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Chapter One 
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April 1812, London, England

One-and-twenty-year-old Pauline Blackburn hurried out of her father’s London townhouse making her way to an appointment with the curator of the British Museum. He planned to introduce her to a new client, Major Livingston. 

The moment her neatly shod foot touched the pavement, a gull squawked overhead with an uh-uh-uh call. Pauline glanced up in time for the bird to spray refuse across the side of her bonnet, splash her cheek, and plunge down the front of the blue-striped spencer. 

She let out a howl of shock. 

The bird responded with a loud wail as it flew away. 

A passing woman stopped to chuckle and then masked her ill-thought humor with a soothing ooh, and oh, dear.

Pauline’s maid, Lucy, cried out in alarm. “Oh, miss, this surely portends ill luck.”

“I’ve heard it said that it’s good luck,” the female pedestrian kindly offered.

“Botheration,” was all Pauline could think to say before she rushed back up the front stairs and inside.

Her mother, checking that morning’s calling cards, glanced up, her brow rising with worry. “What’s happened?”

Pauline waved her away and whisked up to her bedchamber, Lucy trailing in her wake. This was an immensely important appointment. As such, her need to look presentable warred with wanting to arrive before the appointed time. Normally, to her mother’s distress, Pauline hardly noticed what she wore. Today was different. On this particular day, she wished to stand out, be admired, perhaps even impress. 

She quickly washed her face before choosing a new bonnet that would match a different spencer. Then she expended precious minutes ensuring her shoes, too, harmonized with the rest of her clothing. All those preparations took at least fifteen minutes, the time ticking in her ears like an annoyingly loud pocket watch. 

Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. 

Shut up, she mentally chastised her inner timepiece. She’d given herself plenty of time this morning for just such an unanticipated mishap. She would not be late.

Her new client hated tardiness. Her cousin, Cecil, an infantry soldier, had mentioned that fact in more than one of his letters from the war currently raging in Spain. Cecil had served with her client, Major Livingston, while the British ground forces supported the Spanish troops during the siege at the naval base in Cádiz. The major’s nickname was apparently Stone, for his strength and endurance during battle. 

To Pauline, he sounded as if he would be unforgiving, especially if she was late. That could not happen.

She and Lucy hurried downstairs for the second time. She arrived in the foyer to learn that her mother, having heard of the battle of the gull, had arranged for her daughter to travel in the safety of the Blackburn town carriage. 

Pauline hugged her mother with heartfelt gratitude and sped out the door. In no time, she and Lucy were off in the comfort of the family carriage, and Pauline breathed a sigh of relief. 

She checked her timepiece. All good. She should be at the museum before the major even arrived there. Of course, he was more than just a major now. 

When he inherited the title of earl, it had been the news of the day in London. His ascension had been quite a surprise, as the late earl had both a wife and an heir apparent. However, a tragic carriage accident wiped out the whole family last summer, making Major Livingston the new Earl of Ashford. 

Pauline’s father had said that even after having heard of his inheritance, the major refused to give up his commission and leave Spain. Only after being wounded in the knee during a skirmish as the French forces marched toward Cádiz last autumn, did Ashford’s commanding officer order him home. 

Two weeks after he returned to London, news arrived that his brother, the Honorable Geoffrey Livingston, had died in battle.

The tragedy was heartbreaking, not only to the Livingston family but to all in London who had celebrated Major Livingston’s ascension and then mourned his terrible loss. 

In her small way, Pauline, too, wanted to ease the new earl’s suffering. That was partly why gaining this commission was so important. She knew him personally. Years ago, during her presentation to the queen, she had fallen in love with him.

The sound of a crash ahead startled her out of her thoughts. Her carriage came to a jarring halt.

Leaning out the window, she said, “Lucy, can you see what’s happening up ahead?” 

Her maid gazed out the opposite window. “Oh, miss,” she said, “an apple cart’s crashed in front of our carriage.”

Pauline slid over to the other side and peered out. Every horse, bird, and stray child nearby seemed to be swooping in to steal one of the escaping ripe fruits spilling across the roadway and causing a royal ruckus.

“Oh, no,” she whispered in horror. They were still two long blocks from their destination. “We’re going to be late.”

That panicked thought had her flinging open the carriage door and jumping out. Picking up her skirts, she sprinted down the pavement, weaving in and out of the pedestrian traffic. 

“Miss, wait for me!” Lucy shouted behind her.

Pauline didn’t slow a bit, her heart hammering in a panic that she was about to lose this assignment.

She ran, pell-mell, down the street, past people exclaiming in alarm at her speedy passage, all the while praying, Please don’t let him leave without seeing me. 

* * *
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DESPITE BEING ONLY five and twenty, Matthew Robert (Stone) Livingston, the sixth Earl of Ashford, felt as old as his late father. He tapped his good right foot on the museum foyer’s marble floor in rhythm to the pounding at his temple. Headaches assaulted him frequently these days, especially since news arrived of his younger brother’s death last November. Waiting a good fifteen minutes for the artist he’d employed had exacerbated the throbbing. He checked his timepiece, snapped it shut, and slipped it back into his pocket.

“My lord,” the curator said. “I’m sure Mr. Black will be here shortly.” The man’s nervous glance toward the front door dissuaded Robert of any such fortunate occurrence. 

Stone strode with his lopsided gait to the closest window. Six months since his return to England and his injury still plagued him as if it had occurred yesterday in London instead of months ago on the road to Cádiz. 

He gazed out the window displaying his gloom with a deep frown, disappointed with the speed of his healing and missing his brother and the comfort of his late parents. The only close family he had left was a first cousin he’d hated as a child and couldn’t stomach as an adult.

This museum fronted Montague Street, which was heavy with London’s morning traffic of hackney carriages, gentlemen on horseback, and carts carrying produce to the city center. No Mr. Black rushed up the museum steps to keep his overdue appointment.

He could not believe he stood there like a dunce waiting for the rude fellow. If anyone else had dared to keep him waiting, after refusing to meet him at the Ashford Estate, the offender would have lost Stone’s custom within a minute of the appointed time. He approached the opposite window, but it offered no better prospect.

He should simply hire another artist. However, shortly after Geoffrey’s funeral, he’d received a sympathy card from the Blackburn family, which had included a palm-sized stone carving of a man petting his dog. An odd gift to include as a condolence gesture, but Stone had been fascinated by the plaque. He had kept it close at hand ever since, giving it pride of place on his writing desk. 

When he first saw the delicate carving, he had been entranced by the kindness in the man’s face and the depth of feeling shared between master and pet so skillfully depicted in cold hard stone. 

The hand-sized marble plaque was cool to the touch, but it generated a burning warmth within his heart every time he thought of it; as it did now. On its hind flat side, the name P. Black had been etched.

When he went to be formally presented with his new title at the House of Lords last December, the prime minister had approached him about sponsoring a war memorial in memory of Geoffrey’s heroic death. P. Black was the name that instantly popped into his mind. However, at the time, just the thought of his slain brother had brought a lump to his throat. So, he’d refused, unwilling to deal with a memory that was still too fresh and painful. 

Later, when the offer was sent formally in writing, he’d been holding the plaque as he read, and knew that only this artist could do proper credit
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