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Chapter One

 


 


 


Annabel Cresswell knew she
was in a world of trouble when the coachman put her down in front
of the Hound & Hare, ten miles short of her destination.

‘But I need to get to Barstock!’ she’d
protested.

‘Then you need to give me another five
farthing,’ he’d replied.

And there was the rub. Annabel did not have
one farthing, let alone five. Her pockets were well and truly to
let.

‘What shall I do? You cannot just leave me
here.’

The coachman had shrugged, thoroughly
unsympathetic. ‘The law says I can. No ready, no ride. You’re
gentry, you are. You should ‘a known that afore you boarded.’

She had known it, actually.
She’d just been hoping that he
didn’t.

The Hound & Hare was not the worst
place to stay, if one was in funds, for it appeared to be quite a
prosperous roadside inn. Which was no help, of course, because she
was a world away from that happy state. The coachman had
unceremoniously dumped her trunk – containing all of her worldly
possessions – on the ground before departing. She looked at it
disconsolately for a moment, then sat on the lid, pulling her cloak
a little tighter around her. She could probably walk to Barstock;
indeed, she would probably have
to walk to Barstock. But she would not be going
there with her trunk, if she did.

The urge to give in to tears did not come
easily to Annabel Cresswell. Life had dealt her a variety of
unfortunate blows in the past few weeks, but she had steadfastly
refused to cry through most of them, save for her father’s death
three weeks before. Tears, however, might be warranted now.

She was destitute.

She was stranded on the roadside quite a
long way from her desired destination.

And it had begun to snow.

Annabel glowered up at the
sky, quite forgetting the need for tears because really, the advent
of snow was almost theatrically dreadful. I suppose if I freeze, all of this will be of no
consequence. Although freezing seemed a
rather unpleasant way to die, if her tingling fingers and toes were
any indication.

‘You want a hand, miss?’

Annabel looked up at a grubby young face
beneath an equally grubby cap. A stable boy, eyeing her with
considerable puzzlement. ‘I suppose it’s illegal to sit on the side
of the King’s highway?’ she asked with some resignation.

‘I wouldn’t fink so. Carry your trunk? Dunno
what the driver was thinkin’ leaving you out here.’

‘He was thinking that I couldn’t pay for the
rest of my fare,’ Annabel said glumly, ‘any more than I can pay for
that inn. So I suppose I shall just have to sit here and
freeze.’

The boy looked at her in alarm. ‘You can’t
do that!’

‘Actually, that might be the only thing I
can do, unfortunately.’

‘Dibs not in tune, then? Well, wot say I
move yer trunk over under that porch o’er there? Least a ways you
won’t get snowed on.’

Annabel glanced towards the portico that
stood a little way from the front entrance. It gave shelter to
barrels of what was probably ale and a box of firewood. She rose to
her feet and dusted snowflakes off her skirts. ‘That would be very
kind of you. My name is Annabel Cresswell, by the way.’

‘Jem,’ the boy returned, hoisting her trunk
and heading into the cobblestone yard.

After Jem had set the trunk
down, Annabel settled herself on to it once again. The boy was
right; at least she wouldn’t get snowed on. Her stomach made a
noise. Not a nice kind of noise, more like a low rumble that
sounded a great deal more robust than any genteel lady should
produce. She shot the boy an apologetic look, hoping it hadn’t
been that loud.

Jem looked at her doubtfully. ‘Wait here.
I’ll be back in a tick.’

Under the circumstances, there wasn’t
anywhere else she could wait. She sighed and leaned back against
the wall and wondered how cold it got at night in the wilds of
Shropshire. Considering the fact that it was snowing the chances
were… very.

True to his word, Jem returned before too
much time had passed. She’d thought that he’d gone back to whatever
it was a stable boy did. Annabel, who had been meditating on her
situation with her eyes closed (the better to help her think)
opened them in surprise when he nudged her foot.

‘Here you go.’

He carried a mug from which
steam rose. It smelt… well, it smelt so good that she almost
did cry, because it felt
like it had been so long since she’d had a proper hot meal. Annabel
opened - then closed - her mouth. She took a deep breath and
ignored the rumble of her stomach, which had become a positive
growl at the scent of food. ‘You are very kind, Jem. But I cannot
pay for it.’

‘Nah. On the house, right?’ And he gave her
a wink.

On the house… Annabel sighed and reached for
the mug gratefully, taking great care not to spill it. The first
food she had had all day and it must surely be early afternoon.
‘You are, without doubt, the nicest person I have met in quite some
time, Master Jem. I am in your debt.’

Somewhere under the grime, the boy flushed.
‘Gotta get on. Stay here an’ you should be right.’

And Annabel, sipping warm soup that tasted
better than anything she had ever had in her life, sighed and
settled back again. She would certainly be ‘right’ for the
immediate future. Unfortunately her immediate future was a very
short-term affair.

The rest of it was looking decidedly
bleak.

 


Dominic George Balfour,
tenth Duke of Roth tended to think of himself as a duke by default,
and so had never quite managed to think of himself as a duke at
all. That had been his brother Edmund’s job, before the reckless
fool had, while roaring drunk, decided to climb onto the roof of
the orangery one night and had discovered that aged glass coated in
ice offered no footholds and could shatter, if the right force was
applied. It wasn’t that it had been a long way to the ground; it was more
that he had encountered the iron spike from the trelliswork before
he’d hit it.

He had lingered for three days before
expiring, cursing fluently right up until his last breath, that his
brother should take the title. Or so his mother had told Dominic.
It sounded like something Edmund would do. The brothers had
cordially disliked one another since the schoolroom, which was why
he’d shed no tears. He had cursed his ill luck, however, for
despite Edmund’s beliefs to the contrary, he had never had any
designs on the title.

And now, he was heading towards the most
mind bogglingly awful event imaginable; Christmas with his nearest
and dearest and whatever females his mother had prepared for him.
For Dominic had no doubts as to what this unpalatable journey was
about; he was supposed to make an offer for some suitable marriage
parti, become riveted, come up to scratch, end up smelling of April
and May…

Dominic knew exactly what was expected of
him. He just didn’t want to do any of it. He had always enjoyed a
wide variety of female company, none of it in the least bit
serious. And while he knew that he could still enjoy the same
eclectic mix of feminine delights after marriage, marriage itself
would instantly make life more difficult.

Just as becoming the tenth Duke of Roth had
made life more difficult. He was expected to take an interest in
the family estates, make dreary decisions about farms and tenants
and holdings. Worse, he would have to learn most of these things
from scratch because, unlike Edmund, he hadn’t been forced to learn
it. He’d been the damned spare, not the heir.

It wasn’t supposed to have been his job,
damn it. And now, marriage?

Still, there was no escaping a visit to the
family pile, especially as he had been duke for over a year now
and, but for the funeral of his idiot brother, had not been back.
The only person he looked forward to seeing was his Aunt Maria,
with whom he got on particularly well, no doubt due to the fact
that she cordially loathed her sister and actively encouraged her
nephew into folly at every opportunity. His aunt would undoubtedly
be present as she lived locally and always came to Stanley for the
holidays but even so, he was dreading what lay ahead.

So much so that, before
he’d intended, he stopped to get a drink and a pork pie along the
way. It had started to snow, it was damned cold and he was dragging
his feet. Stanley Park and his sainted mother could wait until he’d
had one – or possibly several – cups of excellent Shropshire ale.
And the bustling hostelry of the Hound
& Hare looked just the place to cater
to his simple needs. Sliding off the back of his horse, Gannet, he
handed the reins to a stable boy.

‘Keep him warm and don’t let him bite you. I
won’t be long.’

‘Aye, sir.’

Dominic headed for the door, through which
could be heard a rumble of laughter and conversation, the
comforting clink of crockery and the sure knowledge of pleasures to
be had.

Something caught his eye just before he
entered, however.

Two steps in, he paused and frowned, then
retraced his steps back out again.

To the right of the door,
about ten feet away, a girl was sitting on what looked like a
trunk, cloak wrapped tightly around her. She looked cold. She
looked very cold.

Probably a maid, waiting for… whatever it
was maids waited for. But if that was the case, why wasn’t she
waiting inside? Not that it was any of his business.

He walked back through the
door slowly and stopped. ‘I supposed it couldn’t hurt to ask…’ He
sighed and turned around again. It was snowing, after all.

There wasn’t a great deal visible of the
creature for her chin was buried in the collar of her cloak and she
wore some kind of all encompassing bonnet, the kind that females
favored but he thought remarkably ugly.

‘Excuse me?’

The waif, for she rather had that look about
her, lifted her chin to look at him. She might have been shy and
retiring but it didn’t feel that way. If felt as if she were
evaluating his worth as a conversationalist.

‘Yes? How many I help you?’

Her voice came as something of a shock.
Soft, cultured but remarkably firm. Clearly, she was gently bred
and his curiosity rose. ‘I was wondering why you are sitting out
here as opposed to in front of the fire inside.’

He heard a sigh. ‘I am waiting for
inspiration to strike.’

The words were not what he was expecting.
Waiting for inspiration to strike? What the devil? ‘What kind of
inspiration?’

‘The kind that will see me in Stockton
before nightfall,’ she replied. ‘So far, nothing comes to
mind.’

‘It is my experience, in these matters, that
actions speak louder than words. Are you waiting for the
coach?’

‘Oh, no. I was on the coach. The driver put
me off here.’

‘Rowdy behavior?’

She gave him a look which, fortunately, it
was too dim to interpret. ‘Something far more prosaic. I was out of
funds.’

‘And he left you by the side of the road?
That hardly seems fair.’

‘Fair does not seem to figure large in the
life of a coach driver.’

Dominic considered the girl. She was well
enough looking, he surmised, although with the poke bonnet that she
wore and the afternoon light growing dimmer with the darkening sky,
it was hard to see her clearly. Certainly, her fair skin glowed
almost pearlescent in the dull light.

One thing was clear; he
could not leave her here. Even in a greatcoat, he was getting cold
standing still. She must be nearly freezing.

‘Come along. We can discuss this further
before a fire.’

She tilted her face up a little more to look
at him, as if she were trying to read his face. ‘Thank-you, but I
cannot accept invitations from gentlemen I am not acquainted
with.’

‘Then allow me to introduce myself. I am Mr.
Balfour. And you?’

‘Annabel Cresswell. Miss’

‘Miss Cresswell. I am delighted to meet you.
Now that we are properly introduced, shall we repair to somewhere
warmer? I will buy you a pork pie and you may tell me your woes.
Most things look better when one is consuming a hot pie, I have
found.’

Miss Annabel Cresswell wavered for a moment
longer but clearly, the mention of pork pie was a deciding factor
for she rose to her feet. ‘That is very obliging of you. I admit,
I’m rather cold.’

‘I should imagine you must be the human
equivalent of an icicle by now.’ He glanced down at the trunk.
‘Shall I have this brought in?’

‘I daresay Jem will keep an eye on it for
me. He is most obliging.’

Dominic had no idea who ‘Jem’ was but he
followed Miss Cresswell who had a word with the stable-boy walking
Gannet before entering the inn.

The landlord, recognizing the duke’s tall,
well dressed figure as being gentry born, hurried forward, wiping
his hands on a cloth as he did so. ‘Good morrow to you! How may I
help you, sir?’

‘I would like food – particularly pork pies
– along with ale and tea. In a parlor. Preferably private, but
we’re cold enough to settle for anything. But we’ll need a fire.
Can you provide such things?’ Dominic inquired.

The landlord could. He led them to a small
but cozy parlor on the first floor in which a fire burned
cheerfully in the hearth.

Dominic knew his guest was looking at him
rather uncertainly and he knew the reason why. This was not the
done thing and it spoke of a lady’s upbringing that she should know
it. ‘I really should not be dining with a strange man unescorted,’
she said, expressing her doubts as she untied the strings of her
bonnet and removed it.

Dominic blinked. Now that he could see her
clearly, he realized that Miss Annabel Cresswell was rather good
looking. Well… very good-looking, truth be told. Chestnut curls,
pale and perfect skin and – now that he could see them properly– a
pair of striking green eyes that regarded the room with approval.
‘You have no maid?’

‘Dear me, no. Poor Eadie had to go after
Papa died.’

‘Your father died?’

‘Yes.’ Miss Cresswell removed her cloak and
Dominic blinked again. There wasn’t a doubt in the world that the
drab brown dress that she wore was dowdy beyond reckoning but as
the body that filled it must necessarily render any garment
infinitely forgettable, so it hardly mattered. Annabel Cresswell
had been blessed with the kind of hourglass figure that would make
most men weak-kneed.

With an effort, he raised his eyes to her
face. ‘That is… most unfortunate.’

Annabel sat in front of the fire and held
her hands out to it. He heard a small sigh. ‘This is delightful.
Thank-you.’

‘It is a pleasure.’ Shedding his own coat,
he laid it, along with his hat and his gloves, on a table then came
to sit beside her. ‘Miss Cresswell, clearly you have a story of
considerable import that I confess I am anxious to hear. Shall we
begin or would you care to wait for your meal?’

‘My meal, please,’ she
returned immediately, with a smile so dazzling it took quite a lot
of effort on Dominic’s part not to blink again. There were a few
women, he had long since learned, who fell short of beautiful but
made up for it in a kind of elemental sex appeal. Miss Annabel
Cresswell was one of these women and he suddenly thought it was a
pity she didn’t have a chaperone. While – generally – he could be relied on to
behave as he should, not all gentlemen were so inclined. He was
quietly appalled by the idea of this prime article wandering the
countryside without a protector.

The meal was not long in coming; pork pies,
a side of sliced ham, quite a decent steamed turbot with braised
greens and mushrooms, a small bowl of sweetmeats and a loaf of
bread not long out of the oven.

Annabel’s eyes lit up as each dish was laid
down. ‘Oh, my!’

Dominic looked at her curiously, wondering
at her enthusiasm for such a simple meal. But then, he did not know
her circumstances. Perhaps even simple meals such as this were few
and far between.

‘Don’t stand on ceremony,’ he urged, ‘help
yourself.’

And she did, with unstinting enjoyment.
After fifteen minutes she placed her cutlery down and sighed. ‘That
was marvelous!’

‘I’m glad you enjoyed it. Would you care for
one more sweetmeat?’

She eyed the dish for a moment, before
shaking her head regretfully. ‘I really do not think I could.’

‘Very well then. If you would care to pour
yourself another cup of tea, perhaps you can tell me how you come
to be stranded in Shropshire.’

Annabel obliged, topping up
her teacup and settling back in her chair. ‘Well… unfortunately my
father died three weeks ago. It was quite sudden – he took a chill
after a getting drenching on his way home. Papa was inclined to
forget things when he was foxed and he’d
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