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      These eleven stories were written between 2016 and 2019. They started life as stories for my newsletter subscribers—in every newsletter, I give away a subscriber exclusive. Some of my newsletter stories go on to be rewritten as novellas or as prequels to novels. Some have appeared in other collections. Those in this book are the ones that have, until now, been available only to my newsletter subscribers.

      

      They are mostly short reads—an escape into another place and time just long enough for a lunch or coffee break. To the Regency, for the most part, but I’ve commented in the blurb if the story is Victorian or Medieval.

      For my longer stories and novels, see https://judeknightauthor.com/books/ or your favourite retailer.
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      An Angel, Unawares

      In colonial New Zealand, Molly faces Christmas without her husband. A passing drifter helps her keep her three children happy, but when will Rick be home?

      Anne Under Siege

      Can this year get worse? Anne has been robbed, the frosts have killed the vegetable seedlings, and now the new earl wants to evict them. It doesn't help that she once had a youthful infatuation with the man!

      The Fifth Race

      If she wins this one last race, Rhi will be free to choose her own future. Lose, and she must marry the winner. Cen, returning from a decade at war, is determined to be that winner, for he has always loved her. But he is not the only challenger, and someone is prepared to cheat and even kill in order to take the prize.

      Found in Scotland

      Ned Broderick wakes in an inn far from home, cared for by a stranger who claims to be his wife. Is she a cunning schemer, or the woman of his dreams?

      Home is the sailor; home from the sea

      Stephen Fletcher has one final task for the navy; presenting his commiserations to his best friend's sister. Fletch never could resist a damsel in distress, especially one he has been writing to for years.
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      Look into my eyes

      Two strangers watch one another across a crowded ballroom. What does the rake called Lord Charming have to do with the duchess known as the Paragon? Only the two of them know.

      The Marquis Returns

      A forced wedding, the feud between their families, and a seven-year separation. Their marriage did not get off to a good start. Hal and Willa will be lucky to get out of it with their dignity intact. They'd be fools to hope for more, even if miracles do happen at Christmas.

      The Mouse Fights Back

      Tiberius has promised to keep Claudia safe from his grasping relatives and also from her own. His Mouse, he calls his little wife, tenderly. But when Tiberius is in danger, Mouse must find her courage and her teeth.

      The Path that Brings Us Home

      Gwen returns to the home she hasn't seen in ten years, uncertain of her reception. Her brothers' war with another local family destroyed her lover, her dearest friend, and her own life.  Will she be forgiven? Can she find a measure of happiness?

      The Rain Dog

      When Jake saves a dog from a flooded river, he has no idea that the dog will more than return the favour, saving him and bringing him his lost love.

      The Veiled Bride

      Jonetta Macintosh and Uilleam Cameron were parted by treachery on their betrothal day, and treachery stalks them still, a decade later. In medieval Scotland, where the clans put their feuds ahead of the King and the welfare of the kingdom, can our two star-crossed lovers find a path to peace and happiness?
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        In colonial New Zealand, Molly faces Christmas without her husband. A passing drifter helps her keep her three children happy, but when will Rick be home?
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      South Canterbury, New Zealand, 24th December,1885

      "I'll be home for Christmas, my angel." That's what Rick had said, three months ago when he'd left their farm up in the hills. Since then, all Molly had of him was his letters. He wrote faithfully every day, and she wrote back, adding to each letter until they ran to pages and pages, and saving them until her monthly trips down into town, when she could collect his fat package and send her own.

      Then she would drive the 15 miles home, and—between guiding the tired horse and refereeing the sleepy squabbling children in the cart behind her—sneak peeks at his precious words.

      Sarah, Michael, and Charlotte missed their Papa, but not as much as she did.

      "I'll be home for Christmas," he finished the entry for each day, as if it was a mantra that, repeated often enough, would come true. But Christmas was almost upon them, and he wasn’t home.

      Molly couldn't understand the goings on in far-off Auckland, where lawyers squabbled over which of the competing heirs owned the estate left by Rick's distant cousin.

      "It would be a good thing for us if we win part of it," Rick insisted. "We could afford servants to help you with the work. We could even move into Christchurch, if you wanted, where you could be near your family."

      She had shaken her head at that. She loved their home. She loved their valley, ringed by mountains with their caps of snow even now as summer crept over the land. Here, sitting on their front veranda on the morning before Christmas, she could look out over the nearby fields where the grain ripened. She couldn't see the braided river that snaked through the valley, but she could hear it. In Spring, when the snow melted, it roared, but today it used its summer voice, chuckling over the stones.

      Their grain. Their hens in the yard, their cows in the small field behind the house with the patient horses, and their sheep dotting the mountainsides all the way up to the snowline. They’d both grown up on farms; both been orphaned and sent to live with family in town; both been eager to make a life for themselves and their family back in the country.

      She couldn't imagine exchanging the peace of their own farm for the leafy suburbs of Christchurch and the pleasures of colonial society. And she knew Rick loved this farm even more than she. Indeed, the farm had brought them together. He approached her uncle to purchase this piece of land, far from the rest of the family holdings in Central Canterbury. He was invited to be interrogated over dinner.

      Molly warmed to the way the shy earnest young clerk fought past his nervousness and responded to her uncle’s questions with his hopes and dreams of a future back on the land. After that dinner, her uncle almost rejected his offer. “The land needs hard work, Molly,” Uncle Boyd said. “That boy has been pushing a pen behind a desk for the past seven years. He’s a nice lad, but what does he know about farming? The first harsh storm, and he’ll scurry back to Christchurch, tail between his legs.”

      “What if you found him a place on one of your other farms, Uncle?” she suggested. “If he impresses you in six months, let him follow his dream.” Uncle Boyd took her advice, and Rick exceeded his expectations. Even then, Uncle leased the farm to him for a year, and expected Rick to make the long trek to Christchurch once a month to dine with them and report on his activities.

      Rick was pleased to make the trip, he later told Molly, because it allowed him to see the angel who had persuaded Mr Boyd to give him a chance.

      Later, after Rick had wooed and won Molly, Uncle confessed that he’d seen the attraction between them from the first. He gifted them the farm as a wedding present. Molly never wanted to leave.

      Inside the house, she could hear the children talking from their bed. She tucked the doll's dress she was making back into her sewing basket. Time to serve breakfast. As she stood, she looked once more down the valley to where the road came over the pass. And stopped. There, just cresting the hill, was a distant figure.

      Molly had laid the table after milking the cow, so there was little to do but ladle out bowls of porridge for the children. She set the rack of sliced bread onto the hot plate to grill. In between spooning mouthfuls of porridge into Charlotte, and batting Michael's hands away from his bowl when he tried to use them instead of his spoon, she ran three times to the front door to see the traveller, who was closer each time.

      Whoever it was—and she'd quickly realised it wasn't Rick—he was walking. She didn't think it was one of the Johnson men, either. The figure was not thick-set, like the neighbours Rick had commissioned to help her with the heavy work and to check on her and the children every few days. And the Johnsons rode across the hill that separated their valley from hers and Rick's. They didn't walk.

      On her third trip, she watched the traveller disappear below the grain, out of her sight. He would be on her doorstep within ten minutes. She buttered toast for the children, and spread it with jam, listening for the knock on the door.

      When it came, it was soft, almost deferential. Even so, a dozen frightening scenarios flitted through her mind as she went to the door. Usually, she was too practical and too busy to worry about being here alone. But she couldn't remember last time a stranger had come to her door. She opened it wide enough to see the stranger, but kept her hand in place to slam the door if she needed to.

      He was thin to the point of being gaunt, and his clothes were patched, faded, and frayed at the edges. A swagman. One of the army of unemployed who walked the roads looking for work, though he was older than most who pursued that life.

      "Merry Christmas to the house, Mistress," he said, with an elegant bow that would not have been out of place at the Mayor's mansion in far off Christchurch. His voice, too, surprised. Quiet and husky, with a refined accent directly from Mayfair. “Have you work I could do in return for a meal?”
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      The drifter wouldn’t give a name. “I was sent from aloft,” he told her, “and don’t have a name here.” Perhaps he was one of those sad children of the aristocracy sent down from the lofty heights of English society for some youthful misdemeanour, and paid to stay at the far side of the world and to abjure any connection with his former family.

      Whoever he was, he ate with intense concentration, as if he hadn't seen breakfast in half a lifetime. Then he chopped wood with the same focus, quickly filling the wood stand near the kitchen lean-to.  By the time Molly came to find him for lunch, he had chopped sufficient wood for another month of cooking.

      He shook off Molly's thanks, but she was grateful, anyway. For days, she'd been chopping just enough for each day, waiting for one of the Johnson men to turn up and replenish the wood pile as they'd been promising every time they rode over.

      Perhaps he would consider mending the fence that she'd patched? If Daisy the house cow was not such a calm beast, she'd have been out of the field and up into the hills long since. And Daisy's growing calf was a far less tractable animal. The Johnsons had promised to fix the fence and neuter the bull calf, but always on their next visit, never the current one.

      When Sarah wanted to know his name, he sent a silent and helpless plea across the kitchen table at Molly. “You may call him Mr Lofty,” she said, “if that is acceptable to you, Mr Lofty.”

      The drifter nodded, with a sweet smile. Before long, he was whittling the end of a new fence paling to form a peg that would fit into the post. The two older children were sitting on the rung he'd already finished, listening awestruck to the story he was telling about Christmases he remembered from far away England.

      Molly sat within earshot on the veranda. There, she could keep an eye on the children and Charlotte, who was asleep on a blanket at her feet, continue her sewing, and watch the road over the hill for Rick. Surely, he would come today?

      She was as fascinated as her children by Lofty's stories. The childhood he remembered was one of privilege and plenty. What path brought him penniless to her door at the other end of his life on the far side of the world?

      The Johnson men came thundering down from the hilltop, leaping the fence into the home paddock and out again perilously close to the children.

      "Merry Christmas, Mrs Berringshaw," shouted Mike Johnson, the oldest, his voice startling Charlotte awake. "We just came to see if your husband was home yet."

      "Not yet," Molly told them. "I expect him today." Then, to Charlotte, who was inclined to be fretful when woken, "Hush, baby. It is only some horses."

      The three brothers swung down from their horses, Jake and Zeke going to talk to Lofty while Mike came up onto the veranda.

      "Mama says you'd better come over for Christmas tomorrow. Looks like your man isn't going to make it," Mike said.

      "Thank your Mama for me," Molly told him, firmly. "But the children and I will be having Christmas here. And Rick will be home. He promised." And if he failed, Mrs Johnson’s sympathy would have her in floods of tears. At home with the children to keep amused and busy, she could pretend to be cheerful, while her heart ached.
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      Perhaps it was something the Johnson brothers said, or perhaps Lofty always intended to move on after he finished mending the fence. Molly offered him a place in the stable for the night, and more work tomorrow, with a good home-cooked Christmas dinner to share in the middle of the day.

      “I thank you, ma’am,” he told her, with a courtly bow far too elegant for his patches, “but you must hold me excused. I am being sent along the road.” He wanted to leave immediately, but agreed to stay for supper, then went out with Michael to fix a broken rope on the children’s swing while Molly put Charlotte to bed.

      Molly took the opportunity to make the poor man a package of food to take with him. She cut some generous slices of today’s bread, then added a couple of boiled eggs and some of her own cheese.

      In the meat safe on the cool back porch, a baked ham waited for tomorrow’s feast, and the top shelves of the pantry hid a Christmas cake and other treats that she’d made to surprise the children. They were for tomorrow. Lofty would appreciate whatever she could give him, and he would not be missing out on the treats if he’d agreed to stay.

      She quelled the pang of guilt by sending Sarah to fetch a handful of apricots and plums from the young orchard that she’d planted six years ago, when they first moved here, eager to own their own farm. It had been hard work, but satisfying; she and Rick partners in a way that could not have happened had they remained in Christchurch, where Rick was gone for twelve hours a day and six hours on Saturday, clerking in a solicitor’s office.

      A quick search of the top shelf in her wardrobe gave her a cardboard box she’d saved after unpacking some sewing supplies sent up to the farm by her sister in Christchurch. This would do to pack Lofty’s food. Sarah helped her wrap the food in scraps of fabric and place them in the box, tucking the fruit into spaces.

      Several large gaps flayed her conscience. If she measured her blessings against Lofty’s, the poor man came up woefully short. He had a few rags on his back and no home to call his own. She had a productive farm in a place she loved, three beautiful children, meaningful work, and a husband who loved her.

      So what if Rick had been away longer than either of them expected? She was just sour because she wanted him home for Christmas. Well, if she couldn’t have her own Christmas miracle, she could be a Christmas miracle for the poor drifter who had worked so hard for her today.

      She cut a great helping of the ham, and then sent Sarah out to tell Lofty she’d be just a moment. Quickly, so she could keep the pantry’s secrets, she filled the rest of the gaps in the box and hurried to put the lid on. Just in time. She was tying the box shut with a piece of string when Sarah danced back in the door, Michael a step behind her.

      “Mr Lofty is going, Mama,” Sarah announced, “but I told him to wait one more minute so you can say goodbye.”

      He was grateful for the package, but anxious to leave, moving restlessly from foot to foot, and stopping every few words to peer at the hills beyond which lay the great floodplain of Canterbury and then the coast. “The road is calling, Ma’am,” he insisted. “I am needed there.”

      He would not be dissuaded, and truly, he was in no danger. This close to the summer solstice, the sky would be light for another three hours, and a full moon would light his way after true night finally fell.

      “I will say goodbye, then,” Molly said. “Do drop in to see us if you are ever this way again. Thank you for all you have done today. I wish you a happy Christmas. I will pray that the new year brings you peace and happiness.”

      He bowed again. “Thank you, Ma’am, for your hospitality. May the sweet Child of Bethlehem bless your Christmas with all you desire.”

      They stood on the veranda, Molly and her two older children, watching Lofty walk away. By a trick of the light, he seemed to grow taller and brighter as he neared the corner that would take him beyond the poplar trees that marked the boundary of the home field. In a moment, he was gone out of their view.

      Molly gave herself a little shake. “Spit spot, you two. Wash time and nightshirts. The first one ready may choose the story.”
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      Molly was late to bed that night, and was grateful herself for the extended daylight. By the time she put her head on her pillow, the little house had been transformed. The presents she had lovingly made for the children were wrapped and under the tree that she’d decorated with strings of paper lanterns and puffs, sweeties in little fabric bags, shortbread and gingerbread shapes tied on with ribbon, and gilded pine cones.

      Evergreen garlands tied with more ribbons decorated every level surface, and she’d even made a kissing bough to hang from the hook Rick had set for that purpose in the nook by the front window. The children would love it.

      Three of her old stockings, trimmed and decorated with bright patches and binding, hung from the mantlepiece, tempting lumps and bumps suggesting the surprises within.

      She drifted to sleep with a prayer on her lips for her beloved husband. He would have been home if he could. Something had happened to delay him. “Please, God, keep him safe and bring him home,” she murmured.

      Molly woke some hours later, with the echo of a sound whispering on the edge of her consciousness. There it was again. She strained to hear and this time was certain that something—or someone—was moving about downstairs.

      She grabbed the axe handle that she’d placed by the door months ago, after a sleepless night alert for any sound that might hint at a housebreaker. No one was coming up those stairs to hurt her babies.

      As she crept cautiously down the stairs, she saw the front door closing on a half-caught glimpse of a shape. Molly’s caught breath rushed from her lungs as her shoulders relaxed. The intruder was gone.

      She continued downstairs and lit the candle that was always kept on the hall table, the better to see the bolts as she slid them closed to secure the front door. She could have sworn she’d bolted it earlier. She had better check the back door, too. Yes, and all the windows.

      As she turned towards the kitchen, another sound broke the stillness of the house, and she froze. Surely that came from the front room, her little parlour?

      Again. Someone was in there. Catching up the axe handle again, Molly crept to the parlour door and stilled, listening to someone muttering within. She knew that voice. In a flash, her heart leapt from trepidation to joy, and she flung the door open.

      “Rick!”

      She dropped to his knees before the sofa where he lay, her arms reaching as his did for her, conscious at first only of his smile, the joy in his eyes. Their lips met, and she poured all the yearning and loneliness of their separation into their kiss, to be met with equal fervour from him.

      But Molly’s mind had processed what she was barely conscious of seeing, and she drew back. “Rick, what happened to your head!”

      She touched the bandage with careful fingers. Up in the hairline above his right brow, a dark patch hinted at dried blood.

      “It is nothing, Molly love,” Rick insisted. “Not nothing. It’s the reason I was late, but I am well, really. Recovering, and will heal all the faster for being home with my dear angel and the little cherubs.”

      Molly had hastened back into the front hall for her candle, and she knelt again by her husband, holding the candle up to see for herself. Definitely dried blood. “What happened?”

      “Any chance of some supper while I tell you my story?” Rick asked.

      It took a while. He’d set out from Lyttleton almost a fortnight ago, not even stopping to see her parents, eager as he was to be home. That same impatience prompted him to ford a river swollen after rain in the hills, and the next thing he knew, he woke up in a stranger’s house, his head bandaged, with no idea who he was.

      He was fine, he assured her. He might have pulled a stitch when he fell off his horse earlier today. No. Yesterday, it would be. Molly insisted on taking a look for herself, not just at the head, but at his badly-sprained ankle. “Not a break,” he assured her. It was swollen and puffy and streaked purple and green, but he could still wiggle his toes.

      “When I woke up yesterday morning with my memory back,” he continued, “I couldn’t bear to break my promise. Home for Christmas, I said. The inheritance was a bust—barely enough to buy the new bull we’ve been talking about. I’ve wasted three months when I could have been here with you. I couldn’t wait another minute, angel.” He borrowed a horse and set off, and would have made it, but for his ankle.

      “I would have been home in another hour. The blasted horse spooked. It threw me and took off, and there I was, with a few new bruises and a long way to go.”

      The first fingers of dawn were staining the sky as Molly helped Rick up to their bed. With three excited children primed to wake early, they might not get much sleep, but Molly didn’t care. Rick could rest the day away once he’d cuddled his cherubs, and Molly had a surfeit of happiness to carry her through the day.

      He was asleep almost as soon as she pulled the sheets up over them, but Molly lay there, thinking about his story. Rick didn’t know the name of the man who turned up, Rick’s recaptured horse in tow. Molly recognised the description, though. Tall and gaunt, dressed in rags, speaking, as Rick put it, with a plum in his mouth. It must have been Lofty.

      He’d walked the horse home with Rick on its back, and helped Rick into the house. How did he get in? She’d checked, and everything was locked up tight, but somehow, Lofty had brought Rick in through the front door.

      Rick was disappointed about the inheritance, but Molly couldn’t bring herself to care. After all, what did a few pounds matter against the wonder of her Christmas miracle. Lofty had made sure Rick could keep his promise, and Molly and the children could have him home again. Sent from aloft.

      Molly looked up at the ceiling and whispered a fervent, “Thank you.”

      THE END
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        Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.

      

      

      Author’s Note: in New Zealand, Christmas is in the summer. We have our winter in the middle of the year.
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      If you enjoyed this story from colonial New Zealand, you might enjoy All That Glisters and Forged in Fire, both in Hearts in the Land of Ferns, which also includes three contemporary New Zealand romance novellas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Anne Under Siege

          

        

      

    

    
      Can this year get worse? Anne has been robbed, the frosts have killed the vegetable seedlings, and now the new earl wants to evict them. It doesn't help that she once had a youthful infatuation with the man!
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      A heavy frost killed all the new seedlings. Anne had planted them too early, of course, gambling on the mild weather continuing, but her luck was out. No surprises, there, since luck had deserted her little family last quarter day, when a thief accosted them on the way back from market day at Brimstead, and stole their few pieces of jewellery and all their money.

      He’d been scared off by a passing carter, or it could have been worse. That’s what Aunt Hester said. Today, she’d said the same thing about the ruin of the garden. “At least you have sufficient seed to plant again. It could be worse.” ‘It could be worse’ was Aunt Hester’s response to all the troubles that had beset them for more than seven years, and Anne wanted to scream back ‘it could be better!’ She wouldn’t. She owed Aunt Hester far too much to upset the dear woman. But why could they not have some good luck for a change, instead of the endless succession of setbacks that plagued them?

      Aunt Hester took Star off into the forest to look for something to add to their lunch. Even this early in the Spring, they might find some early strawberries or perhaps a squirrel’s forgotten store of acorns. This quarter, they had been forced to all sorts of shifts to survive, even trapping the earl’s rabbits, which was technically poaching, but the earl never came near Hickle and didn’t have to know. Trapping the earl’s rabbits was better than eating the hens whose eggs they would depend on when they started to lay after the winter’s lull.

      As Anne counted the few coins her small family had left, she reflected that it wasn’t really poaching. The earl owed them those meals. He owed them—or Star, at least—far more than a rabbit or two.

      The coins hadn’t miraculously multiplied since she’d counted them yesterday. How would they ever survive until next quarter day, a full five weeks away?

      They could do without, as they had done before. The forest and their stores provided food. Not much in variety or quantity, but enough. As well as rabbits and acorns, the forest also provided wood to burn, for warmth and cooking. And if most of the castle in which they lived was crumbling into dust, at least the tower she and Aunt Hester had taken for their own was sturdy enough.

      Anne looked around their home with some satisfaction. They lived mostly in this ground floor room, with the big fireplace in one corner and furnishings they’d recovered from elsewhere or made.

      They’d carted the big wooden table in from what must once have been the castle kitchen. It had bench seats made out of tree trunks that she and Aunt Hester had sawn to shape themselves, learning the craft of it even while doing the work. The mismatched easy chairs had been reclaimed from villagers who were throwing them out, and re-covered in a patchwork of material made from scraps bought for a few pennies at the Brimstead market when they went in to collect Anne’s quarterly allowance from the solicitor who managed the money reserved for her dowry, paying her only the pin money that had long ago seemed wealth.

      She frowned at an old grievance. Back before Papa’s death, all the household and clothing accounts went to him, and Anne’s only purchases were books and ribbons. Now, the same money had to feed and clothe three of them.

      Again, she surveyed the room. They managed, and with some elegance. Their old dresses, once they’d been worn to rags, were transformed into bright rugs for the floors, and Aunt Hester had knitted oddments of wool, likewise purchased at the market, into rugs to wrap around them against the drafts when they sat together in the evening.

      A ladder led to the next floor, which they’d divided in two with a wall made of withies and cob, so that Anne and Star could have a bedroom, and Hester another. They were warm, and safe, and comfortable. Yes. It could be worse.
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      “Then take the castle down,” Edward said. “Raze it to the ground.” He sat back in his chair and closed his eyes. They must be nearly at the end, surely? He’d been shut in with his new steward for three days, and would give his left arm for a good gallop in the clean air. He’d give an arm, a leg, and his eye teeth not to be earl, and therefore responsible for solving all these problems.

      Not that he blamed the poor steward. Mitcham had been trying for ten years to get Edward’s brother to make decisions about his properties and investments, and the wait after John’s death had made things worse. Edward had, of course, sold out and headed home as soon as the news reached him, but it took nine weeks, even so. Mitcham must have been at his wits end.

      Mitcham had gone on talking, and Edward hadn’t been listening. Something about ladies. Edward sighed. John’s ‘ladies’ were legion, and Edward had no doubt he’d find a list of troubles with ladies even longer than the one he was currently working his way through.

      “I’m sorry,” Edward said. “I lost focus for a moment, Mitcham. Would you mind repeating that?”

      Mitcham showed no sign of impatience. “What do you wish us to do with the ladies, my lord?”

      Edward’s expression must have shown he had no idea what Mitcham was talking about, because he added, “The ladies who live in the castle; or, rather, in the remaining corner tower, which is relatively sound.”

      Edward massaged his temples with his fingers. Perhaps Mitcham would make more sense if Edward didn’t have such an evil headache. “In the castle tower,” he repeated. “Ladies.”

      Mitcham nodded. “Yes, sir. The Misses Cleghorn.”

      The Cleghorns? John let Margaret Cleghorn live in his castle? Of course. How convenient for him to have his mistress half an hour’s ride away. Edward took a deep breath, rather than hurling the first thing that came to hand across the room. It had been nearly eight years since he’d arrived home early to find his betrothed cavorting naked with his brother, but for a moment, the same rage choked him. It had driven him out the door, into a recruiting office for the local cavalry regiment, and across the world, but he’d thought it long since dead.

      Mitcham was still talking. “They have lived there since before I came to be steward. Er…” Mitcham looked down at his hand, spreading it out and examining it as if it held the solution to the mysteries of the universe. He opened his mouth and then closed it again.

      “Spit it out, Mitcham,” Edward advised.

      “His lordship— the former earl— er, your brother said to leave them alone, sir. ‘Leave them alone and don’t bother me about them again,’ he said.” Mitcham began sorting through the folders into which he’d pasted the rare correspondence from his former master. “I have the letter here, my lord.”

      Something was incongruent. Why would John keep Margaret here, in Staffordshire? “I thought you said the former Lord Hicklestone spent all of his time in London.”

      “I believe he did, sir. Certainly, in all of my time as steward, he never came to Hickle or to Farley Hall. I posted down to London twice, when the press of urgent matters…” Mitcham trailed off.

      Edward could imagine John’s reaction to his steward’s unexpected arrival. “I’m surprised you’ve stuck with us for so long, Mitcham. You’ve done the best you can for the estate, and I’m grateful. We’ll see it right between us.”

      Mitcham blushed. “Thank you, my lord.” In the next breath, he proved his worth by returning to the point Edward was trying to forget. “What am I to do about the Misses Cleghorn, sir?”

      Margaret. Edward never wanted to see her again, but he couldn’t ignore the possibility that John had made her promises. Not marriage, of course, not John, and nothing written down. Did he send for Margaret to come to London? Edward probed at the thought, and it was like pushing at a diseased tooth after it had been pulled: an absence where he had expected pain.

      “I’ll visit the ladies and find out their arrangement with my brother,” he promised Mitcham. “Shelve the demolition until I have a chance to investigate. Now. What else do you have for me?”
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      Aunt Hester and Star arrived back with a basket full of mushrooms, a bag of acorns, a few early strawberries, and a week’s worth of gossip courtesy of the innkeeper’s wife, whom they’d met coming back through the village of Hickle, which sprawled across the valley on one side of the castle.

      “Mama,” Star said, her words tumbling over one another in her eagerness to share the news before Aunt Hester, “the Hardwick’s sow has had twenty-six piglets, Mary Andrews is going to marry Matthew Wright, the blacksmith’s son, and the earl has come home to Farley Hall.”

      Edward was home? Anne shot an anguished glance at Aunt Hester, who nodded, her face sober.

      Star prattled on, oblivious to the silent messages passing between Anne and her aunt. Don’t panic, Aunt Hester’s eyes said.

      “In the storm,” Star announced, “lightning struck the Parker’s barn, but no one was hurt.”

      “Lord Hicklestone has been here for several days, and has been meeting each day with Mr Mitcham,” Aunt Hester told Anne.

      Anne took a deep breath. Then he hadn’t come for Star, or to throw them out of the castle, or both. At least, not yet.

      At seven and a half, Star found the twenty-six piglets far more interesting than the rest of the news. “Can I go to see the piglets?” she begged.

      Anne pulled her mind out of a vortex of worry to focus on her child. “Perhaps later this afternoon, after you have finished your lessons. Now run and wash your face and hands and get up to the table. The soup is nearly ready, and I’ve made fresh acorn bread to have with it.”

      Star pulled a face at the thought of acorn bread, but trudged obediently to the corner where a jug of warm water waited by a wash bowl.

      Anne bit her lip. How long would it be until he came?
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      With the promise of piglets, Star settled quickly to her work, and by mid-afternoon she and Aunt Hester had taken the steep back path down the hill to the Hardwick’s farm. Anne carried a pile of mending out into the sunlight, settling on the bench seat that overlooked the main path up the hill to the half-tumbled arch that once topped the castle gates.

      Not that she could keep Lord Hicklestone from his own land, but at least she would see his approach. She rehearsed the coming conversation a dozen different ways. In some, he began by apologising for his many sins against her sister and her family. In others, he was as arrogantly uncaring as his brother, the former earl. Given the way Edward—his lordship—had abandoned them without a word, that was far more likely.

      Her head was so full of the earl that the appearance of a buggy at the bottom of the hill took her by surprise. Try as she might, she couldn’t think of an explanation that put the dashing young lord she remembered into such an unfashionable vehicle.

      But when the passenger climbed down, and began the long trudge towards her, all was explained. That portly figure could never be Edward Grantham. He might have gone to fat in eight years, for all she knew, but he could not have shrunk six inches. Besides, she was reasonably certain that she recognised the mule in the buggy’s traces.

      The visitor stopped to look up, giving her a good view of his face and confirming her suspicions. Sir Clarence Cleghorn. Her cousin Clarence—a very distant cousin, as he’d reminded her while turning her, Aunt Hester, and the baby out of their home after he inherited from Anne’s father. What was he doing here?

      She didn’t have to wait long to find out. After three pauses to rest on his way up the slope, Clarence puffed his way to the top, stopping again to mop his red face with a large handkerchief, already damp from previous uses.

      “‘Tis no wonder you have no suitors, Cousin Anne,” he complained. “That path!” He shook his head then lowered himself, without asking, to sit beside her on the bench.

      “Well, I’m here to amend that, and you’re a prize worth a bit of a climb.”

      He was sitting too close, his thigh pressing against Anne’s leg, and she withdrew to the end of the bench, looking pointedly at the black armband sewn to one sleeve. “My
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