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			Dedication

			For Steve

		

		
			Author’s Note

			The story of Ellen’s abduction is based on real events and real people. For the story, some timelines were altered, and some names changed to avoid confusion. Whilst most of the characters and events are based on reality, some are the product of the author’s imagination.

		

		
			Chapter 1

			Tuesday, 7th March 1826

			SHRIGLEY HALL, CHESHIRE

			William

			William Turner stepped out of his carriage, weary and cramped from the overnight journey from London, but brimming with good humour.

			Today, nothing could shake his sense of optimism. He had never considered himself a man given to bouts of self-satisfaction – he’d always been too busy – but as he looked at his home, the newly remodelled Shrigley Hall, he felt it deep inside. A sense of not only confidence but rightness, which buoyed his mood further. He sucked in a lungful of the reviving country air and nodded to his approaching butler.

			‘Ackroyd! How go things? Is my good lady wife at large?’

			The man bowed. ‘Welcome home, sir. Mrs Turner awaits you in her parlour, with your brother and Miss Davis.’

			‘Good, good, good.’ William grinned as he strode out beside Ackroyd, the gravel crunching lightly beneath their feet. Miss Frances Davis was the former pastor’s daughter, and she and Jane seemed to get along famously. ‘They have been keeping her company, no doubt?’

			Ackroyd smiled back and nodded. ‘Indeed they have, but I should warn you, sir, there has been much planning and excitement in your absence. The work on the interior of the house continues at significant pace, and things might not be as … organised as they ought for your return.’

			‘Just as well, my dear Ackroyd. One must expect a certain amount of upheaval if the place is to be fit for our imminent celebrations.’

			Ackroyd’s smile widened with a hint of relief. ‘Indeed, sir.’

			William ran lightly up the stairs to the grand portico and bounded inside. He might be in his fiftieth year, but he still considered himself in his prime.

			Renovations to Shrigley Hall were almost complete, and the money he had committed to the project had wrought substantial benefits. One of which, to his wife’s delight, was that many now compared it favourably to its close neighbour, Lyme Park. His heart swelled as he thought of Jane’s pride in the house, which had every modern comfort she could wish for. It swelled too at her pride in him – she’d married a poor lad from Blackburn, and now here her husband was, High Sheriff of Cheshire. Three months since his investiture, and he’d been privately celebrating that fact daily. But once the house was truly immaculate, the family would hold a grand celebratory gathering that would confirm their place, finally, in the upper echelons of respectable Cheshire society. Now that would be the feather in his cap. It would make all his years of hard grind, of building his empire, worth it.

			The grand entrance hall was usually a space of tranquil magnificence, but today William found himself confronted by a sea of workmen, ladders, sheets, hammering, and clattering. He picked his way through the hustle and bustle, pausing several times to admire the lofty ceiling. The dome with windows at the apex had been, in his view, a stroke of genius which gave the whole space an extraordinary sense of grandeur.

			He stopped to speak to a passing footman, asking him to arrange for a light breakfast in his study, and greeted the workmen as they scurried about, paying no heed to the – admittedly rather alarming – noises their toil was yielding. It was going to be splendid. Truly a home that he, his wife, and their beloved daughter, Ellen, could treasure. Be proud of. At least until he secured the perfect husband for Ellen with an equally, if not even more splendid, marital home. He could scarce believe his daughter was about to launch into society.

			He reached Jane’s parlour door and gave a cheery knock before poking his head inside.

			‘Oh, my dear, you are home!’ his wife exclaimed. She was ensconced in her favourite chaise longue by the window, with Miss Davis and Robert in comfortable armchairs on either side. The rest of the furnishings were covered in sheets spattered with the same duck-egg blue as the walls, which, judging from the sharp scent in the air, were barely dry.

			All three set down their teacups to greet William warmly, as he strode over to kiss Jane’s outstretched hands.

			‘Alas, this is a flying visit,’ he said with an apologetic smile. ‘I am expecting my legal advisor, Grimsditch, to call imminently. I trust I’ll see you all at luncheon?’

			Jane made a moue of unhappiness but nodded. Miss Davis leaned over to give her fingers a sympathetic squeeze. Miss Davis was an attractive woman, and Jane had confided to him she couldn’t understand why such a beauty was yet unmarried in her fourth decade. He knew Jane was itching to ask, but had, to his relief, forbore from probing too far. Even she knew some things weren’t polite to ask of one’s newest friend.

			Robert was well dressed as always, with his dark curls tamed à la Brutus. Robert was a bold and imaginative businessman, but as society required, he carried the look of languorous, idle wealth well. Much better than William did himself, he was forced to admit.

			‘We have been remarkably busy in your absence,’ said Jane.

			‘So I hear …’ William said, just as a thunderous crash accompanied by jumbled musical notes resounded from the hallway. He tried not to wince at the thought of what they might be doing to the grand piano. ‘Has it been a terrible nuisance? You should take care with your health, my love.’

			‘You may rest assured that your wife is being most careful,’ said Miss Davis.

			Robert winked at William. ‘You would be proud of Jane’s fortitude. She has presided over the renovations with vigour!’

			Jane confirmed this with a coquettish smile. His wife’s health was often precarious, but – though he wouldn’t dare say this out loud – it was seldom threatened by things that were pretty, expensive, or favourable to their position in society.

			Once in the sanctuary of his study, William settled himself behind his large oak desk, where a simple meal of fresh bread and butter with some thick cut ham sat waiting alongside a cup of tea.

			Happily, the refurbishment to this room was complete, and a maid had already lit the fire, which was filling the space with the comforting, warm scent of woodsmoke. Without delay, he took a bite of the bread, and picked up the small pile of post that was perched neatly on the corner of the desk. He glanced through the letters as he chewed, putting those that looked important to one side, and extracting the one from his solicitor, Grimsditch, first.

			He was enjoying his first sip of tea when a scream rent the air. He started so badly that the cup leaped from his hand and shattered on the stone hearth, splashing his boots. The scream came again, and for a moment he thought it must be one of the workmen. The cries that followed chilled him to his soul.

			Jane, it was Jane. Jane was screaming.

			He raced to the door, tore it open, ran full pelt down the corridor. He flung open the door to her parlour and skidded inside, where he was greeted by a disturbing tableau.

			Jane was staring at something in her lap, one hand clamped over her mouth, shaking. Robert looked on, wide-eyed, and Miss Davis was crouched by her side, uttering soothing noises. A footman was backing away uncertainly towards the door.

			‘What in God’s name is going on?’ William demanded, striding towards his wife. Miss Davis stood up, pressing a hand to her elegant throat. She shook her head in a startlingly sympathetic way.

			‘It’s Ellen,’ Jane whispered and squeezed her eyes tightly shut. William saw that the item in her lap was a letter.

			Robert came to stand by his elbow. ‘You should read it, William.’

			He took the paper from Jane’s unresisting fingers, as Robert saw the bewildered footman out. He scanned the missive and quickly mastered the content, his throat constricting furiously as he did so.

			6th March

			Break House School, Liverpool

			Dear Mrs Turner,

			I hope my letter finds you as well as possible. Ellen was terribly worried about you when she left us this morning with Monsieur Thevenot, but she had every faith that your doctor would be able to restore you to good health.

			Ellen’s friends are missing her already, and are eager to welcome her back whenever suits you.

			Sending all good wishes for your very speedy recovery,

			Miss A. Daulby

			‘Dear God,’ he choked. ‘Where the blazes is she if she isn’t at school?’

			Jane sobbed. ‘Who is she with, William? Who is this Thevenot person? What does this mean?’

			William’s heart raced along with his thoughts. He could conceive of no satisfactory explanation for Ellen leaving school in the company of a man, or for the school thinking Jane was ill when she wasn’t.

			They were all silent save for the sound of Jane’s weeping. Miss Davis was the first to break it.

			‘Do you know of anyone named Monsieur Thevenot? Has the school or Ellen ever mentioned him?’

			William shook his head. ‘Not to me. Jane?’

			‘Never!’ She slumped back into the chair, mopping her face, moaning softly.

			William’s mouth opened but nothing came out.

			Miss Davis stared up at him, a frown on her brow. ‘Do you … do you think she might have … fallen in love and eloped with someone? This Monsieur Thevenot?’

			Jane wailed inconsolably at the suggestion, and Robert all but glared at Miss Davis. ‘Of course not. Ellen is far too sensible a girl for that,’ he said.

			William gripped the bridge of his nose betwixt thumb and forefinger. No. Surely not. Ellen wouldn’t be so stupid, would she …?

		

		
			Chapter 2

			Five days earlier

			LYME PARK, CHESHIRE

			Ellen

			Miss Ellen Turner peered up and down the corridor of Lyme Park, and let out a disappointed sigh. Where on earth could they all be?

			Her small party had been enjoying a tour of some of the open areas of the magnificent house, and she had been distracted by an exquisite library, decorated in shades of red and gold. A library that housed a range of extremely interesting books on history and poetry, and what appeared to be a memoir written by none other than the current owner of the house, Mr Thomas Legh: Narrative of a Journey in Egypt and the Country Beyond the Cataracts. It wasn’t the catchiest of titles, not like some of the novels that she liked to read, but she hadn’t been able to resist pausing to investigate. Well, in fairness, she had become so engrossed, nestling in the perfect reading nook in the bay window, that when eventually she looked up, she’d found herself quite alone. She might have hoped her party would notice her absence, but, she realised with a distinct feeling of pique, they had not. They had clearly abandoned her.

			Shaking her head, she picked up her skirts and ran lightly down corridor after corridor. The wretched house was enormous, and she was beginning to fear she was lost when, on rounding a corner, she let out an unmaidenly shriek.

			There, facing her, tucked into an alcove, was a life-size stuffed bear complete with snarling teeth and upraised paws. She clutched at her pearl necklace instinctively, and laughed.

			‘Good Lord, who are you?’ She examined the bear more closely. It was an incredible specimen, and she could imagine that meeting such a creature in real life would be enough to send the hardiest of souls into a decline. If, of course, they weren’t eaten by the bear first.

			Still smiling, she patted the creature on the snout, gave it a jaunty wave, and set off again in search of her companions. She tip-toed on the soft carpet until she rounded another corner, whereupon she let out a second undignified yell. This time, the bear grabbed her, and she really did scream.

			‘Miss … miss? I’m so terribly sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,’ a deep voice told her.

			Ellen dragged open her eyes and became aware of large, warm, slightly roughened hands holding her bare arms. She blinked up into a pair of cool grey eyes that held a good deal of concern.

			She blushed, and pressed a palm to her forehead. ‘I thought you were a bear!’ she blurted. The concern in the cool grey eyes gave way to startled amusement and the corner of the man’s mouth twitched.

			‘A bear?’ Dark eyebrows lifted. He really was uncommonly handsome, and dressed in the very pink of fashion. A single lock of his dark wavy hair tumbled over his brow, a spotless cravat cradled his firm chin, and his lips were … Ellen coughed and pulled her attention away. He let go of her arms and as he moved, she caught a faint scent of sandalwood that emanated from him.

			‘May I be so bold as to enquire why you expect bears to be roaming the corridors of Lyme Park?’

			‘Well, I just bumped into one,’ she said. ‘He was lurking at the end of the corridor not far from here. He roared at me and made me start quite violently!’

			The man’s small smile spread, and he huffed out a laugh. ‘He’s a shady character, that bear.’

			‘He is indeed, so you can imagine why I feared I might have stumbled upon a relative.’

			He nodded sagely. ‘And might I ask who I have stumbled upon? I don’t think we’ve been introduced.’

			Abashed, Ellen looked down at her shoes. A well-bred young lady didn’t rush around talking to men she hadn’t been introduced to, without even the vestige of a chaperone. Her mother would be apoplectic if she saw her – either that or she would be plotting their betrothal. She wondered if he had a title. If so, her mama would definitely be matchmaking.

			She cast him a speculative glance and dropped a curtsy. ‘Ellen Turner of Shrigley Hall.’

			The smile lingered in his eyes, but when she spoke, something sharpened in his gaze.

			‘William Turner’s daughter?’

			‘The very same.’

			He bowed courteously. ‘Thomas Legh, owner of this pile, including the recalcitrant bear.’

			Ellen brought her hands to her mouth. ‘Oh, in that case, we have been introduced. I think it was a year or so ago, just after Papa bought Shrigley.’ She smiled at him and, on an impulse, winked. ‘I was much younger then, so you are forgiven for not recognising me.’

			He lifted an eyebrow, as if she’d said something terribly surprising. ‘In that case, all is well,’ he said.

			‘It is indeed.’

			A moment’s silence passed, and Ellen was contentedly admiring Mr Legh’s dapper square-cut waistcoat and modishly long trousers when he suddenly cleared his throat. ‘I suppose it would be churlish of me to enquire as to your purpose,’ he said. ‘Perhaps there is something that I can help you with?’

			Ellen had the grace to blush. ‘Ah, well, you see, I was with my friends and my mother and her friends. We were being shown around the Elizabethan parts of your beautiful house, but I became distracted by your book.’

			‘My book?’

			‘In the library,’ she confided. ‘The one you wrote about your journeys into Egypt.’

			He blinked, and to her surprise and delight, his cheeks pinked. He cleared his throat. ‘Ah, that book. I fancy you are the first to pick it up in quite some time.’

			‘I was completely besotted with it. I couldn’t stop reading, and when I looked up, poof! All my party had vanished.’

			The handsome Mr Legh’s eyes lit up at this, dark hair shining in a stray sunbeam that came through the window.

			‘As hard as I tried,’ she went on, ‘I couldn’t find them. That’s how I came to be wandering your corridors, jousting with bears.’

			He laughed again. Ellen didn’t think she’d ever made a handsome man laugh quite so much, and so genuinely, before in her life. She couldn’t wait to tell Lavinia and Hester.

			***

			When they’d located her party in the drawing room, Ellen was in high spirits. Her mama embraced her, apparently convinced that she had met some dire fate in the minutes she’d realised Ellen was gone. Such was her mother’s anxiety, in fact, Ellen began to wonder if she too had encountered the bear.

			‘Wherever did you go, my love? I was certain you were lost to us!’ Her mother kissed both her cheeks then turned to dip her head at their host. ‘Mr Legh.’

			‘I did get lost,’ Ellen said as Mr Thomas Legh bowed politely over her mother’s hand. ‘But Mr Legh rescued me, and he very kindly restored me to you.’

			Ellen cast a glance at Lavinia and Hester, her very best friends from school, who were staying with her family for the holidays. Lavinia’s dancing eyes told Ellen she was itching to know what had passed between her and Legh. Hester, the more reserved of the two, was watching with quiet but pronounced curiosity.

			Her mama, seemingly pleased at this development, took the opportunity to introduce Mr Legh to the entire party with some zeal.

			‘Mr Legh, may I introduce Miss Davis, who is new to the area.’

			Ellen watched as Miss Davis gave Mr Legh three fingers with an appreciative gleam in her eye. He bowed and didn’t return her flirtatious look at all, which further elevated him in Ellen’s view. Miss Davis had recently become a firm favourite in her mother’s circle. Quite old, probably at least thirty, but terribly pretty and funny. In that moment she struck Ellen as something of a forward female.

			As the introductions continued, Ellen was pleased to note that Mr Legh was gallant to each of her mother's friends, in the quiet, rather pleasantly understated way he had about him. Lavinia curtsied and fluttered her long eyelashes at him, accentuating her perfectly blue eyes. This performance was seemingly lost on Mr Legh, much to Ellen’s delight. Hester managed a small smile that was returned nicely.

			Mr Legh turned to her mother. ‘Might your husband be home at the moment? Only I did intend to call on him. He wished us to discuss the upcoming celebrations for his elevation to High Sheriff.’

			‘He is most certainly here,’ she said with dimpling smile. ‘We would be delighted if you would join us for luncheon tomorrow, before Ellen returns to school?’

			Ellen sighed inwardly at her mother’s mention of her still being in the schoolroom, but hoped with quiet fervour that she would be allowed to join in this luncheon.

			Mr Legh dipped his head in a small bow. ‘You are most kind. I’d be delighted to accept.’

			Arrangements made, and with a final flurry of chatter, Mr Legh bade them farewell and left them to enjoy the rest of the visit. But as he went, he glanced at Ellen and gave her a small but distinctly conspiratorial smile.

			Ellen was still hugging that smile close to her heart when the small party headed outside into the sunshine. It was a splendidly crisp, sunny day, the kind that only March can deliver, and as the ladies sallied forth, Lavinia and Hester took Ellen’s arm with purpose, and shepherded her away from the group.

			‘Tell us everything,’ Lavinia said. ‘How did you manage to find yourself alone with the dashing Mr Legh for so long? What did he say? What did he do? Did he try to kiss you?’

			Ellen hugged her friend’s arm, glancing over at her mother who was still engrossed in conversation with her bosom bows, and whispered, ‘Of course he didn’t try to kiss me, silly. He’s definitely not a pond-slime man.’

			The three girls giggled madly. Lavinia had taken to categorising men in the most inappropriate fashion and they knew that if found out, they would be severely taken to task. However, it was simply too much fun to resist.

			‘But was he a worthy type?’ Lavinia intoned, and their laughter became so outlandish that it attracted attention from Ellen’s mother, and they were forced to restrain themselves.

			‘Come to my chamber tonight and I’ll tell you everything!’ Ellen said in more subdued tones.

			‘What do you mean by pond-slime man and worthy though?’ Hester said, apparently baffled.

			Ellen rolled her eyes. ‘We talked about this last week. Don’t you remember?’

			Hester just looked blank.

			‘I’ll tell you tonight,’ Ellen said and then straightened under her mother’s commanding look.

		

		
			Chapter 3

			Frances

			Miss Frances Davis returned with the rest of the party to Shrigley Hall, where they took tea. She sipped from her elegant china cup and observed the small group whilst the young Miss Turner giggled with her two friends, all bright cotton dresses and bouncing ringlets. Ellen was a tall, striking girl with unusual good looks that belied her schoolgirl status. Her mother admonished the girls for hoydenish behaviour, and they settled down, but they were definitely plotting something.

			Mrs Turner detached herself and came to sit with her.

			‘My goodness, what a day.’ She fanned a lace handkerchief in front of her face. ‘Fancy my dear Ellen having to be rescued at Lyme Park, and by none other than Mr Legh himself!’

			Frances cast her a look of commiseration. ‘Indeed, Mrs Turner, such an awkward situation to find herself in.’

			Mrs Turner gave her a sharp look. ‘He was very kind though, and most courteous in observing all the proprieties.’

			Frances sipped her tea, widened her eyes, then smiled.

			The response from Mrs Turner, not a lady steeped in society’s strictures from birth, was immediate. ‘Do … do you think that there was something untoward?’

			‘No, no, of course not. Your daughter is a sensible girl, but …’ Frances leaned closer. ‘I know the worries a mama has when her daughter reaches a marriageable age.’

			‘Indeed, indeed, but I intend for Ellen to have a London season to give her the best launch possible, and I don’t want anything to put that plan in jeopardy.’

			‘I understand completely. She’s a very beautiful girl. It’s hardly surprising our local gentlemen are noticing her, particularly as she is an heiress.’

			‘You think Mr Legh noticed her? He doesn’t have a title, but he is very well set up at Lyme Park.’

			Frances gave a delicate sigh. ‘Lyme is very lovely and it would appear that Mr Legh is well accepted into local society …’ She hesitated and looked up through her eyelashes. ‘Now.’

			‘Now?’ Jane leaped at Frances’s lure. ‘Now? Wasn’t he always? Is there something I should know?’

			‘Oh no, not at all, he’s very well liked.’

			‘But … he’s Thomas Legh of Lyme Park – there have been Leghs at Lyme Park for centuries. He must be the epitome of respectability, even though he doesn’t have a title.’

			‘As you say.’

			Jane pondered for a moment and then dropped her voice to a whisper.

			‘Do you have reason to suspect that he is not respectable?’

			Frances too spoke in low tones. ‘I’m sure it was nothing.’

			Jane Turner sucked in a breath and looked around her. No one was paying them any heed, so she leaned in again.

			‘I beg you to tell me. I simply cannot afford for any kind of scandal to attach to her.’

			‘Oh, I couldn’t possibly. It’s not really a subject for feminine conversation.’

			Jane moaned, and the ever-ready tears shimmered in her eyes. She was clearly about to entreat further when the door opened to admit William Turner along with his lawyer, Mr Archibald Grimsditch.

			Frances patted Jane’s hand. ‘I’m sure all will be well,’ she said, then turned her attention back to the girls. Grimsditch was bowing to them.

			‘When will you return to your school, ladies?’

			‘The day after tomorrow,’ Lavinia replied with a sigh of unhappiness. ‘We have had such a lovely time staying at Shrigley Hall we will be sad to leave.’

			Frances ran the edge of her finger along the fine china of the saucer she held, appreciating its quality. She could see that Ellen was bursting to tell her friends what had transpired between her and Legh during her escapade. Despite the chit’s apparent intelligence, the way she’d made eyes at Legh suggested a strong romantic streak, which might have its uses. Quite a clever move to get lost in the corridors of Lyme Park and then need to be rescued by the owner. And, if Frances’s intuition was anything to go by – and it hadn’t failed her yet – Thomas Legh had more than a passing interest in the young heiress. There had been a decidedly warm look in his eye when his gaze fell on her, in contrast to mere politeness with the rest of the party, herself included.

			That would never do.

			She watched Jane Turner take her husband by the elbow and whisper to him. He bent his head to hear her and frowned deeply.

			‘My dear, that’s nonsense, there’s nothing—’

			‘It’s not nonsense; there is something, I swear.’

			‘Jane …’

			She hurried him into a corner, and Frances took another sip of her tea and smiled to herself. Perhaps the inestimable Mr Legh might not find his welcome quite so warm in this house once the Lyme Park scandal was revealed.

			***

			Ellen

			Most of the household was in bed, and Ellen’s maid long gone, when she heard excitable hands tapping at her chamber door. She pulled Lavinia and Hester hurriedly into the room, and they banked up the fire against the cold before huddling together on Ellen’s bed.

			‘Do you have anything to eat?’ Hester said, as she settled herself comfortably and pulled the soft bedding up to her chin.

			Ellen grinned as she leaned out of bed and produced a plate of cook’s famous plum cakes from the nearest cupboard.

			Lavinia squealed and Hester laughed.

			‘Hush!’ Ellen admonished as she balanced the plate on the quilt, and resumed her position between her friends. They each took a cake and ate.

			‘So,’ Lavinia began, catching crumbs with her fingers and putting them in her mouth. ‘Tell us all, and don’t miss a single thing out.’

			‘Well,’ Ellen said, chewing thoughtfully, ‘it all began when I thought he was a bear.’

			Hester snorted and sprayed crumbs across the counterpane. ‘He doesn’t even have a beard,’ she said, ever the pragmatist. But by the time Ellen had finished regaling them with her adventure, embellishing only the tiniest bit, both friends had eyes on stalks.

			‘So, he’s what?’ Lavinia breathed. ‘An archaeologist?’

			‘I believe so,’ Ellen said. ‘According to Papa, he was one of the first western travellers to reach the Nubian capital of Ibrim. That’s what the book is about.’

			‘Goodness,’ Hester said. ‘Handsome and clever.’

			‘Not only that,’ Ellen continued, ‘he was in Brussels just over ten years ago when the Battle of Waterloo happened.’

			‘Did he fight? Was he a soldier too? Oh, my, he would look magnificent in regimentals,’ Lavinia said, fanning her hand before her face.

			Ellen laughed. ‘I agree, but sadly he wasn’t in the military. He was a volunteer who carried dispatches.’

			‘Handsome, clever, and brave,’ Hester intoned. They all nodded.

			‘And he’s a Member of Parliament … And he’s a magistrate.’

			‘Oh Lord, the man is a veritable saint.’ Lavinia raised her eyes to the heavens, and shrieked when Ellen tickled her. ‘Your papa seems to know a great deal about Mr Legh. Does he think he’d be a good match?’

			Ellen grinned and took another cake.

			‘I have no idea. Mama is insistent that I shouldn’t settle for anything less than a title.’

			‘Well, at least they are not trying to marry you off before you have your season.’ Lavinia popped the last of her cake in her mouth. ‘However,’ she added with a note of mischief, ‘Mr Legh might be a perfect reserve.’

			‘Or,’ said Hester, ‘don’t marry at all, and keep your father’s estate to yourself. You could be an ape leader and have the most remarkable life travelling the world, just like your Mr Legh.’

			Ellen guffawed. ‘You could both come with me! We could throw wonderful parties with no pond-slime men at all!’

			Hester drew up the blanket again. ‘Tell me more about pond-slime men,’ she said.

			‘Well,’ said Ellen, ‘have you noticed how men seem to fall into various types? Lavinia drew the conclusion that all the men of our acquaintance are either a pond-slime man or awfully worthy.’

			‘What do you mean?’ As the most serious of the three, Hester was the one most likely to need explanations.

			‘Well,’ Lavinia began. ‘There’s the kind of man who looks at a young lady like a lizard does at a particularly fat insect.’ Hester shuddered as Lavinia licked her lips.

			‘Or,’ Ellen continued with relish, ‘who stares at a woman’s posterior when she passes, and ogles one’s bosom when introduced.’

			‘No!’ Hester clasped her hands to her chest. ‘I can’t bear that.’

			‘As both traits are about as attractive as pond slime … so, pond-slime men.’ Ellen cocked her head to one side and held out both hands as Hester hooted with laughter.

			‘And the terribly worthy types,’ Lavinia said, adopting a pious pose. ‘So intent on observing every propriety, and behaving with such decorum, prating on about their accomplishments, their possessions, their perfect lives as though that is going to attract a diamond of the first water.’

			Ellen and Hester nodded seriously, hands together in prayer.

			Lavinia shook her head. Her hair was plaited, and the rags she was using to curl it danced about. ‘When I marry, I want it to be someone who will adore me and ravish me on a daily basis.’

			‘Just what does happen when one is ravished?’ Hester asked with a sniff and a hiccough.

			‘Well,’ Ellen said, ‘if you don’t know, perhaps we should ask Miss Daulby to put it on the curriculum at school.’

			Lavinia jumped to her knees, almost dislodging the remaining cakes from the plate. ‘Oh yes! Monday afternoon – ravishment class!’ She sketched the idea out with her hands.

			Ellen laughed so hard she could scarce breathe, and Hester had a pillow over her face to stifle the crows of gaiety. Despite all this talk of men, Ellen thought, everything she needed was right here. Silliness at midnight, plum cakes aplenty, and two of the best friends on God’s green earth … What more could a girl possibly desire?

		

		
			Chapter 4

			The day before school resumed had dawned bright and sunny again.

			Ellen had ventured exceedingly strong hints that she would like to attend her parents’ luncheon with Mr Legh, but it was not to be. So she, Hester, and Lavinia had been out for a walk when they tumbled back into Shrigley Hall that afternoon, bringing in the cold with them. As they handed coats, hats, and scarves to a footman, Ellen fluffed up her dark ringlets and shook out her gown. She was laughing at Lavinia, whose fair hair had wilted badly under the pressure of a hat, just as her father and Mr Legh walked into the grand hallway.

			Her father cleared his throat. All three girls jumped and then dipped curtsies.

			‘Legh, I believe you have met my daughter and her friends?’

			Ellen’s heart thumped. He was just as handsome as she remembered, and he looked unspeakably elegant in a dark blue coat and cream waistcoat. His shirt points were not too high, his cravat flawlessly tied. Those grey eyes sparkled as he smiled.

			‘Indeed I have. How nice to see you all again. I trust you have had an enjoyable walk?’

			Ellen wished she could think of something clever or witty to say, but drew a blank. ‘We did, thank you Mr Legh.’

			‘Most certainly, Mr Legh,’ Lavinia chimed in. ‘What a lovely part of the world you live in.’

			‘Well,’ Ellen’s father said, rubbing his hands together before any further conversation could be launched, ‘we’d best let you ladies get warm.’

			‘Forgive me, but before we go …’ Thomas said, glancing at Ellen’s father. ‘With your permission?’

			‘Of course.’

			Legh turned to Ellen and gave her that small smile that quickened her pulse. He fished in a pocket to retrieve a small, bound book and handed it to her with a touch of awkwardness. ‘As you were kind enough to show an interest, I thought you might enjoy a copy.’

			Ellen’s mouth was hanging open, she was sure of it. He’d brought her a copy of his book? She took it from him and turned it over gently in her hands, running her fingers over the soft leather of the cover, unable to hide her joy.

			‘That is … so kind of you. I will treasure it.’

			‘It is always gratifying to find someone has an interest in one’s work. I’m honoured that you might consider reading it.’

			The hallway, her father, and her friends were all forgotten as Ellen stared at the modest man in front of her. He was close enough for her to catch that elusive scent of sandalwood again and something else that, she wondered, might simply be … him.

			They smiled at each other until her father cleared his throat again. Mr Legh made his farewell, and Ellen watched him go before her friends dragged her into the parlour.

			‘He’s definitely not a pond-slime man,’ Hester said, eyes wide.

			‘Not a worthy type either.’ Lavinia nodded, knowledgeable as ever.

			‘So what does that make him?’ Hester looked from Ellen to Lavinia and back.

			Lavinia bit her lip and then smiled wickedly. ‘Eligible. It makes him eligible.’

			Ellen’s hands were a trifle unsteady as she opened the book.

			Oh Lord, there was an inscription. He had written in it for her.

			For Miss Turner, a fellow adventurer. Yours, etc. Thomas Legh Esq.

			‘Let me see, let me see.’ Lavinia made grabbing hands. Ellen passed it over and she read it with Hester hanging over her arm.

			‘Oh my,’ Hester breathed. ‘Oh my word.’

			***

			The journey back to Break House was arduous. The weather had taken a turn for the worse, with blustery rain rocking the carriage and chilling the girls to the bone, despite their blankets and warming bricks. However, Ellen was still glowing quietly inside.

			‘What I wouldn’t give for a hot chocolate,’ Hester said with a sigh.

			Ellen pulled herself from her daydream and snuggled closer to her friend. ‘Not long now; we should be there for dinner. I’m hoping for custard,’ she said. But what she was really yearning for was the chance to return to Mr Legh’s Narrative of a Journey in Egypt. She had shown it to Lavinia and Hester, but neither seemed overly interested in reading past the inscription. She, on the other hand, adored adventure stories, and could not wait to pick up where she’d left off.

			***

			THE OLD VICARAGE, POTT SHRIGLEY, CHESHIRE

			Frances

			It had to be now, thought Frances, from the comfort of her father’s hearth. Turner was back in London making arrangements for his investiture, and the girl was back at school … It was the opportune moment.

			She tapped her lips with her fingers as she contemplated her next move. Ellen’s mother was preparing to launch her into society – she’d listened long enough to the descriptions of the court dress, the balls, the parties that she had planned. It was also clear that Jane Turner was aiming for a titled husband. She even aspired to Almacks – in other words, she was shooting for the moon.

			Indeed, Jane was planning everything with the military zeal of a general. And with Ellen’s evident interest in Legh – which for all Frances knew might be mutual – they needed to act swiftly.

			Not a single soul at Shrigley Hall had connected her, Miss Frances Davis, with her other name: Mrs Edward Wakefield. She smiled at the anonymity this granted her. She would announce her marriage after the plan had been executed successfully, of course … but not a moment before. Her husband, meanwhile, would remain in Reading pretending he knew nothing of what was about to transpire. He didn’t ask; she didn’t tell. The marriage worked well that way.

			She took a deep breath and began. First, she wrote a note to Brocklehurst’s Bank with a request to withdraw one hundred and fifty pounds. Then she sent an urgent note to her husband’s two sons, Edward and James Wakefield. Finally, she settled to write a letter of a very different sort. One that would catapult them all into the most daring of ventures.

			When the letter was penned, and the plan in place, she carefully dusted the ink. She then held the paper up, scanned the content again, and felt a tingle of anticipation. Finally, she gathered the personal items that she had managed to remove from the Turner household: a hand-stitched, monogrammed handkerchief belonging to William Turner, and a small signet ring she had seen him wear on his little finger. She ran a finger over each with gratification. They should be enough. She dropped them in a velvet drawstring bag and put it in her reticule, ready for her next trip to Manchester.

		

		
			Chapter 5

			Monday, 6th March 1826

			BREAK HOUSE SCHOOL FOR GIRLS, LIVERPOOL

			Ellen

			It was a perfectly ordinary Monday morning at Break House, and with an hour to spare before lessons began, Ellen was writing a letter to her mother in the library. The school was a small establishment with only a few pupils, so she often had this room all to herself, which was how she liked it. Unfortunately, that meant it never took long for the headmistress, Miss Daulby, to find her.

			‘There you are, Ellen. You must come with me straight away.’

			Ellen looked up to see that Miss Daulby had a pained look on her face, which prompted Ellen to think hard: what was she in trouble for now? Her headmistress was generally kind, but strict when she needed to be, and positively draconian when it came to etiquette and manners.

			The picture of obedience, Ellen put down her pen and picked up her letter.

			‘Leave that there.’

			Ellen put the paper down again, frowning, and followed as Miss Daulby bustled from the room and into her office. There stood a man Ellen had never seen before, staring straight ahead, and dressed like a servant. She looked from him to Miss Daulby and waited. Miss Daulby seemed unusually distracted.

			‘Take a seat, dearest Ellen.’

			Ellen sat, heart beating faster. She’d never called her dearest Ellen before. What on earth was wrong? Miss Daulby’s next words robbed her of breath.

			‘Dearest, I’m afraid your mother has been taken unwell. She would like you to return home urgently.’

			Ellen’s hands went to her mouth and her eyes pricked with sudden tears. How ill? she thought. ‘Is she going to die?’

			‘Oh, my dear, no, I’m sure that’s not the case, but if she is feeling poorly, she would no doubt welcome the presence of her beloved daughter.’

			‘Papa is in London,’ Ellen said, mind racing. ‘But her friends will be supporting her. If she is asking for me, then she must be terribly ill indeed.’

			‘Come now, Ellen, I’m sure … it’s not too serious.’ Miss Daulby was looking uncomfortable, and Ellen had the impression there were things she was not telling her.

			‘Might I see the letter?’

			‘I don’t think that’s necessary.’

			Ellen begged to differ, but the urgent way Miss Daulby glanced at the mysterious man who still stood in the corner frightened her. ‘Should I leave now?’

			‘You should. Go to your room and pack your portmanteau, then come back here. No need to take your trunk. Do you require one of the maids to help you?’

			Ellen shook her head, curtsied, and exited the room before picking up her skirts and running through the familiar oak-panelled corridors. She found Lavinia and Hester together in the common room with some of the other girls.

			‘Come with me,’ she whispered. Neither argued, so Ellen could only conclude that the turmoil she felt was showing on her face. They hurried to the dormitory which was, fortunately, deserted.

			Ellen closed her eyes, then put her face in her hands to get hold of her emotions.

			‘Mother is ill, and I have to go home.’

			‘Oh no,’ Lavinia said and gathered her close. ‘Oh, love, what’s happened? She was in the highest of spirits when we left.’

			Ellen let Lavinia hold her and felt Hester’s cool hand on her arm. She cried a little, but pulled herself together quickly, running her fingers beneath her lashes. Hester passed her a handkerchief.

			‘It might not be as bad as you imagine,’ she ventured. ‘You know your mama is prone to drama sometimes.’

			That was true, Ellen thought.

			‘Come,’ Lavinia said, ‘let’s get your things. The sooner you can return home and reassure yourself the better.’

			Ellen nodded. With her friends’ help, she put things into her portmanteau she thought she might need for the journey. It wasn’t terribly far, but the roads at this time of year could be difficult, so she put in plenty of spare clothing, along with her personal things. She put in gloves and her favourite stockings and a night-rail. A few important items she put in her reticule, and after a moment’s hesitation, she picked up the book Thomas Legh had given her.

			‘Good idea,’ Lavinia said. ‘Take something to read on the journey. Mr Legh will be a perfect companion.’

			Ellen nodded again. She really didn’t like carriage journeys, so a distraction would be welcome.

			When her packing was done, she threw her arms around Hester, then Lavinia. ‘I will miss you both horribly. I wish you were coming with me.’

			‘And we will miss you. Write soon.’ They each kissed her on the cheek, and when the footman came to carry her bag, Ellen left her friends with their arms about each other, looking miserable.

			Ellen swallowed as she arrived back at Miss Daulby’s office. She knocked and opened the door only to find it empty, save for the familiar smell of her perfume. She was about to leave and stand outside when she spotted a letter sitting on the blotter of Miss Daulby’s desk. Heart thumping, Ellen peeked out of the door to make sure no one was about, then picked up the letter. It took but moments to discern that it was most definitely about her mother. She shoved it into her reticule, and slipped out of the room.

			Moments later, Miss Daulby and the man arrived.

			‘Now, Ellen dear, let me introduce you to Monsieur Jacques Thevenot. He has been sent to escort you home.’

			Ellen frowned. ‘I don’t think we’ve met, Monsieur. Do you work for my father?’

			The man bowed. ‘Indeed, Miss Turner, I do. I worked for Mr Legh of Lyme Park previous to that. I am requested by Dr Hull to take you to Manchester, where he will meet you and explain everything before returning you home.’ His English was good, with a strong French accent.

			‘Oh, I see.’ It was reassuring that Thevenot had worked for someone she knew, but if Dr Hull had sent this man for her, her mother must indeed be in a bad way. She tried to breathe evenly to quell the tremors that beset her, but it didn’t really work.

			Miss Daulby came outside with her and settled her into a green barouche. She sat back and looked about her with some concern; the carriage was nowhere near the standard her father would have ensured. It was certainly not Dr Hull’s best carriage, either. There was an unpleasant, musty smell inside and stains on the upholstery. She shifted uncomfortably at the prospect of travelling all the way to Manchester in it. Miss Daulby gave her a paper of sweetmeats and patted her hand in such a kind way that Ellen was close to tears again.

			Monsieur Thevenot confirmed he would sit outside with the driver, so as the door closed, Ellen was alone in the gloomy vehicle. Once they were away from the school, Ellen took the letter from her reticule and read.

			Saturday night, half-past twelve

			Shrigley

			Madam, I write to you by the desire of Mrs Turner, of Shrigley, who has been seized with a sudden and languorous attack of paralysis. Mr Turner is unfortunately away from home, but has been sent for, and Mrs Turner wishes to see her daughter immediately. A steady servant will take this letter and my carriage to fetch Miss Turner; I beg no time be lost in her departure, as, though I do not think Mrs T. is in immediate danger, it is possible she may soon become incapable of recognising anyone.

			Ellen squeezed her eyes tightly shut and put her hand to her mouth. Incapable of recognising anyone? She forced herself to read on.

			Mrs T. particularly wishes that her daughter may not be informed of the extent of her danger, as, without this precaution, Miss T. may be very anxious on the journey; and the house is so crowded, and in such confusion and alarm that Mrs T. does not wish anyone to accompany her daughter. The servant is instructed not to let the boys drive too fast, as Miss T. Is rather fearful in a carriage. Mrs T. is very anxious that her daughter should not be frightened and trusts your judgement to prevent it. She also desires me to add that she, or I myself should she continue to be unable, will not fail to write to you by post.

			John Hull, M.D.

			Ellen blinked, wiped her eyes, and read it twice more. Languorous paralysis, it said. Her mother had experienced bouts of paralysis before. She could only hope that she would make as full and happy a recovery from this bout as she did the others. For a moment, she wished she had not taken the letter, as sometimes it was better not to know, but then took a deep breath. At least she knew what to expect. Dr Hull would explain everything, and despite exhortations to drive slowly, the driver was taking them at quite a pace. There was nothing she could do but sit and wait, and – if she could find a way to concentrate on anything but her fears – read Mr Legh’s book.

		

		
			Chapter 6

			The following day

			SHRIGLEY HALL

			William

			‘Mr Turner?’ Ackroyd had appeared at the door. ‘Mr Grimsditch awaits you in the … Beg pardon, sir?’

			William whipped round as his ever-perceptible butler took in the scene. Jane was still sobbing quietly, Miss Davis wringing her hands, and Robert pale as death. There was little use trying to hide anything from Ackroyd, but it struck William now how important it was that they keep up appearances.

			He managed a smile for Ackroyd and shook his head. ‘Show Grimsditch to my study, Ackroyd. I’ll be there presently.’

			Ackroyd looked doubtful, but obligingly nodded and pulled the door closed behind him.

			There followed a silence, in which William strove to gather his scattered wits. The news from the school was beyond anything he could ever have imagined. Ellen was a sensible girl, an intelligent girl. He knew, with a significant degree of certainty, that she knew how important it was that she marry well, as his sole heir. She would never, ever run off with someone. He couldn’t believe it. Wouldn’t believe it.

			Unfortunately, the alternative was too terrifying to even contemplate.

			‘I’m sure there’s simply been a misunderstanding,’ he said, to himself as much as to the others. ‘It will be something and nothing.’

			Jane looked up at him imploringly. ‘Do you think so? Oh, please say you do.’ She struggled to sit upright. ‘Perhaps it’s a jaunt? Perhaps she has gone to stay with Lavinia, or … or …’
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