on how brave they had all been. And did they ever venture near Harp’s Ridge, they could always find shelter for the night.

			Again the men behaved like befuddled ducks, quacking and displaying, and Delphine tugged at one of Venetia’s braids to start her toward the stairs. Did she keep smiling at the poor fools, they would never get another wink of sleep. Delphine doubted she would ever mesmerize any man, let alone a pack of them, as did her cousin. Not that she thought herself unattractive. She had the Lotterby slim aquiline nose, firm mouth, and jutting chin – features, to her thinking, that looked better on a male than a female, but she had her mother’s dark wavy hair and ebony-colored eyes, her high cheekbones, thick dark lashes, and perfectly arched brows. Though no great beauty, she was no eyesore. But what she lacked was Venetia’s sweet demeanor, that honest desire to be kind and caring that shone in Venetia’s eyes and softened the expressions on her face. No, Delphine thought, unlike Venetia, sweetness was not one of her strong points.

			Tatty and Bethel were both clucking as they shepherded their charges up to their rooms. That Delphine and Venetia had gone down to the public room and sat amongst strange men in naught but their shifts and night robes, both maids found appalling, and did not mind saying so. “What your dear sweet mother would have said about such conduct,” Bethel mumbled. “’Tis a wonder is she not turning in her grave.”

			Venetia laughed that laugh men found so tantalizing. “Oh, Bethel, had Mother just been through such a brawl, I doubt not but she would have been exuberant. You cannot think I remember her so poorly that I would think her weak-livered.”

			“Nay, my lady, ‘tis most unlikely your mother would ever have been involved in a brawl in the first place.” Bethel said the word brawl with undisguised disgust. “First, your mother would not be apt to be traveling about the country without a male escort. Second …”

			Delphine interrupted her. “Lay the blame on me, Bethel. Scold not Venetia. Did I marry sensibly as I should have years ago, I would not have men attempting to abduct me and force me into marriage to gain control of my wealth. Was I married, Venetia would not be put at risk.”

			“’Tis not right, Mistress,” Tatty spoke up, her gray eyes alight, her pointed nose flaring. “That you have not found a man to meet your standards cannot mean you should lower your standards and settle for anyone just to have a husband. After all, four and twenty is not so old.”

			Delphine laughed a self-depreciating laugh. “I do appreciate your loyalty, Tatty. But perhaps I should lower my standards. One of us might have been injured tonight.”

			Venetia grabbed Delphine’s hand. “You must not think such thoughts, dear cousin. I can think of nothing more vile than to be married to a man I could not love.” She looked to her maid. “Tell her so, Bethel. Tell her you agree.”

			Bethel shook her head, and a strand of her graying hair slipped out from under her night cap and curled about her sallow cheek. “Does no good do Tattersall or I scold either one of you. Neither of you will pay us any heed.” She looked at Delphine. “And, yes, Lady Venetia is correct. A marriage without love can be miserable. Well I remember my own dear mother and the burden she bore in trying to keep my ever-angry father appeased. I cannot think such a life would be worth living.”

			They reached the door to Delphine’s room, and Purdy stood respectfully back. He would spend the remainder of the night in a chair outside her door. Though he could have had no way of knowing the wily abduction scheme was in the works, she knew he faulted himself. He considered himself her protector and tried to be alert to all possible hazards. That her dying grandfather had entrusted her to his care, he had taken to heart. Noah Purdy and Alfa Tattersall had been in her family’s employ for as long as she could remember. Neither had ever married, both were devoted to her, and indeed, she trusted them with her life. This was not the first time an attempt had been made to abduct her and force her into marriage to obtain her fortune. The first had been made in her own home in Liverpool where her grandfather lay dying. 

			Three men had burst into the house, found her beside her grandfather’s bed, and attempted to drag her from her home. The house servants had fought them off, but unlike this evening, the would be abductors had escaped. The episode had frightened her grandfather enough, he had had armed guards added to his house retinue. Delphine continued the policy because she promised her grandfather she would, but she preferred not to travel with them. Unlike Purdy and Anker, the guards were rough, coarse, and she was not completely certain she trusted them. Purdy and Anker were not only tall, strong, and excellent marksmen, but was a highway extremely rutted, they could run beside the coach and keep it from tipping over if it hit a dangerous dip. 

			Interrupting Delphine’s train of thoughts, Venetia gave her a fierce hug and said, “Again, I bid thee good night, dear cousin.” 

			Delphine returned the hearty embrace. “Thank you for coming to my rescue. You were a wonder, as was Bethel.”

			“Was it not fun?” Venetia said in a whisper not meant for Bethel’s ears.

			Delphine chuckled. “I cannot say I found it any great lark. The brute who had hold of me had the foulest breath. And, I am thinking both Tatty and I will have bruises come the morrow. But as all has ended well, I am content.”

		


		 

		
			Chapter 2

			Torrance Madigan winced as another low moan tore at his guts. For the hundredth, or was it the two hundredth time, he wished Cyril Yardley had not agreed to allow his greatly pregnant sister to accompany her husband on their desperate flight to a hoped for safe haven at Harp’s Ridge. Seated behind him on a cushioned pillion, Sidonie Yardley Hayward was going into labor, and he knew not what to do. He knew nothing about birthing a child, and her husband was in no condition to help. Had Caleb Hayward not been so badly injured, his wife would now be at home where she belonged. But fearing for her husband’s life, Sidonie had refused to be parted from him. Who better to nurse him on their trek to Harp’s Ridge than she, she had protested. 

			“And in my condition, no militiamen on your trail would think to stop you,” she declared. She was right. One group of militiamen had thundered past them with nary a backward glance mere hours after they left the Hayward farm. The next group they encountered was at the inn where in their weary flight they were forced to spend their second night. Hayward’s injury would allow him to go no further, and they had no friendly family they could bide with as they had done the previous night. Militiamen, lounging in the inn’s public room, had done no more than note their entrance before returning to their ale. 

			The innkeeper had been all solicitude as he conducted Sidonie and Hayward, disguised as his wife’s maid, to a private bed chamber. Hayward had managed to make it up the stairs without stumbling, but Madigan, acting as Sidonie’s husband, had been right behind him to catch him had he collapsed. The moment the innkeeper left with the promise to return with a light repast for Sidonie, Hayward sank onto the bed.

			He had lost a lot of blood. His normally sun-bronzed skin looked pallid, and his green eyes appeared sunken in his face. The gunshot wound to his chest had missed his heart by more than two inches, but getting the ball out had made the wound bleed profusely. He should not have been moved, should not be spending all day on a horse, but they had little choice. Because of house to house searches, the injured Hayward could not stay with his family. 

			Hayward survived the night, even seemed improved in the morning. The bleeding had finally stopped, and he had taken some nourishment. The strain on Sidonie’s heart-shaped face lessened and her brown eyes looked brighter. But by midafternoon, her pangs had begun.

			Maneuvering his horse up beside Madigan’s, Henry LaBree, Baron Tuftwick – Tuffy to Madigan – his blue eyes glistening, donned his winning grin, swept off his floppy-brimmed hat, and pushed his light brown hair off his brow. “How do you go?” he asked Sidonie.

			“I do well,” she lied. Madigan knew she lied. She was in pain, and though she tried to hide it, she could not control the moans. “How does my husband?” she asked.

			Hayward, slumped on a pillion behind Tuftwick, spoke up, “I do well, wife. Tuftwick gives me his strong back to lean upon. All the same, I will be pleased do we reach Harp’s Ridge by nightfall. My arse grows weary.”

			Her husband’s attempt at levity brought a chuckle to Sidonie and helped her cover another groan. But Madigan was not fooled. Dear God, he prayed, let them make it to shelter before the baby thinks to come. 

			“Look yonder,” Tuftwick said, pointing up ahead. “Chapman awaits us.”

			Madigan glanced up the road, if the narrow, rutted lane they traveled could be called a road. Jack Chapman, looking for all the world like a peddler taking a rest, sat on a grassy knoll off to one side. Would he have good or bad tidings to deliver? He was their guide, though none would guess he had any connection to them. Though he traveled on foot, he could traverse as many miles if not more than they could on horseback. Stemming from a long line of Chapmen, from whence he owed his surname, he knew Cheshire and surrounding counties better than any man with any number of maps.

			Brown-haired, square-jawed, and with lively blue-gray eyes, Chapman greeted them with a bright smile. “Ho, pilgrims, do you take a respite? There is a pond back of this knoll to water your horses,” he swept his arm out behind him. “And plenty of grass for the beasts to nibble do you mean to rest them.”

			“Have we time to rest?” Madigan asked. “Will we reach Harp’s Ridge ere night falls?” 

			Chapman rose. “Aye, you have made good time.” He stepped forward. “Here now, Mistress Hayward, allow me to help you down.” He held up his arms to Sidonie. She placed her hands on his shoulders, and he carefully lowered her to the ground. When she found her footing, he escorted her over to the knoll, pulled a light blanket from his pack, and spread it out. With his aid, she was soon settled, and her husband was gently deposited at her side. She immediately checked his bandages.

			“He is bleeding again,” she said, tension in her voice. “Though ‘tis slight.” Sweeping back her husband’s chestnut hair, she put her hand to his forehead. “His fever seems lessened, but I would cool his brow and change his bandage.”

			“I will get some water,” Chapman said. He dug again in his pack and pulled out a tin cup.

			“Do you get some fresh bandages from the saddle bag, Maddy,” Tuftwick said, “and I will tend to watering the horses.”

			Madigan did as bid and looked up in time to see Sidonie turn from her husband and grip her stomach as a pain shot through her. Hayward, his eyes closed did not see his wife’s pain, but Madigan saw her bite her lower lip until it dripped with blood. She wiped the blood away with the back of her hand and looked up with a smile as she accepted the proffered bandages. 

			Madigan wondered if any woman would ever love him with such devotion. He doubted it. He doubted he would ever marry. What woman would want him? He had no home. No income. At present, as a member of a gang of highwaymen, he was a wanted man. And even was he not someday caught and hanged, what future had he to offer any woman? He knew women found him attractive with his dark curly hair, dark brown eyes, and regular features, but a woman needed a man to offer more than good looks. 

			Chapman returned with the cup of water. He first urged Hayward to take a drink, then he pulled a cloth from his pack and dipped it in the water. While Chapman bathed Hayward’s forehead Sidonie changed his bandage. She had to stop in the middle of her ministrations as another cramp wracked her body. His eyes closed, Hayward again missed his wife’s suffering, but Chapman did not. He glanced up and Madigan met his gaze. Neither could say anything. Neither could do anything but pray Sidonie would last until they reached their destination.

			\ \ \ \

			“Two riders coming,” Tuftwick said.

			Madigan and Chapman both rose and peered down the road they had journeyed. Neither spoke as they watched the pair draw closer. “Peers to be a merchant and his servant,” Chapman said. “That being the case, I can be on my way. Another mile down the road, the road will fork. Take the fork to the left. Follow that lane. It will twist and turn, but take no branches off it. I will meet you outside the village below Harp’s Ridge. Do you fail to see me, think not to enter the village. Wait by the roadside. I will be awaiting D’Arcy. He will give us the all clear. Pass this on to Yardley and Preston.”

			“We will do as bid,” Tuftwick said. “Do we pass any other villages we need be wary of?”

			“None to fear. We are in the King’s country here. You will pass a couple of hamlets. The tenants should be in the fields, but you should be able to quench your thirst at an ale house.” He raised his hand. “God’s speed,” he said and set off down the lane with the forward lean and even paced gait of an experienced walker.

			“I will but stretch my legs a bit do you help me to rise Mister Madigan,” Sidonie said, and Madigan hurried to her side. She would need time alone to tend her business and to keep her husband from realizing she was going into labor. “Rest easy, my love,” she told her husband before waddling off toward a clump of bushes.  

			Madigan and Tuftwick stood silent as the riders drew closer. Deverette Preston, dressed in merchant’s plain garb, and Cyril Yardley, garbed as his servant, raised hands in salute, but neither called out a hallo. Though the area seemed secluded, the undulating swells could hide a shepherd or a hunter. Both men were the sons of baronets, but they had their roles to play, and so they would abide by them. Not until they swung down from their horses did they greet their friends. “How does Caleb?” Yardley asked, concern for his brother-in-law obvious in his voice.

			“His fever is lessened and your sister has changed his bandage,” Madigan answered. “He rests now. Once you have watered your horses at the pond yonder,” he swept his arm behind him, “you may wish to have a word with him. But I do think now he sleeps.”

			“And my sister?” Yardley looked about, his brown eyes so like Sidonie’s, searched the area.

			Madigan nodded his head to one side. “She tends her needs.”

			“In case we are being watched,” Preston said to Yardley, “you being the servant, you had best see to our horses. I cannot think we are being spied upon, but we have come too far to give ourselves away at this point.”

			“Aye,” Tuftwick said, “Dev is right. We must not drop our guard.” And as if to put the truth to his words, they heard the jingle of bells, the bleat of a goat, and a youthful herder bounded over a distant knoll driving four goats before him. He and the goats partially disappeared behind another rolling swell then reappeared headed in their direction.

			The youth waved the staff he carried.

			Tuftwick returned the wave, but said, “We best get Hayward up and on the horse and be on our way. Maddy, you give Dev Chapman’s instructions while I get the horses.”

			Madigan passed on Chapman’s directions and turned to find Sidonie bending over her husband and gently shaking him. “Wake my love. We must go.”

			They needed Preston and Yardley to help them get Sidonie and Hayward back on their pillions. “Glad to oblige, glad to oblige, happy to be of service,” Preston said in a reverberating voice that no doubt the young herder could hear. “Always ready to help the ladies,” he added.

			Madigan admired the show Preston put on. He seemed every bit the convivial merchant. “Again, we thank you and your servant, sir, and God’s speed to you,” he said.

			“And to you,” Preston said as the youth and his goats trotted up the lane.

			Madigan gave the youth a little wave then flicked his reins, and his horse set off at a leisurely pace behind Tuftwick’s. He heard the boy greet Preston and Yardley, but he did not turn around. He pitied Yardley that he had not had time to visit with either his sister or his brother-in-law. But perhaps ‘twas for the best that he did not know Sidonie was starting her labor. That would be one more worry for him. 

			Looking up at the sky, Madigan noted the clouds massing to the west. Though the late spring days had been warm and good for their trek, he knew thunderstorms were more apt to appear when the warm air met the cool air coming off the sea. He could feel the air cooling. Dear God, they had to reach Harp’s Ridge before a storm broke over them.

		


		 

		
			Chapter 3

			Phillida Lotterby, Lady Grasmere, her thoughts scurrying in all directions, heaved a sigh. She had no sooner welcomed home her sister-in-law, Lady Venetia Lotterby, and Venetia’s cousin, Mistress Delphine Lotterby, returned from their visit to a friend in Warwickshire, than her brother, Nathaniel D’Arcy, arrived. He needed her to shelter his band of motely bandits. In addition, they had an injured man and a pregnant woman near her time with them. 

			“Nate, I swear, do you bring the militia down on us, I will see you horse whipped.” She glared at her dark-haired brother with his laughing blue-green eyes.

			“Nay, Phillida, why would you be suspected. No one suspects I am in England. They think I am in Holland, or Germany, or wherever the King may be. The militia would have no reason to come here. Besides, the men in my band are gentlemen. None of your servants should suspect them of being aught but friends who met up on their way to various destinations.”

			“You are wanted, Nate. I believe my servants loyal to us and to the King, but rewards can be tempting. You are worth twenty pounds. A more than goodly sum.”

			He tugged at a curl of her hair that had slipped out from under her cap. “You worry too much little sister. Where is Grasmere?”

			She slapped his hand away. “Berold is making his rounds with our steward. He is a good husbandman and sees to the needs of his grounds and tenants weekly. He has seen to many improvements since his father’s passing. God rest his soul, but his father was a poor husbandman.” She looked about then said in a lowered voice. “And a poor husband, too.” She raised her chin. “But that aside, how long do you mean to stay?”

			“I will stay but the night, dear sister, and I will take a couple of my men with me when I leave. But Hayward and his wife will stay until they can travel. And I will leave a couple of other men here that they may attend Hayward’s needs and then see his wife home safely.”

			Phillida frowned. “Must you leave so soon. Might you not stay a day or two? I have not seen you in so long, and I would hear how Kenrick and Blanche do. As neither my oldest brother nor my husband are allowed to leave their parishes, we cannot visit as we would like to do.”

			Her brother chuckled. “I thought you wanted me away from here as soon as possible.”

			She shrugged. “I do want you gone, but not before we have had a decent visit. When do your men arrive?”

			“I go now to meet Chapman. We will bring them up by the back path and skirt the village. Better the villagers have no knowledge of the number of your guests.”

			“Ah, ha, so there is some danger.”

			“Not really, Phillida, but ‘tis now my nature to be ever cautious.”

			“I will do my best to have rooms readied, but I can make no promises. What with Venetia and Delphine returning, all is a’ready muddled.”

			He kissed her brow. “Do express my thanks to Grasmere does he return ere I do.”

			She nodded and watched Nathaniel hurry away. She lived in constant dread her beloved brother would end up being shot, or worse, caught and hanged. He could be safe in Europe with the King as was their younger brother, Ranulf. But no, he would stay here in England and play the bandit, the highwayman, with his foolish followers. Now one of them was badly injured, and she was to shelter him, tend him until he healed – or died.

			She shook her head. Naught to do but prepare for the onslaught. She was to have a houseful, at least for one night. Beds would need be made, fires laid – despite the warmth of the day, she feared a storm was on its way. She headed for the kitchen. She needed to consult with the cook. He would not be pleased at the short notice she was giving him. In addition to Venetia and Delphine, he would have seven more mouths to feed for supper and then for breakfast. Not to mention the need for a soothing broth for the invalid.

			\ \ \ \

			Delphine laughed and swept the giggling little girl up into her arms. “Yes, Timandra, you are still first in our hearts,” she assured her cousin Berold’s three-year-old daughter. “However, Eliza is a lovely little girl, and your Aunt Venetia and I are happy we got to see her and our dear friend, Clarinda. But now we are happy to be back home with you.”

			“Mother says Uncle Nate is to visit,” the little girl said, her blue-green eyes, so like her mother’s, dancing with excitement. 

			“Is he? Do you know, are any of his friends also visiting?” She tried to sound only mildly interested, but her heart started thumping at her young cousin’s announcement. The image of a mop of curly brown hair framing a finely-wrought face with glorious brown eyes under straight, dark brows quickened her pulse.

			“I do think so. Mother said she wonders how she will house all his friends.”

			Without thinking, Delphine enthusiastically hugged the little girl tight enough to make the child squeak. “Oh, dear one, I am sorry. I was but thinking I must go see if I can be of any service to your mother. More guests, and your Aunt Venetia and I just returned home. Mayhap I should offer to vacate my room and move in with your Aunt Venetia.” Setting Timandra down, she said, “I must find your mother.”

			Delphine found Phillida hurrying from the kitchen, a young maid trailing in her wake. “Timandra has informed me you have more guests coming. I thought I would ask if I can help in anyway. And might you be needing my room?”

			Stopping, Phillida swiped a strand of her dark hair off her brow. “Oh, yes, Delphine, I fear I will need your room. At least for tonight. I shall put Nate in your room. He plans to leave on the morrow, so you may have your room back when he leaves.”

			“Happy to oblige. I shall tell Tatty to move my night rail and toiletry items to Venetia’s room. Now, how else may I help?” 

			“You are a dear, Delphine. If you would take Lucy with you,” Phillida indicated the spritely young girl behind her, “and find Anna and make sure the rooms are being aired and the sheets are fresh. That will free me to work with the steward to get the table set. Nate says all the men are gentlemen, but I remember not their ranks.” Pulling Delphine aside, she whispered, “Last time his gang came through here, they all hid in the stable, then they were gone before the first light. I swear, one of these days, we will find the militia at our door.”

			Delphine remembered that night well, but hiding her knowledge, she smiled and said, “I am sure all will be fine.” Beckoning to the serving girl, she said, “Come Lucy, let us find Anna.” Glancing over her shoulder at Phillida. She added, “I will tell Venetia what transpires. She will want to help, do you need her.”

			Phillida nodded. “I know she will. Do ask her to speak to the cook about heating enough water to see that all the rooms have warm water. Oh, and have her ask Timandra’s nurse to see me. Nate says they have a woman with them who is with child and near her time. We may need send for the midwife.”

			“I will do so,” Delphine said, setting off with Lucy at her heels. Hefting her skirts with both hands that she might scurry up the stairs, she quickly found Anna engaged in Phillida’s bedchamber cleaning a silver framed looking glass. Pulling Anna from that chore, she set the two young servants to work airing out the guest chambers before hurrying off to find Venetia and Tatty and relay Phillida’s needs to them. 

			Tatty had finished unpacking the trunks and was setting out Delphine’s toiletries, when informed they must vacate the room for the night. To Delphine’s relief, Tatty pulled no face. She but shrugged, and said she would attend it immediately. Delphine found Venetia in her chamber seated on a stool with Bethel combing out her hair. A tub had been placed before the hearth. Venetia was planning a bath after their long journey home. Upon learning of the multitude of unexpected guests soon to be arriving, Venetia promised she would see to Phillida’s requests before she allowed herself the luxury of a hot bath. Delphine, hoping she, too, would find time to bathe before the guests descended upon them, asked Bethel to find her footmen, Purdy and Anker, and ask them to help Phillida’s serving men. Carrying water up to all the rooms was a big job. Add in heating enough water for two baths and carrying that water upstairs – no question, additional help would be needed were she and Venetia to get their baths.

			After leaving Venetia, Delphine found Anna and Lucy diligently engrossed in their tasks. Needing to give them little direction, she let her thoughts drift back to the last time Nathaniel D’Arcy and his fellow bandits visited Harp’s Ridge. ‘Twas near a year past. They had arrived in the dark of night. She would never have known about their brief visit had she not been awakened by her maid’s coughs. Tatty had been suffering from a cold for several days, and concerned about her loyal servant, Delphine had insisted the woman keep to her bed with a camphor salve and warm flannel compress on her chest.

			After checking on her maid and finding her still sleeping, if fitfully, Delphine had started back to bed when she heard footsteps passing her door. Fearing something might be amiss with Timandra who also suffered from a cold, she donned her robe and opened her door. In the dim light cast by a lantern, she made out Berold’s figure headed down the stairs. Worried, she hurried after him, and in a loud whisper called to him. 

			“Berold, what is amiss?”

			Turning, he beckoned to her. “Ah, Delphine, what luck. You can help me.”

			“Is something wrong? Is Timandra all right?”

			His dark brown hair falling over his forehead, Berold frowned, and his bold blue eyes met her troubled gaze. “No, no, Timandra is fine. I need help in the kitchen. I am not wanting to awaken the servants, but I need help putting together some food.” He leaned closer to her and whispered, “We have some unexpected guests.”

			“Unexpected guests?”

			“Phillida’s brother, Nate, and his highwaymen. They are on the run, but they need rest and food before they journey on. We must hurry, but be as quiet as you can.”

			Following Berold to the kitchen, Delphine wondered how her cousin thought he could keep his servants from discovering his guests’ presence. But then, servants worked hard – likely, once finally abed, they slept so soundly they would not hear their master rustling about in the middle of the night. Still, as she helped her cousin gather bread, cheese, left-over ham hock, dried apples, and ale from the kitchen, she wondered how he would explain the food’s absence to the cook come morning. And would not the stable hands wonder at the excess horse droppings and diminished hay? She forbore questioning Berold, she but helped him load the food items into cloth sacks and jugs of ale into a basket, then grabbing up the cook’s wrap hanging by the door, she helped carry the victuals out to the stable.

			Berold held the lantern high to light their way, even so, several times Delphine’s slippered feet came in contact with pointed rocks. She suppressed her groans, but wished her cousin had given her time to put on sturdy shoes like he wore. Upon entering the stable, and finding a half-dozen pair of eyes gazing up at her, she was glad she had donned the cook’s ponderous cloak. Had she not, the men lounging on their beds of hay would have viewed her in naught but her night shift and robe. Tatty would have been more than a little disapproving. 

			The men were most appreciative of the food and drink she and Berold passed around to them. She learned they had not eaten since the previous day and had had nothing other than spring water to drink. Oh, but they had made a bountiful haul. Laughing, they related how they relieved a Roundhead of his ill-gained fortune. 

			His brown eyes alight, a man she remembered named Cyril Yardley, chuckled. “The greedy Puritan. Having purchased confiscated Royalists’ properties, he turned tenants who could not produce titles off their rentals, then sold off several large portions of forest land. He was headed back to Derby with his profit, but despite his armed guard, we waylaid him and left him and his guard bound up by the roadside. His quick return on his investment will soon be padding the King’s pocket instead.”

			“Barring a small sum to go to a couple of the tenants turned off their land,” interrupted another man in a soft voice, and Delphine turned to him. 

			“Chapman is right,” Yardley admitted. “Plus, we stow a few coins for our own upkeep.

			Chapman, blue-gray eyes dancing, chuckled and nodded. 

			Delphine remembered Chapman well. D’Arcy and the survivors of his troop, having served as an escort to King Charles II in his flight to escape Cromwell following their defeat at Worcester in 1651, relied on Chapman to lead them down hidden lanes, across fallow fields, and through trackless woods safely back to Cheshire. The King himself endured a grueling adventure before escaping to France, and D’Arcy and six members of his troop, believing they would have prices on their heads for fighting for their King, decided to become bandits. “Like Robin Hood,” Delphine heard D’Arcy explain to his sister. “Only, we rob from the Puritans to give to the King.”

			Phillida was not happy with her brother’s decision, but her husband was. Confined to his parish in Cheshire after being paroled from Weymouth prison for fighting for Charles I, he regretted he had been unable to fight for Charles II. Consequently, he was pleased to be able to help D’Arcy in his endeavor to fund King Charles, and at the same time, be an irritation to the Roundheads.

			Noting D’Arcy was not present, Delphine asked after him.

			“He is talking with Phillida in our room,” Berold said. “She wanted some private time with him. She does worry about him.”

			“Rightfully so,” said Torrance Madigan, the man Delphine had hoped to see. Maddy to his friends. His dark curly hair drooping over his forehead, his warm brown eyes earnest, he propped himself up on one elbow. “We have had our share of narrow escapes. The trouble with this last endeavor was it took place too close to Manchester. The hue and cry was raised, and the militia was on our tail err we had gone more than a few miles. We had to cache our plunder. In the meantime, our horses have been ridden hard, and they, like us, are in sore need of rest and fodder.” At the end of his statement, he chomped into a wedge of cheese.

			Delphine smiled at him, but he had turned his attention to his food. She could not blame him for paying her little heed. She must look a fright with her sleep drugged eyes, her hair, hanging below her night cap, scraggy about her shoulders, and the buff colored cloak, despite her height, dragging about her feet. 

			“How long do you stay?” she asked Chapman. With D’Arcy absent, he seemed in charge.

			Berold answered for him. “They leave before first light. They are but giving their horses time to rest. The militia trailing them must also rest, but they have the option of demanding fresh horses from any stabling.”

			Delphine’s heart dropped to the pit of her stomach, and she looked to Chapman. “You are in no danger of being captured, are you?” She could not bear to think of Maddy in prison, or worse, with a rope around his handsome neck.

			Yardley chuckled. “Nay, Mistress Lotterby. We are now back in our home country. No one knows this area better than Chapman. No militiaman will be able to follow us.”

			“Mainly because there will be no trail for them to follow,” chimed in Henry LaBree, Baron Tuftwick. He was Maddy’s closest friend. Fact was, she would not know Maddy if not for the fun-loving Tuftwick. The two had been bosom friend’s since they met in a boy’s school in Manchester. Later, in their teens, they had been fostered at Harp’s Ridge and at Knightswood Castle, a keep at Grasmere Lake dating from the time of William II. It had been in the Lotterby family since Henry VII awarded the lands to a Lotterby ancestor who fought on his side in the War of the Roses. Delphine’s Uncle Gyes, Berold’s father, taught them to ride, fence, hunt, and shoot. All requirements for a well brought up gentleman, her uncle had joked. Tuftwick had been expected to continue his education at Oxford, but in forty-two, the eruption of the Civil War put a halt to those plans. Maddy and Tuftwick, along with her cousin, Berold, and her Uncle Gyes, went off to fight for the King. 

			The King lost. Uncle Gyes was killed in the crushing defeat of the Royalists at Naseby, and Berold was sent to prison. Maddy and Tuftwick had been pardoned with the payment of stiff fines. Tuftwick paid both fines. Maddy had no money. No family that he knew of. But the bond between him and Tuftwick was as strong as any blood bonds. At least, so it seemed to Delphine. She had never seen the two apart.

			She would have liked to stay in the stable and talk more with the men, but Berold herded her back to the house. The men needed their rest, and it would not do for her to be found missing from her room. With one last look at Maddy, he was already settled down in the hay, his head pillowed on an arm, she followed Berold back to the house. She thought she would not go to sleep the rest of the night, but she had. When she awoke later than usual in the morning, she hurriedly dressed, and found a reason to visit the stables before she broke her fast, but the bandits were gone. There was nary even a sign they had ever been there. 

			She never learned what Berold told the cook or his stable hands. And she never told Phillida that she had helped Berold carry food out to the bandits. They left no trail. They just vanished. She could almost believe she had dreamed the whole thing. But she had not. And now they were returning. But this time they would be staying in the house. Sitting down to meals in the dining hall. She would surely have several times she could expect to see Maddy. Oh, she hoped she would have time for a bath. Time for Tatty to put some curls in her hair. Mayhap this time, she would be able to hold Maddy’s attention. 

			Her mind swirling with things she might talk to him about, she followed Anna and Lucy to another chamber. She checked the freshness of sheets they pulled from a chest at the foot of the bed. She wondered which room Maddy would stay in. If she knew, she could put a sachet packet under a pillow. Though Anna and Lucy shook the sheets out well before making the beds, they had not the freshness of sheets just brought in from the wash. 

			She looked out the window at the darkening sky. She hoped they would arrive before the storm hit. That a storm was coming, she had no doubt. ‘Twas the time of year for rains. At least Harp’s Ridge was a cozy abode. In 1630, the same year Delphine was born, her Uncle Gyes’s had torn down the old fortified manor house on Harp’s Ridge and had used his wife’s hefty dowry to build a new house. It had all the newest comforts, including hearths in every bedchamber and in every room on the ground floor. Servants’ quarters still made do with small coal braziers.

			The ground floor had a large dining hall, a smaller dining chamber for just the family, a withdrawing room off the family dining chamber, and a parlor for entertaining guests. All these rooms, plus a library and a room where Berold and his steward conducted business, opened off a formal hall with a broad, baluster staircase and landing. Paneling and plastered walls hung with framed pictures replaced tapestries and wall paintings. Woven or leather carpets graced the floors, and a gallery ran the length of the back of the house. 

			The kitchen and pantries and the wine and ale butleries, as well as the cook’s quarters were in the undercroft. The other house servants lodged on the second floor, the gardeners and stablemen were housed in a dormitory behind the stables. Family and guests’ bedchambers, the countess’s private sitting room, and the nursery were on the first floor. Berold’s father had wanted to put the nursery on the second floor with the servants, but his wife and his mother both rebelled. The children would be close to hand, or there would be no new house.

			Delphine’s house in Liverpool, which she had not called home since her grandfather died in 1649, dated from the mid sixteenth century. A half-timbered two-storied house, it was not large, only six bedchambers, the grand hall, a small dining chamber, a withdrawing room, and a library, but her grandfather had endeavored to stay up with the newest fashions, so the house had always been beautifully furnished and decorated. After her grandfather’s death, for her protection, Berold insisted she move to Harp’s Ridge. It had been her home ever since.

			“Mistress?” Her reverie was interrupted by her footman, Purdy. He stood just outside the door, a bucket of water in each hand. “We have the water for the pitchers, would we not be in your way, we will fill them.”

			“Oh, Purdy, please do attend the pitchers.” She stepped aside that she would not be in his way and would not be splashed when the water was poured into the white clay pitcher. “The water has been warmed?”

			“Yes, Mistress, ‘tis piping hot. Do the visitors not arrive too late, should still be warm for their ablutions. And water is being heated for yours and Lady Venetia’s baths. And, I have moved your bathing tub over to Lady Venetia’s room.”

			Smiling warmly, she said, “Dear Purdy, what would I do without you?”

			Returning her smile, and before turning to his chore, he answered, “God willing, Mistress, may you never need to know.”  

			Delphine counted herself more than a little lucky to have such a devoted servant. Did she ever marry, Purdy would be her steward. Even now, she paid him the wages due a steward for he did services beyond those of a coach footman. She knew she could count on him for anything and everything. Who else would have thought to have her tub removed to Venetia’s room, or insisted water for two baths be heated. He was more often than not, a step ahead of her. And, did things go right, Anna
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