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Chapter One 

“An Unwelcome Summons”
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"I SHOULD LIKE TO SPEAK with Miss Grant," demanded Miss Alayna Marchmont, a cool gaze directed at Mr. Merribone, the proprietor of Merribone's Millinery Establishment in London.

"Ah, yes," Mr. Merribone replied proudly, a quick glance taking in the exquisitely gowned young lady before him. "Miss Grant is our most popular designer. I shall fetch her for you straightaway, madam."

He turned and headed for the workroom of the small, but fashionable, millinery shop, located near Bond Street. On the way, he paused before another Quality customer browsing in the store that morning. A few seconds elapsed as he waited patiently for the woman to acknowledge him. Receiving at last the encouragement he sought, an almost imperceptible nod of her elegantly-coiffed head, Mr. Merribone smiled broadly.

"Good day, Lady Carstairs! And how are you this fine morning? If I may direct your attention to the lovely Semptress, my lady." He pointed to a pretty Italian straw confection bedecked with bright red cherries and a splash of scarlet ribbon. "And, just there is another of our original designs, a frilled Coburg. Both bonnets were created by our Miss Grant."

"Hmmm," Lady Carstairs murmured, at once snatching up the Semptress, while another finely turned out lady, whose ears had also perked up at the mention of Miss Grant's name, made what could only be described as a lunge for the high-crowned Coburg.

Though pleased, Mr. Merribone cast an anxious glance toward the attractive young lady who had initially sent him on his errand, and noting the impatient press of her lips, he hastened his step. Reaching the curtained partition at the rear of the shop, which separated the display area from the workroom, he pulled aside the blue damask drapery, his eyes seeking those of his most popular designer, Miss Chelsea Grant.

An exquisite beauty with intelligent brown eyes and porcelain skin, Miss Grant was a rose among weeds in the cramped little workspace. Five other women, of various ages and sizes, were crowded around the work table nearly lost beneath its burden of bare straw bonnets, spools of delicately spun lace and ribbon, miniature birds, waxed fruit and pastel-tinted flowers.

"Miss Grant," the proprietor said, a sharp gaze telling the other women, who had all looked up from their work when he spoke, to carry on. "Another customer is asking to see you this morning, Miss Grant. If you will come this way, please."

Completely ignoring her employer's bidding, Chelsea Grant merely bent her golden head lower over the lilac-satin rosebud she was industriously stitching onto the stiff straw brim of an Oldenburg bonnet.

"Miss Grant!" Mr. Merribone said again, an irritable edge creeping into his tone this time.

Still, Miss Grant did not move, did not even raise inquisitive brown eyes to meet his. However, upon hearing the insistent swish of the damask drapery being yanked shut behind him, she risked a tentative peek upward.

"As you can see, Mr. Merribone," she said evenly, "I am quite busy just now."

"Busy! You will come this way at once. Miss Grant! At once, I say!"

Chelsea felt her breath grow short. A moment ago, she had not only heard, but clearly recognized, the demanding feminine voice that sent Mr. Merribone scurrying to fetch her. How on earth had Alayna Marchmont uncovered her whereabouts this time?

Six months ago, when Chelsea had disappeared from the Marchmont town house in Bath, she had purposely taken the precaution of informing the coaching office where she had booked passage to London, that she would not be staying in England, but was on her way to the Continent where an Important Position as governess awaited her. It was a lie, of course, and Chelsea had loathed telling it, but she had to be got rid of Alayna Marchmont's continual interference in her affairs. She simply had to!

"Miss Grant, may I remind you that you are . . ."

Chelsea's stomach churned. "Mr. Merribone, I feel I must refuse your request just now and complete my work on the Oldenburg. As you know, Lady Hepplewhite will be calling for it within the hour."

The proprietor's eyes fairly bulged from his head. "Annie Richards will finish the Oldenburg. You will follow me!"

Terror gripped Chelsea's middle as she cast an apologetic glance at poor little Annie Richards, then with a weary sigh, she rose obediently to her feet and stepped through the curtain that Mr. Merribone was holding open for her.

Chelsea's knees grew weaker with each step she took. Less than a year ago in Brighton, it had taken but a few well-chosen words from Alayna Marchmont to relieve her of her post as paid companion to the elderly Lady Hennessey. It had been Chelsea's first employment since both she and Alayna had left Miss Farringdon's Academy For Young Ladies in Brighton. True, Alayna had been instrumental in helping secure the post for Chelsea, but that did not give her the right to continue to order Chelsea about afterwards, did it?

Catching sight of her former schoolmate standing just inside the doorway of the shop, Chelsea's heart hammered in her ears. As usual, Alayna looked lovely. Today, she wore a pale blue woolen pelisse over a fitted gown of matching blue serge. Chelsea took especial note of the blue silk Huntley that topped the fringe of curls gracing Alayna's brow, curls that were the exact same shade of gold as Chelsea's.

Unconsciously, she smoothed the folds of her dark merino skirt, aware of the rough feel of the fabric beneath her fingers. Since she departed Bath last winter, which is where Alayna insisted Chelsea accompany her on holiday that fateful day she had called at Lady Hennessey's, she'd not been able to afford a single new frock for herself. Just managing food and lodging was an arduous enough task. 

Still, she was happy with her new life in London, and proud of her growing reputation as a talented bonnet designer. She forced her chin up a notch. She would not let Alayna Marchmont ruin this position for her. She would not!

"Miss Grant and myself at your service, madam," Mr. Merribone said in a fawning tone.

Chelsea held her breath as Alayna directed a cool gaze her way.

"How do you do, Miss Grant. I am Miss Alayna Marchmont." The look in her steel-blue eyes challenged Chelsea.

Chelsea blinked. Alayna pretending they were not acquainted? How very astonishing! "H-how do you do, Miss Marchmont," she managed.

"Very well, thank you, Miss Grant. Now that I have located you, that is."

The icy smile on Alayna's lips filled Chelsea's stomach with dread. What would Alayna say now?

The pretty blonde flicked a gaze at the shopkeeper. "It seems all of my friends in Town are wearing Miss Grant's designs," she said sweetly. "And, I daresay I am quite eager to acquire a number of them for myself." She paused, her ice blue eyes cutting again to Chelsea. "I understand Miss Grant is from Brighton."

Chelsea's heart fluttered wildly in her breast.

"As it happens," the young lady continued, "I, myself, attended school in Brighton."

"Ah, what a fascinating coincidence, indeed, Miss Marchmont! Surely you are aware that our Miss Grant is the granddaughter of the famous philanthropist from Brighton, Sir George Andover. You must know of the gentleman. Quite generous he was, quite generous, indeed!"

Chelsea's breath lodged convulsively in her throat. It was the very opening Alayna was contriving for. She had used the same tack with Lady Hennessey. If Alayna said one disparaging word about Grandpapa Andover today, Chelsea feared she would lose all control. No, she was certain she would!

The smile on Alayna's lips turned calculating. "Indeed, I have heard many glowing accounts of the eminent Sir George. Still, one can only wonder if Miss Grant has told you . . . everything about her famous grandpapa?"

"Oh, there was hardly a need for Miss Grant to elaborate," Mr. Merribone gushed. "Everyone who is anyone is acquainted with that gentleman's altruism. Quite widespread his reputation was, quite widespread, indeed."

"Hmmm," Alayna murmured, a sly gaze still fixed on Chelsea. "You must feel fortunate, Mr. Merribone, to have such a famous personage in your employ."

"Oh, indeed, I do, Miss Marchmont! Indeed I do!"

Chelsea fought for control as Alayna continued to speak calmly.

"I should like to invite Miss Grant to take tea with me this afternoon, Mr. Merribone." She favored the round-faced shopkeeper with another charming smile. "I am all a-tremor to view for myself Miss Grant's latest sketches. I am staying with my aunts in Town; number 12, Portman Square. A goodly number of my aunt's friends will also be present this afternoon. I daresay they are as eager as I to own bonnets designed by Miss Grant."

Mr. Merribone's smile was so wide it nearly split his face in two. "Your wish is my command, Miss Marchmont! Indeed, it is!"

Suddenly, Chelsea's voice cut in. "I am sorry to disappoint you, Miss Marchmont, but I am far too busy to leave my post today."

"Miss Grant!" Mr. Merribone gasped. "Begging your pardon, Miss Marchmont. I assure you Miss Grant did not mean what she said. She shall be honored to take tea with you this afternoon. You have only to name the hour, Miss Marchmont. Only to name the hour."

Alayna turned a triumphant smile on Chelsea. "Four of the clock will suit nicely, Mr. Merribone."

At half past three, Chelsea rose stiffly from her place at the workbench and reluctantly reached for her own flat chip bonnet, which she had recently refurbished with a new green ribbon. After tying a perfect bow beneath her chin, she woodenly gathered up her reticule and sketchbook and quitted the millinery shop, headed for fashionable Portman Square on foot.

If her stomach were not churning so frightfully, she might enjoy the free feeling of being out-of-doors in the middle of the afternoon. As it was, the sharp sting of an April breeze whipping color to her cheeks and causing the long folds of her skirt to flap noisily against her legs as she walked only irritated her further. She hugged a light woolen shawl closer about her shoulders. It, too, was an unwanted reminder of Alayna, being one of a number of cast-off items Alayna had given to Chelsea this past winter in Bath. Oh! Was she never to be rid of Alayna Marchmont's interference in her life?

Upon arriving at the Marchmont townhome, Chelsea was shown up to an elegantly appointed drawing room and told that Miss Marchmont would join her presently. Far too angry to sit down and wait patiently, Chelsea nervously paced the room. That she was the only person here did not surprise her in the least. Alayna had obviously used the tea party as a ruse to whisk her from beneath Mr. Merribone's nose. If only she knew the reason for Alayna's subterfuge this time!

If it were Alayna's intent to ruin her reputation in London with tales of her late grandfather Andover's indiscretions, why had she not simply repeated the untruths to Mr. Merribone and been done with it? Blurting out the lies had worked in an instant with Lady Hennessey. Chelsea had been dismissed on the spot.

Pacing from the hearth to the row of mullioned windows and back again, she at last heard the drawing room door slide open behind her. Whirling about, she watched as Alayna glided toward her, a sweet smile on her admittedly pretty face. Of a purpose, Chelsea did not return the smile.

"What do you want this time, Alayna?" she demanded.

"Why, Chelsea, dear, what a positively insolent greeting. Do sit down, I shall ring at once for our tea."

"I am not staying for tea, Alayna. I insist you tell me straightaway what it is you want from me."

Alayna's sugary smile did not waver as she turned from the bell rope she had already pulled. "I shall reveal my plan to you over tea, Chelsea. Do be a dear and sit down." A hand indicated a pale lemon-yellow settee situated before the low-burning fire in the hearth.

Pressing her lips tightly together, Chelsea edged onto the settee while Alayna took a seat in a striped wing chair opposite.

"Now, then," Alayna began. "I must say, I was shocked to learn that you were employed at a millinery shop, Chelsea. Making bonnets." She pulled a face. "How dreadfully dull. Still, I recall you did have somewhat of an artistic flair at school. No doubt Miss Farringdon would think you quite a success now. You always were her pet pupil, but we know the real reason for that, do we not?"

Chelsea's nostrils flared. "What is it you want, Alayna?"

Alayna made a dismissing motion with one hand. "We've plenty of time to discuss that, Chelsea dear. I'd much rather you tell me why you simply disappeared from us in Bath? Aunt Lettie was quite beside herself with worry. We all were. You can be such an ungrateful girl at times. I, for one, thought it quite generous of my aunts to offer you employment after the unceremonious manner in which Lady Hennessey dismissed you.

"Dismissed me?" Chelsea's eyes flashed. "And who do I have to thank for that?"

"Why, I only wished you to accompany me on holiday, Chelsea. I cannot think why you are still angry with me over such a trifling matter. It was well past a year ago. Why, I still think of you as my dearest friend in all the world."

Chelsea chose not to respond to that. It was true she and Alayna had once been dear friends. Both orphans, they had naturally gravitated to one another at Miss Farringdon's Academy, but their differing circumstances now created a chasm so wide no childhood friendship could hope to bridge.

When Chelsea was a child of ten, both her parents had been killed in a common carriage accident outside Brighton . . . common because spills and upsets on the road to London were an almost daily occurrence considering the frivolous manner in which gentlemen pitted their gigs and curricles against one another. After her father's enormous debts had been paid, what little remained of her Grandpapa Andover's vast fortune was set aside for Chelsea's education. With no family to care for her, the unfortunate child had been placed with the spinster Farringdon sisters at their academy in Brighton, a school her Grandfather Andover had generously supported during his lifetime.

The elder Miss Farringdon had seemed especially glad to have Chelsea with her. And, therein lay Chelsea's problem.

Though she never believed a word of it, it was widely rumored at the school that her grandfather, Sir George, who had died when Chelsea was seven, had not only funded the school, but had also engaged in certain illicit studies of his own with the elder Miss Farringdon. Because Chelsea had adored her lovable grandpapa, she grew white-faced with anger whenever any of her schoolmates taunted her about her grandfather's supposed tendre with the prim and proper Miss Farringdon. Some even questioned the legitimacy of Chelsea's lineage. That was more than she could bear. Grandpapa Andover was Chelsea's only link to respectability and she would not let anyone mar his good name.

"Did you know that I am to be married?" Alayna asked suddenly, jarring Chelsea from her reverie.

"Hmm." Chelsea sniffed.

Alayna smiled. "That is the reason I invited you to tea today, Chelsea dear; to inform you of my plans."

"I see." Not at all certain whether to believe Alayna was telling the whole truth or not, Chelsea shifted nervously on the settee. "I expect congratulations are in order."

"Why, thank you!" Alayna responded brightly, then turned to attend to the tea service the butler was carrying in. After depositing the silver tray on a lovely rosewood table at Alayna's elbow and nestling the pot in the server, he silently vanished, leaving the two young ladies once again alone.

Alayna poured two teacups full of the steaming brew, and after handing one to Chelsea, settled back to sip from her own cup. "Are you not curious to know who I am to marry?" she asked.

Though she honestly did not care a whit, Chelsea said, "I am simply dying to know, Alayna."

Alayna giggled. "Oh, Chelsea, you always were an abominable liar! I am to marry a cousin of mine, Rutherford Campbell. He is the sixth baron. I have not seen him since I was a child, and to say truth, I do not care for him in the least. Though, he is extremely well-put. Or . . . will be. Our marriage releases his inheritance." She smiled roundly. "In a month, I shall be a baroness and you shall have to address me as Lady Rathbone."

"In a month, I hope not to be addressing you at all."

"Oh, Chelsea." Alayna laughed again. "You can be so very droll at times." She leaned forward to set her teacup down. "Rutherford has vast holdings in Honduras, a mahogany plantation, I understand." She wrinkled her nose in distaste. "So, of course, I have no intention of joining him there. I should go quite mad in such an uncivilized place. I have not yet told Rutherford of my plans. I see no need to inform him until after the ceremony." She smiled conspiratorially. "I expect it will be too late by then, won't it? My Aunt Lettie and Aunt Millicent, Rutherford's mother, arranged the match. Rutherford and I are both agreeable to it; though we have only discussed the matter by letter.

"As I said, we have neither of us laid eyes on the other since we were children. I was a mere child of ten or eleven when last I saw Ford. Though, following our betrothal last month I sent him a lovely miniature of myself. It was the best likeness of me yet!" she enthused. "If I had known of your whereabouts, Chelsea, I could have shown the picture to you before I sent it. At any rate . . . this is where you come in."

Her teacup halfway to her lips, Chelsea's hand froze in mid-air. "Me?"

"Why, of course, dear. It's the rest of the reason I invited you to take tea with me today."

Chelsea's heart pounded afresh.

"Do not look so alarmed, Chelsea dear. I am sure you will be agreeable to what I propose. At the very least, it will remove you from that horrid bonnet shop where you now spend your days."

"I have no intention of leaving my post, Alayna, and I will thank you to stop meddling in my . . . "

"It will only be for a month, Chelsea. That is . . . " she smiled wickedly, " . . . unless you refuse."

Chelsea's heart plummeted to her feet. "And if I refuse?"

"Why, I shall have to pay another call on Mr. Merribone, of course."

Chelsea sprang to her feet so fast she nearly toppled her teacup. Her hand shaking furiously, she deposited the clattering cup and saucer onto the tray.

Watching her, Alayna wore a sly smile. "You appear overset, Chelsea. Do sit down, I have not yet told you the whole of it."

Chelsea glared at Alayna. "No! I shall not sit down! And I refuse to let you spoil my living for me here as you did with Lady Hennessey in Brighton!"

"Why, Chelsea, I meant to spoil nothing for you there, and I do not mean to here. Unless, of course . . ." her voice trailed off again.

Chelsea's bosom rose and fell with heated anxiety. "What do you want from me, Alayna?"

Alayna turned another sweet smile on her guest. "It is such a simple request really. I merely want you to travel to Chester. Do sit down, and let me explain."

Chelsea's heart thundered in her ears. As usual, Alayna's way of putting things left her with no choice but to do as Alayna asked. Glaring at her hostess, she edged back onto the settee.

"Now, then," Alayna began sweetly, "as it happens, Rutherford and I are to be married by proxy in that musty old chapel at Castle Rathbone. You know how I detest the country. So dreadfully rustic. At any rate, because Rutherford will not be present, the marriage ceremony is merely a formality. Aunt Millicent will be there, of course, but no one else of consequence, except myself, and the clergyman. A stranger . . . perhaps even a servant . . . will be standing in for Ford. But in order to be married in this fashion, by proxy, one of us must reside for an entire month beforehand in the parish where the wedding ceremony is to take place. And, since Ford is in Honduras, that leaves only me to satisfy the silly residency requirement. Surely you can see my problem, Chelsea."

"You wish me to keep you company for the month you are to be in the country," Chelsea muttered flatly.

Alayna nodded, though a bit coyly.

"Well, I simply cannot, Alayna. I cannot just up and leave my post on a whim. I am not like you. I must work to earn my keep, and I cannot . . . "

"But, I am prepared to pay you, Chelsea. Double what Mr. Merribone does," she added.

Chelsea's lips tightened. She would not do it. Not for any amount of money.

"I shall pay you a hundred pounds!" Alayna interjected shrilly. "I promise I shall!"

Chelsea lifted her chin. No. She still would not do it.

Alayna leaned forward, her blue eyes angry. "If you refuse me, Chelsea, I shall have no recourse but to insist. And then, you shall have no post to come back to."

Chelsea's nostrils flared. Alayna did not make idle threats. She would do exactly as she said. Oh, why did Alayna persist in interfering in her life? At length, Chelsea inhaled an uneven breath. "Well, I . . . I suppose I could ask Mr. Merribone to grant me a month's leave of absence in order to accompany you to Chester."

"Accompany me? Oh, I shall not be going, Chelsea. I have other plans for the month. You shall be going to Chester instead of me."

Chelsea's brown eyes widened. "Instead of you?"

Alayna nodded. "You shall pretend to be me while you are in Chester. We are the same size and have virtually the same colouring. Not that it would matter a whit. No doubt, you will not see a single soul who knows either of us, but in the event that you do . . . "

"But, Alayna, I cannot . . . you said yourself I am an abominable liar. I could never carry off such a pretense! Not to mention that it would be an outrageous lie!"

"Oh, you mustn't think of it in that manner, Chelsea. Think of it as . . . acting. As I recall, you are a . . . fair actress. Not nearly so accomplished as I, of course, but you did win the title of 'Brighton Beauty' while we were in school. I never forgave you for that, you know. I thought my Lady Macbeth far superior to your Juliet, but all the same . . . "

"It was my one triumph at school," Chelsea cut in, elevating her chin to a height equaling Alayna's. "And it has nothing to say to anything. I could never convince your Aunt Millicent that I am you! And it most certainly would be lying," she maintained.

"Oh, Chelsea," Alayna leaned forward, "of course, you can do it. Aunt Millicent has not seen me since I was a child, and besides, she is practically blind, spends all her days sequestered in her bedchamber. I have everything arranged. You shall take my carriage; and wear my clothes. Why, I have already packed a trunk. And my own abigail, Dulcie, shall accompany you. Dulcie is delighted with the prospect of hoodwinking Aunt Millie. She has a half-sister at Castle Rathbone who says my aunt isn't the least popular with the servants. She is far too nasty and cantankerous; doesn't get along with a soul these days. So, you see, it is a perfect plan."

"I see nothing of the sort, Alayna," Chelsea replied frostily. "And furthermore, I do not see why you cannot go yourself."

"Because I . . . " Alayna paused, considering, as she chewed on her lower lip. "I think it wiser if I do not divulge my whereabouts to you, Chelsea. Suffice to say that I shall also not remain in London. If my plan should go awry, you may honestly say you have no idea where I am."

Chelsea stewed. She knew very well it was asking far too much to expect Alayna to tell the whole truth. Besides, she was too upset over her own situation to even care what mischief Alayna was up to. Her own world had come tumbling down around her feet, and for what? A ridiculous scheme, that's what. If she refused, Alayna would see to it that she lost not only her position with Mr. Merribone, but her reputation in Town would be ruined as well, and then what would she do? At least, this way, if Mr. Merribone agreed to her request, her good name in London would remain intact and she would still have a means of support once she returned to Town. Still . . . she hated letting Alayna think she was giving in so easily.

She thrust her chin up another notch. "I cannot imagine what could be more important to you, Alayna, than marrying your cousin, a wealthy, titled gentleman. Surely you relish the idea of setting up your own household . . . " Chelsea felt a prick of wistfulness as she realized how very unlikely such a prospect was for her.

"Oh, fustian! You have never met my cousin Rutherford. No young lady in her right mind would be a-tremor to marry him. He is a bore of the first order. Cross and demanding, and not the least bit entertaining. For the most part, I left off reading his letters ages ago. They were full of nothing but the dull goings-on in that horrid place where he lives. How he can abide living there, I cannot think. Though, if you must know . . ."Alayna's eyes took on a wicked gleam, "I do consider myself quite fortunate to be marrying him. I shall be well set up, after all. And, I shall have all of the freedom . . . though none of the responsibilities . . . accorded to a married lady. I shall be free to do as I please."

Chelsea blushed. She knew exactly what Alayna meant, and it was an arrangement that would never suit her. A man and his wife belonged together. "How very cold-hearted you have become, Alayna."

"Moi? Rutherford has the cold heart. He is only marrying me to benefit himself. At eight-and-twenty, he can suddenly wait no longer for his inheritance. I expect he means to increase his holdings in Honduras, or some such nonsense."

Chelsea said nothing further on the subject of Alayna's marriage. And neither did Alayna, except to reassure Chelsea again and again that she would, indeed, arrive at Castle Rathbone in time for the proxy wedding ceremony. Two stand-ins would never serve.

At length, after Alayna had outlined Chelsea's travel plans to Chester, Chelsea rose to take her leave. The prospect of telling an untruth to Mr. Merribone in order to be granted a month's leave of absence loomed like a dark cloud before her, but, as usual, she had no choice in the matter. Still, as she scurried back to the millinery shop that evening, she reminded herself with some relief, that at least, this time, if Mr. Merribone agreed to her request, she would have a position and a living to come back to.
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Chapter Two 

“An Unexpected Journey”
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AS EXPECTED, MR. MERRIBONE was not pleased.

"I view your request as quite out of the ordinary, Miss Grant," he replied coolly. "And, by all that is right, I should not allow it."

"I understand your position completely, Mr. Merribone. But, you see, my . . . my aunt is ill. I am told she rarely leaves her bedchamber these days, and I . . . I am her only living relative. I assure you it will be only for a month, after which I shall be returning again to London and to my post, if . . . if you will have me," she added contritely.

Mr. Merribone continued to protest. "Such a lengthy absence, Miss Grant, will serve only to diminish your popularity with the ton. They are a fickle lot, professing undying allegiance one day, then abandoning the very proprietor they declared a favorite the next."

Chelsea fidgeted. "Perhaps if I sent along new designs every week, Mr. Merribone. Annie and the others could make them up just as if I were here. I expect to have plenty of time in the coming days to attend to my sketching," she added with a smile, hoping to sway him with charm. It had worked for Alayna. "My absence would hardly be noticed. I assure you, Mr. Merribone, I shall be returning to my post, just as soon as . . . I find someone to properly care for my aunt."

Mr. Merribone's lips pressed tightly together, but at length, he acquiesced to her plea. After thanking him profusely and assuring him once again that she did, indeed, mean to return to London, Chelsea left the shop. Deceiving her employer in so shameless a fashion went against all she stood for, but in this case, she saw nothing else for it.

After a quick bite to eat that night, Chelsea packed up her few belongings and climbed into bed. She'd leave a note tomorrow for the landlord explaining her sudden departure. No doubt, she'd be obliged to find new lodgings upon her return to Town, but that was the least of her worries now. The Marchmont coach would be arriving for her at first light in the morning, and for the month following, everything . . . including her name . . . would change.

The journey to Chester took three days. All in all, it proved to be a less than dreary ride; the Marchmont equipage with the fancy gold crest on the side door was plush and comfortable. Though Chelsea was still not particularly happy to be here, she had to admit, she half enjoyed the trip. Alayna's abigail, Dulcie, was agreeable. About seventeen, she was light-hearted and amusing, and even managed to make her nineteen-year-old companion smile upon occasion.

Chelsea's smile faded, however, when late on that final afternoon, the dusty black coach wheeled onto a narrow, overgrown road that caused the elegant high-sprung carriage to jostle and sway dangerously. So shaken was Chelsea that she barely noticed a weathered sign hanging limply from a wall that spelled out Castle Rathbone in dim letters. When next the great coach rumbled onto a rickety wooden bridge, which Chelsea rightly assumed must have once spanned the castle moat, she found herself fearing for her very life and wishing she'd queried Alayna further about her illustrious ancestral home.

In a matter of minutes, the carriage drew up in front of a crumbling stone relic that was covered top to bottom with a tangled growth of gnarled old vines and brown-tipped ivy. Several wings of the castle jutted from either side of the foremost tower, but all the narrow windows were shut up tight with ill-fitting shutters and, in some cases, pieces of discolored clapboard. Sucking in her breath with dismay, she wondered how even she was to bear spending a month here?

Suddenly, the carriage door flew open from the outside, causing her further alarm. Stepping tentatively to the ground, she became aware of the rapid pounding of her own heart in her breast. A quick glance about revealed the pitifully kept yard inside the bailey. At the moment it was rapidly filling up with what appeared to be peasants, most of them unkempt and dressed in tattered garments. Adding to the confusion was a pack of mongrel dogs, whose excited barking and tail-wagging told Chelsea she must be the first stranger to visit here in quite some time.

She shrank when an especially filthy footman stepped forward to usher her into the castle foyer. Dulcie lagged behind as other servants began to unload the many trunks and boxes Alayna had sent along with Chelsea.

Indoors, she blinked into the semi-darkness, beginning to understand further why Alayna had been so loath to come here. Thus far, Castle Rathbone could only be described as grim and oppressive. The cool, dank foyer was almost bare of furniture; only a few high-backed chairs were positioned here and there before the cold stonewalls. Suddenly, a solemn-faced gentleman dressed completely in black appeared out of nowhere.

"Miss Marchmont, I presume?" the man said, gazing the length of a pinched nose at Chelsea.

She gulped. "Y-yes."

"This way, miss."

Lifting the folds of her skirt a bit, Chelsea followed the man down a dark, narrow corridor, its meandering length seeming to take her deeper and deeper into the bowels of the high-ceilinged tomb. The clicking sound of Chelsea's half-boots on the bare stone floor echoed like bells in the eerie stillness. Feeling a sudden chill overtake her, she ran a gloved hand up one arm in an effort to ward it off.

Glancing warily at her surroundings, Chelsea absently noted a row of dusty portraits hanging on the wall to her left, their expressionless faces and hollow eyes seeming to follow her progress through the castle. At intervals on the opposite wall, single candles in sconces flickered as Chelsea and the man in black passed beneath, their movements stirring the stale air trapped within the castle walls.

Other eyes watched her . . . brighter, human eyes, glittering from shadowy corners and through cleverly concealed hidey-holes
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