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      When Luke finally admits to loving Kitty, she thinks their troubles are over. They are just beginning.

      

      
        
        “It is a bitter thought to an avaricious spirit that, by and by, all these accumulations must be left behind. We can only carry away from this world the flavour of our good or evil deeds.”

        Henry Ward Beecher

      

      

      

      Kitty Stocke loves her brother-in-law’s gamekeeper—has done for six years. Luke keeps her at arms length. Social class, wealth, an age gap, and the secrets he hides stand between them.

      But then his secrets catch up with him. When murderers come for him and Paul, the boy everyone believes to be his son, he goes on the run. Kitty follows. He might need the help of her powerful relatives and friends.

      The villain has Luke arrested on a false charge of murder, but Luke’s allies turn the tables. With the villain behind bars and Luke’s secrets all disclosed, the way is clear for Luke and Kitty to marry and settle at the estate that is Paul’s by right, in the far north of England.

      However, the villain escapes prison and is determined to destroy their happiness. In Northumberland, he is the one with the allies. Soon, Luke and Kitty are fighting for their future and their lives, hindered by hidden enemies and helped by unexpected friends.

      Only courage and an abiding trust in one another will win them the day.

      If you love stories where adventure, romance and history combine, join Luke and Kitty in this fifth novel of the Golden Redepenning series. 
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      “Killing a boy? I don’t like it.”

      The gravelly voice came from the other side of the stone wall in the shade of which Kitty Stocke was picking violets.

      “Devil take it, talk French,” ordered another voice, in that language. This voice was that of a gentleman, light and refined. “Can’t have a villager warning them.”

      Kitty lowered herself to the soil, the violets forgotten. Her little dog Pierrot hurried up, ready to play now that she was down at his level. She lifted him into her lap, and put a hand over his muzzle in a signal to be silent. He was a continental dwarf spaniel, and very smart.

      The speakers were on horseback. She’d heard the clopping of the hooves in the little lane beyond the garden wall and glimpsed them approaching. They could, perhaps, see over the wall into the garden, but if she stayed in the shadow of the wall, she would be invisible to them.

      “I don’t kill children,” gravelly voice insisted, his French stilted and uncertain.

      “You do what I tell you,” the gentleman insisted. “But, if it makes you feel better, I will take care of the brat while you deal with my bastard relative.”

      “We go in tonight?” That was gravelly voice.

      “Tonight,” the gentleman confirmed. “The earl and his family are away, except for the two spinster sisters, and they are unlikely to go visiting the gamekeeper and his son. We take our runaways out tonight, and no one will know, perhaps for days.”

      Kitty stopped breathing rather than gasp. A general concern for an anonymous victim had suddenly become very personal.

      “There’s a school,” said gravelly voice, diffidently. “The teacher might check if the boy does not turn up.”

      “Why should he care?” The gentleman sneered. “But let us be safe. Today is Thursday. I shall meet you here tomorrow at sundown. Now go. Best if we are not seen together.”

      The clopping of hooves resumed, one horse going west towards the church, the other in the opposite direction, turning north towards the village at the end of the lane.

      To the inn, perhaps? And if so, was it gravelly voice or the gentleman?

      Kitty suppressed the urge to stand up and peer after them. She could not afford to be caught. She had to warn Luke, the gamekeeper, though why anyone should want to kill him and his son Paul, she had no idea. His bastard relative. The gentleman was related to Luke. What made no sense to her would probably be quite clear to Luke.

      She waited until she could no longer hear the horses. She had intended to leave the way she had come in, through the gate at the bottom of the garden. But if the rider who had gone west had paused within sight of that gate, she would be exposed and stopped before she could reach Luke.

      Instead, she gathered the violets she had dropped while she listened, picked Pierrot up in the other hand, and knocked on the back door of the cottage.

      “Mrs Deeken, I thought I’d just let you know that I found the violets and picked a few of them.”

      The cottager, a tenant of her brother-in-law, greeted her with a smile. “You are welcome to them, Lady Catherine. Is that all you want? That little bunch?” She wiped her floury hands on her apron.

      Kitty managed a smile. “Just a bunch for my dressing table,” she assured Mrs Deeken. “They shall scent the whole room.” She suppressed her impatience. The villains would not act until tomorrow night. She had plenty of time. “Most of the buds are not open yet. I would be grateful if I might come back in a week or so to start picking what I will need to make perfume.”

      “Any time you wish, Lady Catherine. Pretty little things, but I’ve no use for them. Just come when you like.” She was too polite to rush her unexpected caller away, but Kitty caught the anxious glance she cast over her shoulder at the bread dough on her table.

      Kitty hated to press her, but needs must. “May I trouble you to be let out through your front door, Mrs Deeken? I have a couple of things to do in the village, and it will save me a few steps.” And now she sounded like a spoiled aristocrat who never walked if she could take a carriage.

      Mrs Deeken did not comment, however, but simply led the way through the kitchen and into the front room to open the door to the road that ran beside the river all the way to the village.

      “Thank you. I am sorry to have troubled you,” Kitty said.

      “No trouble at all,” Mrs Deeken assured her. “You come back for those violets any time, Lady Catherine.”

      Kitty made herself stroll, though her heart was insisting she break into a run. Along beside the green, past the inn and the village shops, past more cottages to the lane that led to the manor house.

      She saw only villagers, but the murderous stranger could be inside the inn or in one of the shops. Not that she planned to look. She had to reach Luke.

      Safely over the stile and on the grounds of the estate, she continued to walk, though slightly more quickly. She was still within sight of the cottages. Then the path turned a corner past a small group of trees, and she began running up the hill towards the wood in which the gamekeeper had his cottage.
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        * * *

      

      “Bullseye!” crowed Paul. “That’s all five, Dad!”

      “You can barely count the third one,” grouched Luke Mogg. “It was right on the line.” The boy was better by far than Luke had been at twelve. Not just with a bow, but with knife, pistol, and bare-handed. Even now, Paul could hold his own against most grown men. Once he had his adult growth and strength, perhaps Luke would be able to relax a little.

      “Let’s try for five more,” he suggested.

      Paul put five more arrows into the turf in front of him, and Luke held up one hand while fixing his eyes on his watch. The exercise was not just about accuracy, but speed. Paul could count only those arrows that hit the target within sixty seconds.

      As his hand came down and the first arrow flew, he heard the sound of someone running. “Stop, Paul. Someone is coming down the path.”

      A moment later, Lady Kitty burst into the clearing. Her face lit up when she saw him, and she didn’t slow, but continued running until she was standing before him.

      As always, Luke’s heart ached at the sight of her. Lady Catherine Stocke, sister to his employer’s wife, as far out of his reach as a star, and as tempting as a siren. Especially since he knew she thought herself in love with him.

      The Earl of Chirbury, his employer, would dismiss him if he knew Luke loved her in return, and kill him if Luke ever hinted he had once stolen a kiss. A mistake, that. His birth, his age, and his lack of wealth made him an unfit match for a lady such as her, even if he was not a fugitive. Even if he was free. As it was, his self-imposed mission barred him from any personal happiness until he had seen Paul safe at last. He should regret the kiss, but he could not.

      How far had she run? She had set her ridiculous little dog at her feet, and the wee thing was peering up at her as if worried. Lady Kitty was trying to talk, but was heaving for breath. He made out the words, “Warn you.”

      He cast a glance the way she had come and gestured with a nod and a lift of an eyebrow to Paul. The boy nocked another arrow.

      “Take your time, my lady,” Luke advised. “Do you want a drink? Here, come and sit down.” He offered his arm, and she let him support her to the bench by his front door, while Paul stood sentry over the path.

      She shut her eyes and took several deep breaths, then opened them again. “I came to warn you, Luke. I heard two men planning your murder. Yours and Paul’s.”

      Luke cast another anxious glance at the path.

      “Tomorrow night,” she assured him. “They are coming for you tomorrow night.”

      “You had better tell me the whole story in order.” He thought about it. “Me and Paul.” He called out to the boy. “Paul! Put the equipment away, would you? Then come and hear what Lady Kitty has to say. Now, my lady, how about I get you a cup of tea or a lemonade while we wait for Paul?”

      She accepted a lemonade, made fresh with lemons from the earl’s orangery, and he’d brought a glass each for the three of them by the time Paul joined them.

      She accepted hers and started straight into her story. “I was collecting violets at our old cottage in the village when I heard two horsemen talking in the lane on the other side of the wall.” She made a succinct job of her report, as he would have expected. Lady Kitty was a clever lady.

      “I wonder how they found us,” Paul commented.

      Lady Kitty’s questions were in her eyes, but she did not voice them.

      “We leave tonight,” Luke decided. “Start packing, Paul. You know what to take.” Paul nodded and went into the cottage.

      “Tonight?” Lady Kitty asked.

      “If we go tomorrow, someone will see the direction we take,” he explained. “Thanks to you, we can get a day’s start.”

      Still, she asked no questions. “What can I do to help? Food? I can make up a basket.”

      He hesitated, then decided Uncle Baldwin was unlikely to get any information out of the kitchen staff at Longford House. “That would be a help, but please ask them not to tell anyone.”

      “I will pack the basket myself,” she told him, “and only speak to Cook about it. The fewer people who know the better.”

      What a heroine she was. She deserved something of an explanation—indeed, Uncle Baldwin had given her some of the clues himself. “The man you heard, the one in charge, is my uncle, my father’s brother. He tried to kill Paul eight years ago when my father died. I took the child and ran.”

      “And now you will run again,” she said, her curiosity alive in her eyes.

      “I am my father’s eldest son,” he told her, since she was polite enough and strong-minded enough not to ask. “Paul is his youngest and only legitimate son, and inherited his estate and his title.”

      Her eyes widened, but all she said was, “I take it your surname is not Mogg. Are you really called Lucas?”

      That was her question? She had nothing to say about him being base-born?

      “Lucius. And Paul is one of Paul’s names. I had better do my own packing. Are you going to be able to make it up to the house?”

      “I am quite recovered,” Lady Kitty assured him. “I will bring the basket down just after dark.”

      Luke didn’t like the idea of her out in the dark on her own, even in the park.

      “I will meet you by the kitchen door an hour after sunset,” he said.
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      Kitty was in Cook’s private sitting room, packing foodstuffs into saddle bags. She had picked them up from the tack room on her way back from making the short ride to the steward’s house on the far side of the estate.

      Cook had assured Kitty she would collect the items when she was unobserved and set them out in her room, but even if people saw her taking ham or bread or apples into her own quarters, no one would dare to question it. The good lady ran her kitchen with military precision.

      There was enough food for several days, by which time their horses could take them far away from here. They would have to take their horses, at least as far as Chipping Longford and the public coach. If it was her, she would go the other way, straight up the Cotswold Edge and into the wild country beyond, hiding while the horses rested, sleeping rough, and never going into a village or town or even onto the more widely used roads, until far away from Longford Court.

      She was counting on Luke making the same assessment.

      He was illegitimate. She supposed that was another reason he refused to acknowledge his attraction to her, beyond that one searing kiss. He had stepped back and apologised, insisting he was too old for her and she would forget him once she made her debut and moved in Society.

      She had done so. As the ward of the Earl of Chirbury and youngest sister of his countess, she had not been able to avoid suitors. Not only did she have a generous dowry, she had had a figure that suited the current fashions and her colouring and face were pleasant, if unremarkable. She also had relatives in a large proportion of the titled families of England, a pleasing temperament, and an attractive singing voice.

      As one of her suitors informed her when she could not stop him from proposing, she would make a very ornamental wife. She had no difficulty declining that proposal and all the others.

      Indeed, a suitor who refused to be discouraged was the reason she was in Longford and not in London with her sister and her sister’s husband.

      Mr Hardwicke-Chalmers had proposed three times, and took her repeated rejections as maidenly shyness. Her! Shy! The man was either deluded or stupid. He had decided he could overlook the flaws in her character in favour of her dowry, her aristocratic connections, and her appearance. He had assured her he did not mind her being over the age for marriage. Nor did he object overly to her being too outspoken and independent, since his mother would commit herself to correcting those faults.

      His insistence on following her from event to event and trying to monopolise her attention had spoiled her usual pleasure in dancing, meeting her friends, and visiting London’s museums, libraries, theatre and other entertainments. In the end, she had begged off the last two months of the Season, hoping the pest and his mother would fix their sights on some other poor female in her absence.

      Kitty agreed with his assessment of what he was pleased to call her faults, and she fully intended to continue being outspoken and independent. As to her age, she was twenty-three, and she supposed she would go on being unmarried as year followed year, until she dwindled into old age.

      For Luke was wrong. She had not forgotten him and no other gentleman she had ever met had affected her in the slightest. Luke seemed determined not to have her. Kitty would have no other. Through five years of seasons and house parties and assemblies and unwanted courtships, her heart continued to belong steadfastly to Lucas Mogg. Or Lucius whateverhisnamewas.

      She buckled the bags and inched the door open a sliver, to signal to Cook she was ready to leave. Most of the servants would still be in the servants hall, eating dinner. Cook had said she would take hers at the kitchen table, as she sometimes did when a sauce or a cake needed to be watched.

      She heard Cook’s voice, sending someone on his way. Then the door opened. “Quickly, my lady. The kitchen is clear, but you must be fast if you don’t wish to be seen.”

      “Thank you,” Kitty said. “Mr Mogg will walk me around to the side door, so do not expect to see me again tonight.

      She would have crossed her fingers if both hands had not been occupied with the bags. Instead, she sent up a prayer for forgiveness for the lie, hurried across the room and let herself out of the door into the kitchen courtyard.

      She looked around for Luke. He would have arrived early, not wanting her to wait in the dark. Ah, there he was. A shadow detaching itself from the wall of the laundry.

      “I put the food into saddle bags,” she told him as he approached. “I assume you are riding?”

      Luke nodded. “Thank you, my lady.” He took the saddle bags, slinging them across one shoulder.

      Frustrating man, using her useless title to put distance between them even when he was leaving her. “It is the least I could do,” she assured him, sincerely. And if the daft man thought she intended those saddlebags to be her only contribution to his future, he didn’t know her at all.

      He took two steps away. “This is goodbye, then.”

      “I hope not,” she told him.

      She could see his face well enough in the light of the lantern at the door to recognise stark fatalism in his expression. “We shall see,” he said, in a grim tone with no hope at all.

      What did he expect would happen? On a surge of fear and love, she held out both her hands. “May God go with you both, and keep you safe.”

      For a moment, he stared at her hands as if they were something alien. Then he grasped them and pulled her towards him, wrapping both arms around her and crushing her mouth under his. She opened to him, thrilling at and grieving for his desperation.

      A long moment, and he pulled himself away. “Live well,” he ordered sternly, then turned on his heel and slipped away around the side of the house.
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        * * *

      

      Kitty returned inside, but only as far as the passage. Someone was moving around in the kitchen. Her five-minute wait for Luke to be well on his way was fraught with the fear that whoever it was would need something from one of the storerooms.

      She recited a couple of prayers and a poem to time her wait, and gave a deep sigh of relief when it was time to pick up the last set of saddle bags and her bed roll, and make her way across the kitchen courtyard and up the steps to the carriage way at the front of the house.

      She skirted the wall, keeping to the shadows in case someone was watching out a window.

      The long line of trees that bordered the drive provided further cover. She had to hurry. She did not want to give Luke and Paul too long a lead.

      Dorrie Baxter was waiting, as she had promised, half way along the carriage way. She was in the shadow of the trees with her horse and Kitty’s mare, Renshaw’s Star. Pierrot danced up to greet Kitty, who scooped him up. She murmured her greetings to Dorrie as she slipped the dog into the pocket of her coat before buckling the saddle bags and the bed roll onto her mare.

      “Will you not change your mind?” Dorrie asked, as Kitty undid her skirt and stepped out of it.

      “Would you, if Will was in danger and you could help?” Kitty retorted. The trousers she wore under the skirt were much more practical wear for a journey such as the one she intended. She picked up the discarded garment and rolled it as small as possible to tuck into the top of one of the bags.

      Kitty expected Dorrie to protest that Kitty’s brother-in-law, who employed Dorrie’s husband as his steward, would blame Dorrie for her part in what Kitty was about to do, but Dorrie didn’t bother. She and Kitty had been friends since they were girls. Many things had changed in the past twelve years, but not even Dorrie’s marriage to Will Baxter had disturbed the girls’ loyalty to one another.

      Kitty smiled at her friend. “Thank you for helping me. I hope Will is not too angry.”

      Dorrie shrugged. “Will knows perfectly well that no one has ever been able to stop you once you have made up your mind about something.” Her eyes twinkled. “And he will not be able to say I should have told him, for he has gone to Brighton, and will not be back until tomorrow.”

      “I have written him a letter, Dorrie. If he is back in time, perhaps he will be able to take some men to catch the would-be murderers? They have no business in our woods; as Rede’s steward, he has the right to detain them.”

      She handed over a second letter, this one to her sister and brother-in-law. “This one is for Rede and Anne,” she said, unnecessarily since it was addressed to Lord and Lady Chirbury at Anne’s Essex estate. “I’ve told him what I told you. I overheard a plot to kill the Moggs, they have gone into hiding, I am going to follow them, and you tried to talk me out of it.” Not the secrets Luke had told her about being base-born, Paul’s brother, and hiding under a false name. Not even that the murderer was their uncle, though she had that from the villain himself. Those were not her secrets to tell.

      Dorrie tucked the letters into her coat. “You will be careful, Kitty? This could be dangerous.”

      “The murderers are not due until tomorrow night,” Kitty assured her. “We shall be far from here by that time.”

      Dorrie had been her friend long enough for Kitty to know what she was thinking: that the villains were not the only danger. Kitty was going into wild country to be alone with a man. If anyone in Society knew, she would be ruined.

      Dorrie kept those obvious points to herself. “Do you know where Mr Mogg is going?” she asked, instead.

      “Pierrot will track him,” she said confidently, grateful her pet had formed a close bond with Paul’s pony, Scout. “I must go, Dorrie. Thank you again.”

      “Stay safe and come home as soon as you can,” Dorrie commanded. She flung her arms around her friend and they hugged.

      “It will be an adventure,” Kitty promised. She mounted Star, blessing the trousers that made it easy. Without a further word, she swiftly crossed the carriage way, pausing on the edge of the wood to turn and wave to Dorrie. Or at least in Dorrie’s direction. Had her friend’s horse not been a grey, she would not know that Dorrie was still there in the shadows.

      She gulped back the trepidation she had been determined not to display in front of her friend. She had prepared as well as she could, was armed and capable, and would join Luke as soon as they were far enough away he would not be able to send her back. But she was not a fool. She knew much could still go wrong. And she did not like the dark.

      She dismounted at Luke’s cottage. Before she could set Pierrot down to find the scent, a horse and rider moved out of the shadows, giving her a jolt of shock that froze her where she stood as she peered to see who it was. Someone small. Not Paul, or Luke would be with him. Not one of the villains, either. They had both been tall men, and the rougher one had been burly.

      A moment later, she recognised the face under the cap.

      “Millie? What are you doing here?”
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      When Millie Price came across her lady packing a saddle bag, Lady Kitty had sworn her to secrecy before explaining that Luke and Paul Mogg were in danger, and that Lady Kitty planned to go with them, wherever it was they were heading.

      Millie took over the packing—it was her place, as Lady Kitty’s maid, and it was her place to go with Lady Kitty, too. Not that Lady Kitty agreed, but Millie was not about to let that stop her. Once the lady’s bags had been packed, Millie obediently took them and hid them where Lady Kitty would find them when it was dark.

      Then she ran across the park to her father’s farm and quickly made some arrangements. She had to trust her sister Agnes to have a pony ready when it was time, for she wanted to be back at the house before Lady Kitty had finished the letters she was writing. Agnes promised to prepare a pair of saddle bags, packed mostly with clothes her brothers had worn when they were boys, plus a couple of skirts. Millie took a set with her to change into.

      When Lady Kitty went down to the kitchen, Millie dressed in her room, slipped down the back stairs, and dashed back to the farm. Boys’ trousers were much better for running! She could see a horse waiting, not the pony she asked for but the best in the stable. Agnes waited on one side, and her father on the other.

      “I have to go, Da,” she insisted, before he could speak.

      “Do ye?” he asked.

      Kitty braced herself for an argument. “I can’t be off it. She’s my lady, Da.”

      He heaved a sigh. “Yes. Go then. Take a care to thysel’, my Millie.”

      While they were talking, Agnes had taken the bag of things she’d brought from the house and packed them into the saddle bags.

      Da wrapped Millie in his arms, let her go so she could hug Agnes, and then hoisted her onto the horse. “Old Jim be your’n now, girl,” Da said. “He’ll carry ye best.” The horse was in his prime, but they had a younger gelding who looked to be his twin, and they’d taken to calling the pair of them Young Jim and Old Jim. Jim was trained to shaft and saddle, and would carry her well.

      “I shall bring him back, Da, if I can.”

      “He be yours,” Da repeated. “Bring thysel’ back when ye can.”

      Milly nodded, hoping he understood how much she loved him, for her throat was thick with tears and she could not speak. She touched her heels to Old Jim, and they rode for the gamekeeper’s cottage.

      Lady Kitty wasn’t there. Millie waited under the trees. Had she been and gone? No. Here she came, down the path from the house. She didn’t notice Millie until she had dismounted by the cottage, then she caught sight of her in the trees and recognised her.

      “Millie? What are you doing here?”

      “I am coming with you, my lady.”

      Lady Kitty shook her head. “I said you could not come. It may be dangerous.”

      “It will be that, my lady, just you alone with two men. I am coming with you.”

      Lady Kitty didn’t agree. “Paul is just a boy and Mr Mogg can be trusted.”

      “The gossiping witches cannot. If I am with you, it will help.”

      Lady Kitty glared. “I do not need a maid.”

      Millie lifted her chin. “If you will not take me, I shall follow anyway. You need another woman, and one loyal to you. We Prices are loyal.”

      Lady Kitty examined her with narrowed eyes. Millie met her gaze and waited.

      Millie’s Uncle John had followed Lord Chirbury, back when he was merely Mr Stephen Redepenning, to Canada, where the bears were, and Indians. Then he’d followed him home again, and died helping Lord Chirbury save Lady Kitty and her sister, who became Lady Chirbury.

      Millie’s brother Jonno had gone as valet to Lord Chirbury’s cousin, Mr Alex Redepenning. He had helped his master to save the woman who became his wife, and had foiled some murderers while he was at it.

      Prices were not just loyal, they were smart. And that meant knowing when to be obedient and when to be stubborn.

      “Very well,” Kitty said at last. “I am just putting Pierrot down to take the scent.”

      The dog ran, nose down, from the little stable behind the cottage to the ride that led to the river gate. Lady Kitty scooped him up again and rode down the hill. Millie followed. Lady Kitty leapt the hedge at the bottom, and Millie did, too, glad she was on Old Jim. Her ladyship turned left, which made sense. If Mr Mogg was planning to cross the Cotswolds, he must have crossed the river, either here or in Longford village.

      Instead of stopping long enough for Pierrot to check the scent again, Lady Kitty crossed the bridge a few yards further up the river, then guided her horse left again, aided by the rise of the full moon. Old Jim easily kept up. Soon, they reached one of the paths that led up onto the Cotswold Edge.

      There, Pierrot confirmed the Moggs had gone this way, and they made their way up into the hills.

      “I would say we are, perhaps, an hour behind them,” Kitty whispered at one point. That margin surely increased as the night drew on, since they had to stop whenever the path diverged to let Pierrot find the scent of Paul’s pony.

      Lady Kitty fretted to be away every time they stopped to rest the horses, even as she told Millie that it would not do to come upon the Moggs too soon. “We must wait until it is impossible for Luke to send us back,” she said.
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      Luke should not have kissed Kitty. Not just because she was above his touch and an innocent. Not even because he would very possibly never see her again. Both of those were good reasons, but the most pressing was that he should be thinking about where to go and what to do when he got there.

      Instead, as he and Paul crested the road up onto the edge, he fought to turn his mind away from the taste and scent of her, the little sounds she made, the way she fitted in his arms as if born to fill that place, her tongue dancing with his.

      He was still thinking about her two hours later, when they stopped to water the horses and let them rest for a bit.

      “Try to sleep, if you can,” he told Paul.

      Paul protested he wasn’t tired. He would be before the night was over. They were fortunate to have moonlight for this part of their journey, and Luke planned to make as much ground as he could before daylight.

      Luke had always kept packed saddle bags ready for a quick flight in case they were discovered. When Paul turned twelve at his most recent birthday, Luke had told him the true relationship between them and why they fled. Paul had asked several questions, but the one that mattered was the last. “Can I still call you Dad? Even though you’re my brother? You are the only father I can remember.”

      Luke felt the same way. He had been friends with Paul’s mother—perhaps the only friend the young baroness had in her husband’s household. Certainly, the baron was gone most of the time, pursuing one of his two major interests. Making money and bedding women.

      Luke well remembered being called to her bedchamber during her final illness. “Put my son into his brother’s arms,” she ordered her maid. “Lucius, I am dying. I am leaving my son in your keeping. His father will care only that he has his heir. You will love him.” Luke already did, from the moment he took the little mite into his arms and looked down into hazy eyes that still seemed to see more than a person could imagine.

      He had argued she would recover to raise her own child, but she was right. She died before the next sunrise.

      When Paul was three, their father died, and Paul became baron. Almost immediately, he became accident prone. A wheel collapsed on a gig taking him and his nursemaid to church. The driver and infant were bruised. The nursemaid broke her arm.

      The gate that protected the door to the nursery was left open at the same time the second gate on the servants stairs mysteriously disappeared. The adventurous toddler was discovered scooting down the steps on his belly.

      Luke came across dangerous fraying on the ropes holding up the swing he’d hung in a tree for the child, fortunately before Paul could use it.

      A fire started in a clutter of papers in the corner of the nursery, and set fire to the curtains.

      The little boy tossed his dinner on the floor in a tantrum, and the food was eaten by a dog who immediately went into severe cramps and died.

      Lastly, after Luke had been arrested and then released, someone attempted to smother the little boy in his sleep.

      It was, surely, their father’s brother, who was heir after the little baron, but Luke had no way to prove it. He had staged his own death and that of his charge, and disappeared.

      Successfully, until now. After all these years, Uncle Baldwin had found them again.

      They had rested long enough. Luke got to his feet. Before he could wake Paul, the boy spoke. “Where are we going, Dad?”

      The boy was twelve. Old enough to be part of the decision. “That depends on what we want to achieve,” he said, feeling, all over again, the sweet pain of Paul’s decision to still address him as Dad after he found out Luke was his brother.

      “We are hiding from that villain,” Paul said.

      Luke nodded. “And that can be our goal, Paul. I planned to hide until you were a man grown, and then take you to London to fight for your place and your possessions. We can still follow that plan, somewhere else.”

      “I hate leaving Longford. My friends are there. Our friends. Can’t we go back once he gives up and goes away?”

      Luke shook his head. “That won’t work. He clearly hasn’t given up in the past nine years, Paul. I don’t know how he found us, but now he has, Longford isn’t safe as long as he is at liberty.”

      Paul sighed. “So, we have to start again somewhere else.”

      Yes, and it would be hard without a reference. Will the Earl of Chirbury give me one when I left so abruptly? Unlikely.

      Also, any reference would be in the name of Mogg. Paul’s enemies would be looking for the Moggs, father and son, so the name would have to change.

      “I have funds in a bank in Birmingham,” he told Paul. “We’ll go there first, and then decide on our next step.” He got to his feet. “Come on. Time to move.”

      The boy slept a little at the next stop, two hours later. Luke kept watch, though there was no way Uncle Baldwin could know they had been warned and had run.

      He’d spent half an hour in Chirbury’s library before sunset, studying maps of the routes between here and Birmingham. They would keep to the least travelled ways across the hills and valleys of the Cotswolds. They would travel all night, taking advantage of the fine weather and the near full moon. By the time the sun rose, they would be sixty miles from home, and through the hills to the far north of Gloucestershire, just south of Stratford-Upon-Avon.

      After the next rest, he would have to start looking for somewhere to rest up during the day. He touched Paul’s shoulder. “Time to wake, Paul, lad. Do you want a piece of cheese?”

      Yawning, the boy he loved took the cheese and went to fetch his horse.
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        * * *

      

      Titus Baldwin flattened himself against the overhanging bank of the stream that ran through the woods.

      Damn Lucius.

      The bastard had been warned. There was no other explanation. Fortunately, Titus had sent his hireling ahead to check that the gamekeeper’s cottage was dark and quiet while Titus checked that no one was stirring at the manor house. Otherwise, Titus would have been caught in the ambush.

      Of course, the useless idiot he had hired had betrayed him immediately, but whoever was in charge sent his men the wrong way—up to the house when Titus had only viewed it from afar and ducked immediately back into the woods.

      Those men had dogs, and they would be back when they didn’t find anything. He’d taken to the stream to lose the scent, wading uphill further into the woods, hoping they would assume he’d gone downhill towards the village.

      He would hide until they called off the search. They would question his accomplice, of course, and the man would tell him everything he knew, but that was nothing of importance. Titus had grown a beard and taken on a false name before he’d hired the man.

      Furthermore, he had stayed, somewhat uncomfortably, in an abandoned tower just outside of the nearby market town, though he’d paid his hired villain’s shot at the local inn.

      The dogs were back. He heard them expressing their excitement as they discovered the scent and followed it to the stream, and their disappointment at losing it.

      They went silent, then. Titus strained his ears to follow the crackling and rustling as men and dogs made their way along the river banks. Which way? He let out the breath he had not known he was holding as their commitment to a downstream hunt became clear.

      You are not yet out of the woods, Titus. The pun amused him. In the woods he would remain until the searchers gave up. He might as well see if he could sleep.

      He couldn’t. He finally arrived back at his tower long after dawn: cold, stiff, tired, and hungry. The searchers had found his horse, so he had been forced to walk, keeping to the hedgerows as much as possible to stay out of sight. He would allow himself a good wash, something to eat, and a sleep.

      Lucius had evaded him. His best chance of finding his quarry, and the brat he had hidden away, was to sit in the public bar of the inn and listen to the gossip. Late afternoon and evening would be the best time, which meant Lucius and the brat had a head start of at least a day. Two, perhaps, depending on when he learned that Titus was coming.

      Not for the first time in the long hours of his wait, Titus toyed with breaking into the jail and killing his faithless hireling. The man must have betrayed him to Lucius. He was the only man who knew they were here to eliminate the gamekeeper and the boy, and even he did not know why.

      But Titus was not so foolish as to risk his safety and his mission by bothering with the traitor. It would be enough to leave a letter detailing the crimes for which the man was wanted in London. He deserved to hang for betraying Titus, but hanging for the other things he had done would have to be enough.

      Titus shook his head in wonder. Who would have thought that such a deep-dyed villain would balk at killing a boy! Lucius was soft in the same way, and always had been, but Lucius was not a villain. Too good for his own good, as the saying went. Titus had admired and resented him in equal measure.

      Years ago, when Titus spread the rumour Lucius was behind the attempts on the boy’s life, he was just attempting to flick dust in the eyes of observers. He did not expect many people to believe it. They all knew Lucius could be trusted, and that he was besotted with the brat; had been since the child’s birth.

      But then Lucius had performed a masterly deceit of his own. Even Titus thought the man had died and taken the child with him, though he believed it an accident rather than the murder suicide that most assumed. The remains of a small child were found on a beach further up the coast after a storm some weeks later. The body was buried as the young baron, though it was too damaged to be identifiable. Lucius’s body had never been recovered.

      For nine years, Titus had been content, certain of the death of the only legitimate child of the former baron—the one being who could keep Titus from the title he had grown to regard as his own. Then he heard a wild story about a kidnapped boy, an English baroness who was a French spy, and a lunatic merchant captain.

      What caught his attention was not the antics of the criminals, but the names of two of the rescuers, and, in particular, a couple of details. Lucas Mogg. Gamekeeper and champion archer. The attributes were right. The name nearly so. And his son, Paul Mogg, was twelve.

      Titus found it hard to believe, but he checked, coming to Longford in disguise to see the pair for himself. Thank goodness he had. He didn’t have to get close to Lucius to confirm who he was, and the boy Paul was clearly a Baldwin.

      Titus had made a mistake nine years ago. But it was not too late to correct it. All he had to do was find Lucius, and someone must know where he had gone.
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      In the first light of dawn, Luke and Paul found a ruin, perhaps the remains of a farm cottage, long since abandoned. It was set in a tiny valley—not much more than a depression in the ground—and so many trees had grown up around it, and even on and through it, that they found it by the merest chance. Paul tried to shoot a rabbit that hopped across their path then took off into the little thicket.

      He missed, which was as well, as they would not be lighting a fire this day, and Luke disdained killing things except for protection or food.

      Paul dismounted and walked down into the hollow to retrieve his arrow, then looked back at Luke and waved him down. “Look. Will this do?”

      The roof had caved in at one end, taking part of the wall with it, but otherwise it was perfect. Luke hacked his way through a thicket of brambles and ivy to reach the door, which was wide enough to get the animals inside. Yes, as long as they stayed away from the broken end, it was sturdy enough.

      While he had been exploring the ruin, Paul had ventured further down the hollow. “There’s a brook, Dad. Just a bit further down the valley.”

      Excellent. “Let’s water the horses, then settle down for the day,” Luke proposed.

      Before long, they were all under the remaining roof and fast asleep.

      Luke dreamed he was once again the young man who took his infant brother and ran. In reality, no one had seen them go. In the dream, Uncle Baldwin was on his heels, eager to succeed in killing the little heir who stood in his way.

      A horse whickered, and it was a moment before he surfaced enough from sleep to realise that the sound was not part of his dream. Scout, Paul’s pony, whickered again, a soft sound of greeting. There must be other horses around. Luke unwrapped himself from his cloak and put his hand on Scout’s nose, drawing its attention away from whatever had prompted the salutation.

      His own horse, named Masquerade and more commonly called Mask, lifted his head and sniffed at his hand.

      They stood in silence for a long moment. The pony stirred again, and Luke heard a sound. A fox yap? Not high enough. Besides, Scout would not greet a fox. Somewhere out there was a terrier or another small dog. Kitty’s Pierrot had a yap just like that.

      He waited, but there were no further noises. Mask had closed his eyes again, and Scout also let his head droop.

      Luke returned to his place, and wrapped himself back up in his cloak. Sleep wouldn’t come. That yap had sounded remarkably like Pierrot, but Kitty was more than fifty miles away, on the other side of the Cotswolds. It could not be her.

      Damn his eyes. Of course, it could. This was Lady Kitty Stocke. Kitty, who had reacted to assault and kidnapping when she was a girl by demanding to learn how to fight. Kitty, who had pestered her brother-in-law’s gamekeeper until he taught her woodscraft. Kitty who had partnered him in a rescue of Paul’s friend Dan just a few months ago, when a crazed man tried to abduct him.

      Kitty, who had not begged to come with him or offered any suggestions or plans for what he should do next.

      As soon as he thought about it, he knew she was out there. Hidden somewhere, close by, when he and Paul had the best cover in miles. He rolled himself to his feet again, and slipped out of the cottage.
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        * * *

      

      Kitty had found an overhanging bank large enough for both women. A thicket of holly masked them and the horses from the bridle path as well as the thicket where Luke and Paul had gone to ground.

      She thought about joining the pair she pursued, but Luke would be on high alert, and she might find herself shot before she could be recognised. Better to approach in the open when he could identify her.

      Pierrot was upset about not being allowed to join the friend he had followed so diligently, but settled down when she insisted, cuddled into her side. The horses relaxed enough to doze. Millie composed herself with her head resting on her saddle bag and was soon asleep.

      Kitty’s mind would not be still, and her body, weary though
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