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        Surrey 1813

      

      

      Hallie sat at the breakfast table with her papa, reading over the latest articles that had come out of Egypt and the wonderful finds of the ancient land that had been buried for thousands of years.

      She sighed, looking out the window at the dreary, wet morning, dreaming of the heat, the sand and culture. Where spices floated in the air and invigorated the soul. Not like her life here in Surrey, where she did little except tend the garden and read in the library.

      Her father cleared his throat, gaining her attention. “Hallie dear, there is something that I need to discuss with you. It is of great importance, so please let me finish before you say anything.”

      Hallie set down her paper, and turned to her papa. “Of course.”

      Her father, a gentleman, but one with limited land and fortune smiled a little and she frowned, wondering why he appeared so nervous. A light sheen of sweat formed on his forehead, and, picking up his napkin, he dabbed it away.

      “My darling girl, this is not easy for me to tell you, and please know that I do this only because I have your best interest at heart.”

      She sat back in her chair, a hard knot forming in her stomach. “Of course,” she managed, although she feared this conversation would be unlike any they had had before. Something was wrong, but what that was she partially didn’t wish to know.

      “I’m sending you away to a school in France. The Madame Dufour’s Refining School for Girls is highly recommended and with your love of history, I think this will be good for you. You’re never going to achieve your dreams by only reading the books in my library. All of which are sadly lacking and will be even more so in the months to come.”

      “You’re sending me away? Why, Papa? I do not understand.”

      He sighed, reaching across the table to take her hand. His touch was warm and yet the idea of leaving Surrey, her papa, left her cold.

      “I may have been born a gentleman, the fourth son of a baron, but simply being related to the aristocracy, no matter how distant, does not earn you funds. I have kept the house for as long as I could, but it was of no use and only yesterday I’m happy to say that I have sold it.”

      Hallie gasped, pulling her hand away. “You sold our home?”

      Her father ignored her accusatory tone and nodded. “I did, and with the funds I have purchased myself a small cottage in Felday. It’s a two-bedroom cottage that looks out onto the town square and it’ll do us nicely I think. All our possessions that we can fit will come with us, the books also, and so I think we can make the cottage our own and be very comfortable there.”

      She shook her head, not believing what she was hearing. “Papa, our life is here. I was born in this very room. My last memories of Mama are here. Please, reconsider.”

      Her father pushed back his chair, scraping the feet against the floor. Hallie grimaced as he went to stand at the window, overlooking the hollyhocks and roses outside.

      “Do you not think I know this, my dear? Do you not know that it broke my heart to sell our home, but it was either that, walk away with some funds, or walk away with nothing? I chose the former. The sale was profitable, and I have enough to keep me for the rest of my days, and to give you a small dowry along with your schooling in France.”

      He turned and strode over to her, pulling Hallie to stand. “You must promise me to use your time at school to better yourself. Arm yourself with so much knowledge that nothing and no one can stand in your way. That you will run with your smarts that I know you have and make a life from it. See the world, visit your beloved Egypt you’re always reading about,” he said, looking down at her article, “and live a full and happy life. Just as I and your mama always hoped for. You are always welcome at the cottage when you’re home.”

      Hallie swallowed the lump in her throat, having never heard her father speak in such a way before. “I promise, Papa. I shall make you proud and before I go, together we’ll ensure the cottage is just how we like it. Make it our new home away from this one.”

      Her papa pulled her into a fierce embrace and Hallie wrapped her arms about him, noticing for the first time how fragile and so much older he was than she realized. She squeezed him harder, wishing life to just halt a moment, to pause and stay as it was.

      “I’m glad you said that, my dear. For I have old Farmer McKinnon coming tomorrow with his cart to help us shift. It’ll be a busy two days.”

      Her father walked to the door, heading toward the foyer. Hallie followed him. “Two days. Why two days?” she asked.

      He turned, smiling. “Because we have to be out of the house in two days. I suggest you finish breakfast and start packing.”

      Hallie stared after him, shutting her mouth with a snap. The house was not small, and the idea of packing, picking what they would keep and leave behind left her momentarily stunned. However would they do it with one house maid, a cook and one groomsman who also acted as their butler?

      Shaking her head, but never one to shy away from hard work, Hallie called out to Maisie, her maid, for assistance. If they only had two days, then it would only take her two days to complete the relocation of their belongings. She rolled up her sleeves, heading toward the stairs. “I think I’ll start with the guest bedroom first and work my way through,” she said aloud to herself. Determined to hit her father’s deadline and roll with the stones life throws at one’s self, dodging accordingly.
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        1817 New Years Day – Felday

      

      

      It was the worst way in which to start the New Year. Hallie stood beside her carriage at the church yard gate, hating the fact that she was now an orphan. Even if she was three and twenty, her age did not change the fact that other than her school friends, she was alone in the world.

      Snow fell about her, damp and miserable, and she looked up at the sky, wishing to be anywhere but here. Someplace hot so that her bones would no longer ache and her nose wouldn’t feel like it was going to fall off.

      The coachman helped her into the vehicle and she called for home. The small cottage that she would now close up and leave behind. Her father had always wanted her to live her life, use her education to explore, learn and enjoy the world that waited for her.

      Now she would fulfil his wish and live. Not survive in this cold, wet England.

      The journey into Felday was of short duration, and Hallie stared out the window, thinking of her papa in his final days. By the time he’d passed, he’d been but a shell of his old self. A tumor in her father’s kidney the doctor believed, the telltale yellowing skin and eyes of her father a sign that something was not right within his body.

      Her only consolation through the ordeal was that he’d been happy. Her father accepted help when help was required, read and talked as they always had during the last few weeks. At times Hallie could even imagine he wasn’t riddled with a disease, but those times were fleeting.

      The carriage came to a quick halt and she slid off the seat, landing with an oomph on the floor. Scrambling to get up, Hallie heard a commotion outside and opened the door, wanting to see what the trouble was about herself.

      She jumped out, the snow under foot crunching with each step. Hallie came about the front of the equipage to see a man, or better yet, a gentleman standing and talking to her driver. He was tall, his clothing much better made than her own, his greatcoat was cut to suit his muscular frame, and his legs were long and well-defined from hours on the back of a horse. Clean-shaven, his jaw was cutting, his lips full. A breath expelled at the sight of him. Heavens, Felday didn’t sport men such as he. Hallie pulled her cloak about her, lest he see her own unfashionable clothes that had seen better years—her mourning gown that had been handed down from her mother.

      “Oh, miss. I must impose on you to use your vehicle if you would not mind. Share it with you I should add. My friends, you see, have played a trick on me and have stolen my horse and I’m stuck out in the middle of nowhere not knowing which way to go.”

      Hallie stared at the Adonis as her mind scrambled to form a reply. He wore a fur cap and a large woollen scarf about his neck, but still she spied the hint of blond hair beneath. His eyes were wide and clear, a lovely dark shade of blue, his straight nose hinted at his breeding, not to mention his lips… They were full, fuller than perhaps her own, and for a moment Hallie thought she was looking at an angel sent to make her feel better on this sad day.

      “Miss?” he queried again. “Do you think you could take me to the nearest town?” He hugged himself and she became aware of the chilling wind.

      “Miss Evans, we dinna know who this man is. He could be a cutthroat, a highwayman.” Her coachman pointed back toward Felday. “Walk in that direction and in an hour or so you’ll make Felday.”

      “It’ll be dark in half an hour,” the gentleman said, turning back to Hallie. “Please, Miss Evans, if that is your name. Please may I hitch a ride?”

      Hallie sighed. “What is your name, sir?”

      He lifted his chin, bowing a little. “Arthur Howard at your service.”

      She lifted her brow, shaking her head a little. “Well, not really, it is I who’s at your service, is it not?”

      The Mr. Howard grinned and Hallie’s stomach did a little absurd flip at the gesture. She adjusted her shawl, walking back to open the carriage door. “Back to Felday, John, and we’ll drop Mr. Howard at the inn. I’m sure he can hire a horse from there on the morrow.”

      Hallie settled back on the squabs and pulled the carriage blanket to rest over her legs. Mr. Howard jumped in after her, shutting the door on the chill afternoon.

      “Thank you again, Miss Evans for picking me up. I did have a horse, you understand, but I also have friends who think it quite a lark that they would leave with my said stead.”

      She studied him a moment, his articulation quite proper and correct. “Are you staying nearby?”

      “I was staying at the Felday Manor and was returning to London with a group of friends when I stopped… Ah, I stopped for a moment and went into the woods and it was when I returned to the road that I found my horse and my friends gone.”

      Hallie shook her head at such absurdness. The man was not dressed to be left outdoors overnight and with the snow coming down quite heavily, he would’ve been dead by morning had he not reached Felday by foot.

      “You are mistaken, Mr. Howard, for no friends would do such a thing, certainly not at this time of year.”

      He nodded, seemingly taking her point, before he sat back, crossing his arms over his chest in an effort to keep warm. “What brings you out on such a cold day, Miss Evans?” He smiled after his question and she pitied him her answer. Soon he would look at her with sorrow and sympathy like everyone else did in Felday village.

      “I buried my father today, I’m returning home from the church.”

      His mouth popped open and she tore her gaze away from him to look outside. Soon, very soon she would be away from all this cold, this sadness and her life would start.

      “Miss Evans, I’m so terribly sorry. Had I known I would never have intruded. You must forgive me. I am beyond regretful that my friends chose such an inappropriate time to play me a fool.”

      The carriage passed some outlying cottages of the county and Hallie turned back to the man who had turned as white as a ghost. “My father’s passing was expected, Mr. Howard and he’s out of misery now. Back in the hand of God and I’m happy for that. You need not apologize. On a night such as this, it would’ve been unchristian of me to have left you on the road.”

      He reached across and clasped her hand. “Even so, as a man who has also lost both his parents, I understand how hard today must’ve been for you. I’m wretched that I intruded at such a time.”

      She shook her head, swiping at a tear that warmed her cheek. “Thank you. That is most kind, but do not trouble yourself. I live in Felday and was returning here in any case.”

      The carriage rocked to a halt, and Hallie looked out the window. The inn had two horses standing out the front and oddly three carriages were being unloaded. It wasn’t usual to see so many people at the inn and Hallie frowned. “Mr. Howard, this is the inn in Felday, you had best go indoors and see if there is a room available. I wish you well,” she said, holding out her hand to him. He picked it up and instead of shaking it, lifted it to his lips and kissed it gently.

      A shiver stole over her skin and she smiled a little to hide her reaction to his touch.

      “Do you have far to go this evening, Miss Evans?”

      She pointed out the window across the town green to a little thatched-roof residence. “I live just over there, Mr. Howard. I think I shall find my way home well enough.”

      He nodded, reaching for the door. “Thank you again and may I wish you very well.”

      Hallie caught his eyes, drinking in his beauty as he closed the door behind him. When he went out of sight, Hallie sighed her relief. To remain calm in the face of such a handsome man was worthy of a prize. Her father would’ve thought it such a lark that a handsome stranger would arrive on the day she’d said her goodbyes to him. Even though in truth she’d said her goodbyes to her papa weeks ago.

      And soon, very soon she’d say her goodbyes to England as well. And say hello to the Middle East and all that awaited her there. A life, as her father termed it.

      A new start.

      Egypt.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lord Arthur Howard, Viscount Duncannon would murder his friends when he arrived back in London. Not for only taking off with his prized gelding that had cost him more than five hundred pounds, but because their stupidity had forced him into the company of a woman who had just buried her father.

      Of all the despicable things for him to do, Arthur did not think he would ever better such an inconsiderate, lowly action if he tried.

      He turned and watched the carriage as it pulled out on the small gravel road around the village green until it pulled up before the thatched-roof cottage across the way. The door of the home opened and closed and the carriage moved off. Arthur pushed open the door to the inn, satisfied that Miss Evans had returned home unharmed.

      He walked into the front taproom and found a scene of utter chaos. The room was full to the brim with people, and the bartender and his wife looked to be running around as if they weren’t sure what to do.

      Arthur went up to the bar, calling out to the bartender who stood pouring two beers. “Sir, can I press you for a room? I need one for just one night if you will oblige me and show me where I may go.”

      The bartender, a tall, muscular-looking gentleman glanced at him and grinned. “Oh aye yes, and everyone else by the looks of it. I’m full up. You’ll have to find somewhere else to park ye ass tonight.”

      “I’m more than willing to sleep in the taproom if there is nowhere else.”

      “Taproom is full also. I have three carriages and two more wagons out the back. Full of the gentry and their staff who lost their way earlier today. I dinna have room for ya in here. You can sleep in the stables if ye like, but it’ll cost ye a shilling.”

      “Thank you for your generosity,” he said, doubting the man would hear the sarcasm in his tone. Arthur went back outdoors. It was now full dark, and he headed over to the stables that were down one side of the building. The chill air made his bones ache, and entering the barn, he sat on a nearby hay pile that was sheltered a little from the wind.

      He sat there for a time, rubbing his hands together, but it was no good. He would never get to sleep and not only that, he doubted if he’d survive the night. Who knew Surrey could get so cold? How he would give anything right at this moment to be back in London, in his warm, comfortable home on Berkley square where he could stack his fire until it was roaring and no cold could seep into his bones.

      He glanced out the stable doors, and from here he could see Miss Evan’s little cottage, the candlelight flickering in the room behind her curtains. He stood, pacing and trying to warm his limbs. His mind whirred at imposing on her again. Arthur mumbled expletives. He could not disturb her for a second time in a matter of hours, especially after the day she had endured. He flexed his fingers, even in his kid-leather gloves, they were stiff and sore. His feet were tingling with lack of blood flow.

      “Damn it,” he swore. Arthur stood and started toward her residence. It was the most absurd, intrusive action he’d ever taken in his life, but it was either ask for shelter or freeze to death. Some men, strong men, may withstand a night in the stables, in the open without a fire or blanket, but he was not one of them.

      He debated his choice all but a moment as he stood outside the green-painted threshold before rapping hard against the wood.

      Miss Evans opened it, and now, without her black bonnet, black mourning gown and the large traveling cloak, she was unlike anything he’d ever beheld in his life.

      She’d looked like a crow in the carriage before, but now… Now she was nothing of the kind.

      He bowed, not sure what to do when one was at a loss for words, and so he fell back into that of a lord, remembering his manners when meeting a lady. “Miss Evans, I am throwing myself at your feet. Please pity me and allow me to stay here this evening. There are no rooms left at the inn, and having been sitting in the stable this past hour, I realize that I will not survive the night if I’m made to stay there.”

      Her eyes widened and she looked past him toward the inn before her attention snapped back to him. Her eyes, now that he could make out their color better, were a light green with the smallest fleck of blue through them. They were large, almond shaped, and her cheeks were the sweetest shade of pink. As for her hair, it was long and dark and he had the oddest feeling of wanting to see if it was as soft as it looked. Visions of it cascading over her bare shoulders in the throes of passion filled his mind and he cursed his wayward thoughts.

      Miss Evans was not one of the many women in London who fell at his feet. She was an independent, honorable woman. His thoughts were dishonorable and not helpful.

      At her continued silence, he said, “Please, Miss Evans. I will pay you handsomely if you will allow it.”

      His words caught her attention and she stepped back, allowing him to enter. “Very well, you may sleep before the fire, Mr. Howard.”

      Arthur headed straight for the fire, standing with his back to it and promising himself to kill his friends when he saw them again. “Thank you so very much. I shall pay you whatever you want, just name your price.”

      She raised her brow. “Any price, Mr. Howard? Are you a rich man?”

      She came and sat on the settee before the fire and he chuckled. He was a wealthy gentleman, a viscount no less, and one with multiple estates and lands both in the country and London. She could name any price she chose and he’d pay it. Anything was better than freezing to death outside. For one, his grandmother would be very disappointed indeed should he die in Surrey before marrying one of the many heiresses of her choosing. A Duncannon married for wealth and connections. To freeze to death without fulfilling the family duty would be a catastrophe.

      “Whatever you want, Miss Evans. The choice is yours.”

      She sat back on the lounge, and he looked down to see that she only had a pair of socks on her feet. The scene was awfully intimate, something a husband and wife may do late at night when all their staff were abed. She lifted her legs and placed them under her bottom and his lips twitched.

      Arthur looked down at himself, his knee-high boots made by the best cobbler in London. His buckskin breeches and kid-leather gloves along with his riding jacket that was worth more than he would assume this small cottage cost. Not to mention his great coat and fur cap. He looked about, seeing a lot of books, but little else. The lounge Miss Evans sat upon was threadbare and worn, and the distinct smell of animal fat told him she did not use tallow candles.

      “You have a lot of books here,” he stated, matter-of-fact.

      She glanced about. “Yes, they were my father’s. We used to live in Felday House three miles from town. My father fell on hard times, and we were forced to move.”

      He frowned, not liking that so much pain and suffering had befallen the generous—and if he were not mistaken—intelligent woman before him. “I’m sorry, Miss Evans. That must have been a terrible blow to your family.” He removed his gloves and slipped them into his pocket. “Another faux pas it would seem on my behalf since I was at Felday House just today. For what it is worth, the home was beautiful.”

      She shrugged. “It’s been four years since I moved here, and I’ve been away at school most of that time. Soon I shall be going away again, closing up the cottage and starting my new life abroad.”

      “You are leaving?” Arthur pushed aside the odd twinge of regret he felt at hearing such news. Why would he be feeling such an emotion? It wasn’t as if he knew her enough to be impacted by such information, and after today they would likely never meet again. And yet, the thought that he would never see her again made him melancholy. A state of being that he was not used to.

      “I am. I’ve been offered a position as an assistant to Mr. Shelly, an Egyptologist from Cambridge University. He’s traveling there to study the culture, the history and historical sites of course. I’m going to help him with those endeavours.”

      Arthur wasn’t sure how to answer such a statement. To meet a woman who was going to embark on such a journey… Well it simply wasn’t something that was done by the fairer sex. How splendid and intimidating at the same time.

      “How extraordinary of you.” He marvelled at her. “Are you not frightened? I would not think Egypt would be the easiest country to live, nor the coolest.”

      She laughed and her features lit up with the action. Not for the life of him could Arthur take his gaze from her pretty face and sweet nature. It was not every day one found someone on the road who would take a stranger into their home. Who was both beautiful and smart. Something told him the woman before him could hold an intelligent conversation that did not incorporate only discussions on current scandals or fashion.

      “I should imagine not,” she said. “But I think I shall like the warm. I’m so very sick of the cold.” She shut her eyes, holding her face against the ceiling as if she already could feel the warmth of the sun on her skin. “I leave tomorrow for London to catch a ship the following day, so I had better like it, mustn’t I?”

      Arthur laughed. “I suppose you must.” Warm now, he sat, but instead of sitting on the lone, leather-back chair to his left, he went and sat next to Miss Evans.

      “May I know your given name, Miss Evans? You may call me Arthur if you please.”

      She turned and her inspection of him caused his blood to pump faster in his veins. How very odd. He’d never been so discombobulated with a woman before, and perhaps it was simply because the woman next to him was clever and soon to be more worldly than he as well.

      “You may call me Hallie. Since you’re staying here, I suppose it’ll be all right.” She leaned back on the settee and Arthur studied the fire.

      “Have you thought about what you would like from me in payment for letting me stay here? I meant what I said when I said you may have whatever your heart desires.”

      Hallie pursed her lips and he swallowed. Damn it, he really needed to gain some manners. Next he’d be spouting love poetry at her feet if only she’d bestow him a kiss with her pretty mouth. He studied her profile a moment, his body tensing at the sight of her biting her plump bottom lip.

      Bloody hell. He cringed. What a cad he was. A typical London rogue with no consideration for others.

      “I do require some funds for my trip. I have very little, you see. Father did not leave very much, and although the cottage will be let while I’m away, I will not have access to those funds while in Egypt.” She looked him over, and heat licked up his spine. “So for helping you today on the road, and this evening, I should like fifty pounds, if you will.”

      Fifty pounds… Well, she did play a hard bargain, but one he was willing to concede to. He nodded, but he in no way planned on leaving her such a small amount. The woman beside him deserved a whole lot more than that, and he would give her double before he walked away on the morrow.

      “Consider it yours.”

      Her eyes brightened with pleasure. “Thank you, you’re most kind. I had worried how I would pay for things while away. The position with Mr. Shelly pays very little, and your money will stop me from having to sell some household goods and valuables that I have here.” She stood, folding a small rug she had draped over her legs and placing it on the settee. “I do not have a lot left from Papa you see, so I was sad to have to sell things to do what I know he wanted me to do in my life. How favourable that your friends would play such a trick on you after all. How opportune for me.”

      Arthur stood, sensing she was going to leave him alone. “The honor has been mine meeting you, Miss Evans…I mean, Hallie.”

      She smiled and once again the vision of her threw him off balance. How was a simple gesture leaving him floundering? “I will see you in the morning, Mr. Howard.”

      “Arthur, please,” he said, wanting to hear his name one more time on her lips.

      “Arthur…” she repeated, turning away.

      Panic seized him that their time together was coming to an end. He reached out, stalling her. “Before you go, may we have a toast, in honor of your father?”

      She seemed to think about it a moment, before she nodded. Arthur watched as she walked into her small kitchen just off the room, the sound of a cupboard opening and closing and the clinking of glasses telling him that she had agreed.

      He threw her a small smile as she came back in with two glasses of red wine, handing him one. “To my father. A man of wisdom and kindness.” She saluted and Arthur did the same.

      “To Mr. Evans.”

      He watched as she sipped the wine, one single droplet sitting on her lip. Without thought, he reached out, wiping it away with his thumb. Her gaze tore to him, her eyes wide and shocked. He expected to see reproach in her vibrant green gaze, but he did not. If anything, her gaze dipped to his lips and the hairs on the back of his neck rose.

      Hell, she was a beauty. A hidden treasure out in the middle of nowhere.

      Having had his fair share of women, he could read the signs of need as well as anyone, and his body stirred at the need emanating from her. Arthur leaned forward, clasping her face. He stopped, but a whisper from her lips. Their breath mingled, the scent of her, warm and sweet, intoxicated his soul. Never had he ever met someone so unique. A woman so unlike those he was expected to marry. She was intoxicating.

      “I’m going to kiss you, Hallie,” he said, brushing his lips just the slightest against hers. As he expected, they were soft, pliant beneath his own.

      What he did not expect, however, was for Hallie to kiss him back. No maidenly kiss, but a deep and thorough exploration of his mouth. The axis on which his world spun, tilted, sped up and whirled into unknown territory.

      And he was lost with her in the middle of nowhere and happily so.
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binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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