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Tyger Tyger, burning bright,

In the forests of the night

William Blake

––––––––
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April 1796: Aboard HMS Hadrian off the Coast of France 

A perfect night. A calm sea. Complete darkness; neither moon nor stars. Only the gentlest breeze from the southwest ruffled the surface of the water. By alternately backing and filling her tops’ls, His Majesty’s Ship Hadrian, a frigate of twenty-eight guns, lay virtually stationary at the outer edge of a sheltered cove on the southern coast of Brittany, some fifteen leagues east of the Brest Peninsula at the northernmost extremity of the Bay of Biscay. Such a fortuitous alliance of wind, cloud, and water was rare at that time of year, but it was providentially ideal for the duty Hadrian had been sent to perform.

On Hadrian’s broad quarterdeck, every available telescope was trained upon the shoreline about seven cables distant.

“Can you see aught?” asked Ezra Williamson, Hadrian ’s sailing master.

“Not a blessed thing” answered Edward Morrison, the first lieutenant. “It’s as black as Beelzebub’s breeches out there.” 

“We should have seen the signal by now,” muttered Williamson. “They—”

“There it is, by God,” Morrison interrupted. “I see it. Two points abaft the beam. A pair of flashing lights, side by side.”

Captain Robert Hayward swung his telescope a trifle to his left, then grunted in satisfaction. 

“Very well, Mr. Morrison,” he said, “is all made ready?”

“All ready, sir. The jollyboat is alongside.”

“Then off you go.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Morrison shut his telescope with a snap that sounded like a thunderclap to Hayward ’s taut nerves.

“And remember, Lieutenant,” he admonished, “as soon as Mr. Hastings is safely ashore, you are to return at once. Do not linger. If the moon should break through these clouds, we shall stand out like a donkey in a pigsty.”

“I understand, sir,” said Morrison, raising two fingers to the brim of his hat in a quick salute before turning and disappearing into the blackness along the starboard gangway. 

Apart from the well-shielded binnacle candle by whose pale and tremulous glow the helmsman read the compass, the ship was in total darkness. Stealth was paramount.

Enveloped in the impenetrable blackness, Hayward listened intently to the sounds of Morrison, Hastings, and the crew of the jollyboat preparing to depart.

“Veer them away,” called the bosun, and Hayward caught the gentle whisper of muffled oars being carefully plied as the small boat began its journey to the shore of France almost a mile away.

Good luck, he said to himself, and for pity’s sake be careful.

There was nothing further he could do. The outcome was now in the hands of God and the first lieutenant. Pacing about on deck would inevitably be construed as nervousness born of a lack of confidence in Morrison, and so, after a quiet word of thanks to the officer of the watch, he went below.

If truth be told, he was nervous, but his anxiety was certainly not engendered by any doubts over Lieutenant Edward Morrison’s skill or judgement. Morrison was a fine officer. Hayward’s concern was for the safety of his men and his ship–a constant preoccupation, always heightened in times of danger such as this.

In his private cabin, a captain’s inviolable domain, the windows across the ship’s wide stern had been covered with deadlights and the spacious room was bright with lamplight. Seating himself on the locker running the width of the aft bulkhead below the windows, he visualized Morrison in his little walnut shell of a boat approaching the enemy shore as noiselessly as possible. A Breton, loyal to the French monarchy, was to be waiting for him, and as soon as the boat ran up the shingle, Hastings would jump out and be spirited away on his mission, whatever it was. It sounded simple enough, but he had been too many years at sea and fought too many battles to forget there was always the unexpected, the unforeseen, the devil lurking deep in the shadows.

Feeling suddenly tired, Hayward rubbed his face, the stubble on his chin rough under his fingers. Wind and salt spray had made his skin feel coarse and weatherbeaten, even to him. Slightly hollow cheeks and a rather narrow face combined to give him a gaunt appearance when he saw himself in the mirror, but a thick head of unruly fair hair and lively gray eyes afforded him a youthfulness belying his forty-two years. Stretching his legs out before him on the canvas covering the cabin’s floor, he stared idly at the chessboard pattern of black and white squares painted on it. That particular, somewhat unimaginative, design was very popular in the navy, and he often wondered why. 

His thoughts returned to the night’s business, and he dwelt for a time on Hastings, a British agent going into France, and wondered what his assignment might be. Hayward knew, as did every naval officer, of the possibility France would attempt an invasion of the British Isles, and unlikely though that was, the threat could not be ignored. Was that what Hastings was charged to investigate? To counter that threat, it was vital Britain maintain her preeminence at sea, and as he mused upon this, the words of a jingoistic song written nearly sixty years ago, crept to his mind.

Rule Britannia, Britannia rules the waves.

“Let us hope so,” he murmured under his breath.

Hayward had been told Hastings was admirably well qualified for his assignment. Speaking flawless, idiomatic French, including the dialect widely used in Brittany, he was equally at ease in the company of both the French upper and lower classes, being intimately familiar with the customs and manners of each. Finally, and just as important, he was a dedicated servant of the king, unalterably opposed to republicanism and all it stood for.

“Hot coffee, sir?” asked his steward, putting his grizzled, pigtailed old head around the door. So lost in his thoughts was he, Hayward had not even heard him knock.

“Yes, Malik, thank you.”

“Aye aye, sir.” And he was gone, returning a few minutes later bearing a steaming mug and a small pewter plate on a tray.

“Here you are, sir, and I’ve took the small liberty of addin’ a wedge o’ soft cheese, while there’s still some to be had. It’ll all be hard as slate by the end o’ the week, you just see if it aint.”

“A capital idea, Mallik,” Hayward said, his appetite aroused, “I’m—”

The sound of distant gunfire cut him short, and he sprang to his feet. 

“Hell and damnation.”  

Knocking over a chair as he made for the door, he collided with an astonished Mallik, sending coffee and cheese and tray spinning into oblivion. He ran into the companionway through the coach, a sort of anteroom forward of the stern cabin, and out into the ship’s waist. Heedless of the sudden darkness, he mounted the ladder to the quarterdeck where he found the officer of the watch.

“What is it, Master Williamson? What has happened?”

“Can’t tell yet, sir,” said Williamson, without lowering his telescope. “It sounded to me like small arms, pistols, muskets, and the like.”

Hayward was seized by an almost irresistible urge to lay hold of Williamson’s glass and clap it to his own eye, but realized if Williamson could see nothing, neither would he. All they could do was wait, and they did so for what seemed an eon. There was no further gunfire, and an eerie silence hung over the ship like a shroud. Eventually, Hayward allowed himself to drive his fist into his palm in sheer exasperation.

“Are they safe, or not? Where is the jollyboat?”

Williamson raised his telescope and peered into the darkness.

“It’s too dark to tell, sir. They could be anywhere.”

If they are still alive, Hayward added, to himself.

With an effort, Hayward spoke in an even tone. “Something has gone awry, I am afraid, Mr. Williamson, and now the Frogs know we are here.”

“They can’t see us, sir,” Williamson pointed out.

“Men in small boats, Mr. Williamson, do not fall from the sky. They come from a ship, and that ship must be nearby. Whether they see us or not, I think we—”

“Quarterdeck there,” sang out the man posted in the starboard mainchains. “Boat approaching, I think. Can’t tell for certain.” 

Hayward stood by Williamson in a fever of anxiety, but trying to seem calmly impassive. The silence was thunderous, until a distant hail emanated from the blackness across the water.

“Ahoy, the Hadrian. Ship ahoy.”

“It’s the jollyboat, right enough,” called the lookout.

“Thank God,” Hayward breathed, and Williamson glanced in his direction, no doubt feeling the same relief.

“Where are they?” Hayward shouted, hurrying along the gangway to the rail above the mainchains; the great slab of wood extending from the ship’s side forming the lower anchoring point of the shrouds supporting the mainmast.

“Gettin’ close now,” called the lookout.”

“All right, Bosun,” said Hayward, crisply, “get them aboard and have the boat swayed up as quickly as you can.”

“Aye, sir.”

Hayward swung about to address the sailing master who had come to stand behind him. “And as soon as that is done, Master Williamson, make all sail and get us away from here.”

As if to confirm the urgency, a dozen flashes speckled the darkness on shore, followed by the dull thumps of distant cannon fire. Hayward heard the shots sending fountains of foaming white water leaping skyward several hundred yards short of the ship, although he could not see them. 

“Damn me, sir,” Williamson hissed, “there’s a bloody shore battery over there.”

“There was not supposed to be anything there at all, Mr. Williamson,” answered Hayward, “but those sound like eighteen-pounders to me, so we are safely out of range. We may thank God they are not thirty-twos or sixty-fours firing red-hot shot.”

“Bosun,” shouted Williamson, “get those men moving.”

“Jump to it, you lot,” roared Hicks, the bosun. “Look lively, damn your eyes.”

The ineffectual barrage from the shore continued; the hollow, flat reports rolling across the water.

“They’re overcharging their guns for greater range, I believe, sir,” said Williamson, cocking his head to one side as a series of louder sounds reached them from the French battery, “but it won’t signify.” 

“Idiots,” muttered Hayward. “Waste of good powder and shot, and they are just liable to blow their own guns if they keep it up.”

Hayward looked around and saw the senior midshipman standing in his place by the binnacle. 

“Mr. Greer, get yourself to the masthead with a night glass. Tell us what you see, and be quick about it.”

Greer, a tousle-headed lad of eighteen, ran forward to where Hayward stood, sprang onto the rail, clapped hold of the ratlines, and scrambled aloft as effortlessly as a squirrel.

“Jollyboat’s alongside,” hailed the man in the chains. “There’s Jenkins dead, Simpson and Mr. Morrison wounded.”

The news fell on Hayward ’s soul like a lead weight.

At the bosun’s order, men ran aloft to reeve lines through blocks at the main yardarm, while the body of Ordinary Seaman Donald Jenkins was unceremoniously hauled aboard by way of a line tied under his arms.

“Get those litters down to the boat, you men,” called Williamson. “Quickly now.”

As Hayward waited, barely concealing his impatience, the moon chose that very moment to sail out from behind the clouds like a majestic galleon, bathing the ship in a silver radiance.

“Dammit,” muttered Hayward.

As the first litter came aboard, Hayward saw Lieutenant Morrison lying on his back, his face deathly pale, a bloodstain on his upper left arm showing vivid scarlet in the moonlight against the blue of his coat. Two of the surgeon’s mates hurried forward, but Morrison waved them away with his good arm.

“They were waiting for us, sir,” he gasped, as Hayward bent over him. “They bloody well knew we were coming.” 

As Morrison and Simpson were taken below to the orlop to be attended to by Surgeon Witherspoon, the jollyboat was hove up and secured. At Williamson’s bellowed order, the topmen waiting aloft set the t’gallants, while others loosed the clewlines to let fall the fore and main courses. Hadrian answered to the light breeze only slowly, but Hayward felt a profound sense of relief at being underway.

There has been treason done this night, he thought bitterly, as the ship bore ponderously away from the French coast. There is a foul turncoat at work here, damn him to hell.

“On deck there.” Midshipman Greer’s voice floated down from his dizzying perch at the main crosstrees. “Longboats putting off. A score of them, at least.”

“They won’t catch us, sir,” said Williamson.

“Let us hope not, Mr. Williamson,” answered Hayward, grimly.
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On the twelfth day of May, 1792, Miss Elizabeth Penrose, only child of Steven and Julia Penrose, celebrated her sixteenth birthday. A grand ball was held to mark the occasion, to which were invited all the right people from the surrounding villages, towns, country houses, and stately homes. The vast ballroom at Longfield, the Penrose family estate four miles outside Gloucester, blazed with candles. Food was served in superabundance by a veritable army of maids and footmen, wine flowed like the proverbial streams in the wilderness, and dancing to the music of an orchestra specially engaged from London lasted well into the small hours. The gentlemen wore embroidered velvet coats, waistcoats of assorted hues, breeches, powdered horsehair wigs, and silk stockings. The ladies were resplendent in lace, silk, and taffeta, and their jewelry glittered and sparkled in the candlelight. Elizabeth danced with every eligible young bachelor, of which there were not a few, until she was exhausted. It was generally agreed she looked surpassingly beautiful in a pale green silk gown adorned with hundreds of seed pearls made for her by her mother’s dressmakers in Bond Street.

“It is a wonderful night, Mama,” she gasped happily, after a particularly lively contredanse. “I am having such fun.”

“Go and get some lemonade,” said her mother, smiling. “You are positively glowing. You must cool yourself.”

Elizabeth ignored this injunction and helped herself instead to a chocolate éclair from the tray of a passing footman.

“Mama,” she said, “who is that gentleman in the uniform? I declare, I have not seen so much gold braid in my life.”

“That,” said her mother, “is my cousin, Captain Hayward of the Royal Navy. Have you not yet been introduced?”

“No, I have not.”

“Then stop talking with your mouth full, put down that éclair, and come with me.”

Stuffing the last of the éclair into her mouth and chewing vigorously, Elizabeth followed her mother as she threaded her way across the room to where Captain Hayward stood in conversation with several other gentlemen.

“Your pardon, gentlemen,” said Julia, ushering Elizabeth into the small gathering. “Captain, may I introduce my daughter, Elizabeth? Elizabeth, Captain Hayward, commanding officer of HMS Hadrian.”

Hayward bowed over Elizabeth’s hand. “A very happy birthday to you, Miss Elizabeth. I am delighted to make your acquaintance.” 

“And I yours, Captain,” said Elizabeth, smiling. “I am sure Hadrian must be a jolly boat.”

“By no means,” said Hayward, unable to stifle a chuckle. “She is a fine three-masted warship. A jollyboat is a small boat rowed by two or four men.”

Elizabeth’s hand flew to her mouth in horror and consternation. “Oh dear,” she said, her cheeks turning crimson. “You must think me an awful ninny. Do forgive me, Captain.”

Hayward did his best to keep his features regular, but met with little success.

“You see,” Elizabeth said, in an effort at redemption, “I heard the term jolly boat a long time ago, and simply thought it meant all the sailors on board were happy.”

“A completely understandable assumption,” said Hayward, bowing. “I confess the navy is a mysterious institution. To many of those ashore, it seems we speak a foreign language with our sheets and tacks, stays and shrouds, scuppers and deadlights.”

The only stays Elizabeth was aware of were made of whalebone and had to do with certain undergarments worn by women to alter their figures, but she thought it unwise to mention it. 

“I am sure you are forgiven, Miss Penrose,” said one of the others, amid the good-natured laughter. “Why, I would not know a spar from a mast, myself.”

“A spar is a mast, Hubert,” said Hayward, “and I doubt you would know a jollyboat from a hipbath.”

Much laughter ensued, but Elizabeth remained overcome with the most acute embarrassment. She hated the feeling, especially on this night, when she was congratulating herself on being very grown up. She was at a loss for words; a condition her mother described as unusual by more than half, which did nothing to ease her discomfort. She stood for an awkward moment, before inspiration struck.

“Hadrian was a great emperor, Captain,” she said. “Victorious in many battles. It is a most fitting name for a fighting ship.”

“Hear, hear,” said the other gentleman, “Well said, Miss Penrose. A toast to HMS Hadrian. God be with her, and all who sail in her.”

The toast was drunk with hearty enthusiasm, and then Captain Hayward deftly guided the conversation into other channels, and the incident was soon forgotten. Elizabeth’s usual vivacity returned, especially after it further transpired that Captain Hayward, having recently been at sea for many months, had accepted Julia’s invitation to spend the next three weeks at Longfield.

“It is most kind,” he said, “and I am greatly obliged to your mother.”

Elizabeth was much taken by Hayward ’s civility of manner, and

found herself hoping she would have many opportunities to get to know him better. She was further impressed when, shortly afterwards, he asked her to partner him in a minuet, during which she discovered him to be an accomplished and elegant dancer. She had thought all sailors would naturally be rough, fumble-footed fellows, able, perhaps, to dance a hornpipe if they could dance at all, but Captain Hayward required her to revise her preconceptions.

It is a shame he is so old, she said to herself, as the minuet concluded, and Hayward escorted her back to her parents.

* * * *

Three hours later, when the last carriage had borne away the last guest, Elizabeth, tired but wonderfully happy, hugged and kissed her mother and father,

“It was a most glorious night. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

“I am so glad you enjoyed yourself, Lizzy,” said her mother. “All eyes were upon you, you know.”

“Oh, Mama,” Elizabeth said, in mock exasperation, “it was a ball, not a livestock auction.”

“All the same,” said Julia Penrose, complacently, “you look positively lovely, and you danced divinely.”

“Indeed, you did,” said her father, sinking gratefully into a capacious armchair and pulling off his wig. “And speaking of livestock, Lizzy, if you were to visit the stables tomorrow morning, I daresay you would find the chestnut mare you begged me to buy for you when we were in Gloucester last month.”

Squealing and clapping her hands with delight, Elizabeth ran to her father, dropped to her knees beside his chair, and flung her arms around his neck. 

“Have a care now,” he said, laughing, “lest you strangle me.”

“I shall go at once,” she cried, jumping to her feet. “I cannot wait until tomorrow.”

“You shall wait until tomorrow, my girl,” said her mother, in her best do-as-you-are-told voice. “You will not go out to the stables or anywhere else in the dead of night, new horse, or no new horse.”

Elizabeth hesitated, almost overpowered by her excitement, but the look on her mother’s face was uncompromisingly resolute.

“Your mother is quite right, Elizabeth,” said her father, rising, “and now I suggest we all retire. I, for one, am utterly exhausted, and my feet in these tight shoes pain me abominably.”

Goodnight kisses were exchanged, and, as he did every night, Steven Penrose reminded Elizabeth to say her prayers. Then, preceded by servants bearing five-candle silver candelabras, the three of them mounted the broad, curving staircase to their respective bedrooms. 
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Elizabeth barley slept. The excitement of the ball and the new horse kept her awake most of the rest of the night. She finally dropped into a fitful sleep a little before dawn, from which she was abruptly awakened by her lady’s maid who wished her a cheerful good morning before flinging open the heavy velvet curtains, allowing dazzling sunlight to stream into the room through a pair of tall windows.

“What on earth time is it, Sarah?” Elizabeth asked, squinting in the glare.

“Eight o’clock on the dot, Miss, if you please. Your father and mother are already at their breakfast, and that Captain What’s-‘is-name gentleman has gone out for a ride.”

Sarah Noaks, a slim woman of twenty-seven with lustrous black hair and dark eyes to match, poured warm water into a basin, laid out clean towels, and bobbed a curtsy. 

“What will you wear today, please Miss?”

“My gray riding habit and skirt,” Elizabeth said, sitting up. “Papa has given me a new horse for my birthday.”

“Very good, Miss,” said Sarah, before disappearing into the adjacent dressing room.

Elizabeth, washed and dressed, went downstairs to the breakfast room where she found her mother drinking tea, and her father immersed in the study of a broadsheet delivered to him daily from London. The news it contained was invariably at least a day or more old, but apparently that did not diminish its fascination. She kissed them both before going to the long oak sideboard where she helped herself to kidneys, a mutton chop, and a slice of toast. She was dying to go to the stables, but breakfast was a family ritual never to be defied.

Pouring Elizabeth a cup of tea, her mother said, “Young Randolph Merriman could not take his eyes off you last night, Lizzy, and his father has ten thousand a year, it is said.”

Finishing her mutton chop, Elizabeth made a face at her mother. “He has pimples, Mama, and his breath is foul. I danced with him once because I could not avoid it without being rude, but that was all. I do not care a fig for his father’s ten thousand a year.”

“Now Elizabeth,” said her mother, determinedly, “you must begin to think about marriage. You will make your debut before you turn eighteen, and after that, young men will begin asking to call upon you. You must be prepared for your entrance into society. Am I not right, Husband?”

Steven Penrose’s only response was an indistinct grunt emanating from behind his paper.

“I do understand, Mama,” said Elizabeth, sipping her tea. “Of course, I do expect young men to wish to call upon me, but I do not expect them to look as if they are poxed, and have breath like a dung heap.”

“Elizabeth!” gasped her mother, scandalized. “I cannot imagine where on earth you learn to speak in so distasteful a manner.”

Answering her mother with nothing more than an impish grin, Elizabeth stood up. 

“I am going to ride my beautiful new birthday horse. I have decided to call her Duchess.”

“That may not be popular with some duchesses of our acquaintance,” said Julia, with a sniff of disapproval, but Elizabeth merely grinned again.

With her mother still bewildered and her father still oblivious to everything but his paper, Elizabeth returned to her dressing room where Sarah gathered and pinned up her long fair hair under a round, green velvet hat exactly matching the color of her eyes. Leaving the house through a back door, she made her way outside into the warm sunshine of spring, past the ancient walled orchard, the large, neatly tended vegetable garden, and so to the stables. As she entered the yard, a groom appeared out of the stables carrying a wooden bucket in one hand and a besom broom in the other.

“Good morning, Miss,” he said, with a brief nod.

It struck her as passing strange that a person such as he would presume to speak before he was spoken to, but she did not dwell upon it.

“Who are you?” she asked. “I do not believe I have seen you before.”

“No, Miss,” he answered. “I’ve only just come to the stables. Before this, I worked in the gardens.”

He spoke with the deference befitting one of his station when speaking to his betters, but she noticed something else which she found it difficult to describe. Was it an air of resentment, even anger, perhaps? Or was he simply self-confident, sure of himself? She could not tell, but it intrigued her. Whatever it was, it made him different from others of his class.

“I see,” she said. “And what is your name?”

“Creel, Miss. Ned Creel.”

How odd, she thought, that he should tell me his Christian name. He knows I shall never use it.

As he put down his bucket and broom, Elizabeth looked at this broad-shouldered young man whom she judged to be only a few years older than herself. He was a little taller than she, stocky, with muscular arms revealed by his rolled-up shirt sleeves. His hands were rough and calloused, but looked capable and efficient. He had dark, curly hair and brown eyes, and as she watched him coming towards her, she felt a stirring within her, wondering how it might feel to have those strong arms around her. A good deal different, she fancied, from the arms of the pale young dandies she had danced with the night before.

Dismissing such unwonted thoughts, she said, “I have come to ride my new horse.”

“Oh, yes, Miss, the chestnut mare, I think, ain’t it?”

“Quite right, Creel,” she said. “She is my birthday present, you know. I am going to call her Duchess.”

To her surprise, he gave a snort of derisive laughter. 

“Why should that amuse you, may I ask?” she enquired, cooly.

“Beg pardon, Miss,” he said, “I didn’t mean to give offence.”

The apology was hollow and transparently insincere, but Elizabeth sensed that indefinable something in his manner once again. She was, however, too eager to see Duchess to waste time on a mere groom.

“Very well, Creel,” she said. “Saddle her for me, if you please.”

At that moment, she heard behind her the clatter of hooves on flagstones. Turning, she saw Captain Hayward entering the stable yard astride a large black horse with a white blaze on its forehead in the rough shape of an hourglass. On that account, her father had called him Time.

It was apparent to Elizabeth at once Hayward was as good a horseman as he was a dancer. Although he had never ridden Time before, he handled him with complete ease and confidence as he crossed the yard and dismounted. Ned hurried across to take Time’s reins.

“Thank you, Creel,” said Hayward, before turning to Elizabeth with a smile and an inclination of his head. “Good morning, Elizabeth, if I may call you by your Christian name.”

“Of course, Captain,” she replied, with a smile of her own. “Did you have a pleasant ride?”

“Indeed, I did, thank you. And now I fancy you are about to ride your birthday present. I have seen her, and she is a very fine-looking mount.”

With a cordial bow, Hayward took his leave, and Elizabeth looked at Ned. 

“My horse?”

“At once, Miss,” he said. “I’ll fetch her. It’s a fine morning for a ride.”

Turning on his heel, Ned led Time into the stable, emerging a few minutes later with the mare. Elizabeth nibbled her bottom lip in pride and excitement as she watched the horse approach. Duchess was the most beautiful horse she had ever seen, and it was hard to believe she belonged to her. At the mounting block Ned held the bridle until Elizabeth had made herself comfortable on the sidesaddle, and as she did so, she became acutely aware of Ned’s eyes fixed upon her in an unwavering stare of frank appraisal and obvious admiration. She had inherited her fair hair and green eyes from her father, while from her mother she had received a flawless complexion, a narrow waist, and a very generous bosom. She had long since noticed how her fulsomeness attracted–nay, captured–the attention of men, but she had no idea why that particular attribute should be of such fascination. It certainly was for Ned Creed, to judge from the look in his eyes.

* * * *

Elizabeth was an experienced horsewoman, having been given her first pony when she was but eight years old, and she had been riding to hounds since she was fourteen. She hated the sight of the dogs tearing the hapless fox to pieces at the end, but she was thrilled and exhilarated by the chase preceding it, with its wild hallooing, blaring hunting horns, thundering hooves, and flying leaps across streams and over hedges. 

She laughed aloud in sheer delight as she urged Duchess from a canter to a gallop across a broad field towards a sunken lane which she loved to jump. She was sure Duchess would have no difficulty clearing it, and, sure enough, the mare collected herself, adjusted her stride under Elizabeth’s guidance, and sailed across the gap as though she were winged Pegasus himself. Elizabeth caught a fleeting glimpse of the flabbergasted expression on the face of a plowboy who happened to be passing underneath at that moment, and then Duchess was carrying her across the next field at a thunderous gallop.

After an exciting hour, Elizabeth turned Duchess towards home, and twenty minutes later the mare trotted into the stable yard at Longfield, where Ned Creel ran out to hold the horse while she dismounted.

“Good ride, Miss?” he enquired, once again speaking to her before she had spoken to him. His voice was polite enough, but his intonation suggested he could not have cared less. He was a mystery to her.

“Yes, thank you, Creel,” she said, stiffly, “and I shall ride again tomorrow morning at nine. Have Duchess ready for me, if you please.”

“Very good, Miss,” he said, and unexpectedly smiled at her, revealing a set of perfect white teeth contrasting with the weathered brown of his face. She smiled back at him simply because it seemed the most natural and normal thing to do, despite his being only a stable hand. 

As she walked back to the house, she saw his smile over and over again in her mind’s eye. For all his lack of conventional manners, he was without doubt the most handsome young man she had ever seen; his rough hands and coarse clothing notwithstanding. Somewhat to her surprise, she found herself looking forward to seeing him again the following morning.

Heaven decreed otherwise, however. 

The next day brought wind and rain and unseasonable cold. At breakfast, Elizabeth declared her intention to ride anyway, but was forbidden even to think of such a preposterous outing.

“You will catch your death,” her mother declared, and her father looked up from his newspaper long enough to tell her not to be so ridiculous.

Elizabeth bit back her protest just in time as she heard the rain lashing against the windows, and meekly agreed she would spend the morning reading in the drawing room.

“I should think so,” said her mother, with a sniff, while her father merely muttered, “Quite right. Riding in this weather...stuff and nonsense, girl.”

“I have several letters to write, Lizzy,” said her mother, rising from the table. “I am told Kennedy will be taking the pony and trap into the village at midday, and he can post them for me. I shall join you for tea at eleven.”

“And what will you do today, Papa?” Elizabeth asked, as her mother left the room.

Steven Penrose raised his eyes from his paper and smiled at his daughter. “Well, my dear, I have Mr. Crump coming at nine, and I daresay he will be here most of the day. There is much to be done at this time of year, you know, but you need not worry about such things.”

Tobias Crump was Steven Penrose’s man of business, and the manager of the Penrose family’s vast estates and properties. Steven Penrose owned well over a thousand acres of tenanted farmland, a sizable deciduous forest, two watermills, a sawmill, a tannery, three smithies, a Norman church, the ruins of a Cistercian abbey destroyed by Henry VIII, and the small village of Woolsthorpe with all its dwellings, shops, and public houses. With his several assistants, it was Crump’s task to collect and record the revenues from these diverse holdings, as well as sundry other business affairs, all of which annually sustained and amplified the Penrose family’s more than considerable fortune. Elizabeth’s father was one of the wealthiest men in the shire, and Longfield House was a large and imposing residence befitting his status.

Elizabeth did not much care for Tobias Crump. He was a rotund little man, distinctly overweight–she had once overheard a footman say he would be a very tight fit in an apple barrel–and always looked rather unkept and disreputable. His coat and waistcoat were never without stains, the linen at his collar and cuffs was as limp as yesterday’s lettuce, and his ancient wig was threadbare, frayed, and usually not quite straight upon his head. His face was fleshy and pouched, with a bulbous nose and small eyes. Privately, Elizabeth called him Porcus, having learned from her governess, the redoubtable and fearsome Miss Henrietta Treadwell, that porcus was the Latin word for pig. Thankfully, she had almost nothing to do with him apart from making small talk as best she could when he stayed for luncheon, which he invariably did, and at which he always consumed a preternatural amount of food and drink. He also had a habit of belching–and sometimes worse–loudly at the end of the meal.

“Your pardon, ladies,” he would say to Elizabeth, who tried not to laugh, and to her mother, who pretended not to have noticed.

“I know he seems a little...unrefined,” her father had said on one occasion, “but he is an excellent man for the law and for business. He gives us his full attention because I pay him very well to do so. He is of great value to this family, and therefore we overlook his...shall we say...eccentricities.”

Be that as it may, Elizabeth still shuddered at the very thought of him. 

Bradshaw, the butler, a tall man with long, gray hair, entered the room without a sound, and went to her father’s side. 

“Excuse me, sir, but Mr. Crump has arrived. I have put him in the library as usual, and given him his customary glass of sherry.”

“The first of many, no doubt,” said Elizabeth, with a smirk.

“Do not be impertinent, Lizzy,” snapped her father, “and see you are not late for luncheon as you were the last time Mr. Crump was here.”

Giving her father a kiss, Elizabeth made her way to the drawing room where she curled up in a comfortable chair by the window and opened a book of poems, going immediately to those of William Shakespeare. She looked at the words on the page, but saw only Ned Creel’s smile. 

I wonder what he is doing at this moment. I do wish I could go and see him.

Glancing at the window, however, she saw the rain still falling in sheets, and sighed. Admiring gazes from young men meant nothing to her as a rule, but when Ned had looked at her yesterday, she welcomed it, seeing in his eyes something she had never seen before. It was more than mere admiration; it was the look of a man seeing something he wanted. It was a covetous look, and it excited her.

As the clock on the carved stone mantelpiece struck eleven, a maid in a starched white apron and mob cap wheeled a trolly into the room, interrupting her pleasant reverie.

“Tea, Miss, if you please, and Cook is ever so anxious for you to try the scones. Fresh baked, they are, this very morning.”

As the maid left, Elizabeth’s mother swept into the room in a rustle and swish of satin gown announcing her letters were written, and had been given to Kennedy to post.

“I am so glad to have them done,” she said, helping herself to a buttered scone. “One was to...yes, what is it, Bradshaw?”

The butler had entered after a discreet knock, and clearing his throat delicately, said, “Beg pardon, ma’am, but the housekeeper would be grateful for a word with you, if you could spare the time.”

“At this hour?” said Julia, in disbelief. “What on earth for? I spoke to her after breakfast, as I always do.”

“I cannot say, ma’am,” replied Bradshaw, unperturbed as always.

“Can it not wait, Bradshaw?” 

“She was most insistent, ma’am,” answered the butler, in as close to an apologetic tone of voice as he could manage.

“Oh, very well,” said Julia, with an exaggerated sigh. “Excuse me, Lizzy. I am sure I will not be long. Have hot tea and more scones sent in when I return, Bradshaw.”

“Very good, ma’am.”

Her mother left the room in a decidedly ill temper, and as the butler turned to follow her out, Elizabeth called him back,

“Bradshaw.”

“Yes, Miss Elizabeth?”

“Do you happen to know anything of Ned Creel?”

Bradshaw’s face drew into a lugubrious frown. “I do not think I know such a person, Miss Elizabeth.”

“He used to be a gardener,” she said, “but is now in the stables.” 

The butler’s expression changed from confusion to barely concealed disdain.

“The gardens, Miss? The stables? I have nothing whatever to do with those parts of the household, nor with those members of the staff.”

His expression made Elizabeth want to laugh. He looked as if she had asked him to pick up a dead rat.

“All right, Bradshaw,” she said, controlling herself. “I just wondered, nothing more.”

“Yes, Miss,” he answered, and left the room shaking his head and muttering, “The stables, indeed. I do declare...” 

Elizabeth watched him go, smiling. Bradshaw had come to Longfield as an under-footman when he was fourteen, long before Elizabeth was born, and for all that he saw the world as a generally disagreeable place, she had always liked him. It was whispered that years ago his career in service had very nearly ended when he allowed an entire roast duck, complete with vegetables and red wine sauce, to slide off his serving tray directly into the lap of the Bishop of Lincoln, who was the guest of honor at dinner. Apparently, although the lord bishop, a man of the cloth, had been remarkably impolite to Bradshaw when it happened, his sense of Christian forbearance and forgiveness would not hear of Bradshaw’s being dismissed. At the full age of seven, Elizabeth had had the temerity to ask Bradshaw if the story was true, and Bradshaw, who looked to her old enough to have been a passenger on the ark, told her, with a perfectly straight face, he had no idea what she was talking about.

* * * *

Her mother returned twenty minutes later with a face like the wrath of the Almighty. The maid hurried in with a large pot of tea and a plate of warm scones, bobbed a hasty curtsy, and fled.

“What was amiss?” Elizabeth asked, through a mouthful of scone.

Julia rolled her eyes heavenward. “According to Mrs. McCauley, the world is about to end. It seems that, in her opinion, the silver has not been properly cleaned in token of Mr. Crump’s being a guest at luncheon. It was all nothing but fuss and feathers. She does not need me to order the silver to be cleaned again. She can do that herself perfectly well. Upon my word, I declare the woman is entering her dotage.”

Elizabeth forbore to point out the housekeeper could hardly be more than forty-and-five years of age, and thus only a few years older than Julia herself, and said instead, with great solemnity, “Mr. Crump will not care a bean for the silver, Mama. He would eat with his bare hands out of a trough, if given half the chance.”

Apparently deciding to ignore her daughter’s disrespectfulness, Julia Penrose changed the subject. 

“Now Lizzy,” she said, briskly, “there is an important matter I wish to discuss with you.”

“Yes, Mama?” said Elizabeth, wondering what was coming.

“As you know, the year after next you are to come out into society. You will be presented at court to Their Majesties.”

Oh dear, Elizabeth said to herself, another coming-out lecture.

“Yes, Mama, of course,” said Elizabeth, “but that is more than a twelvemonth away, surely.”

Undeterred, her mother launched into a dissertation on the gown Elizabeth was to wear, when the family would travel from Gloucestershire up to the Penrose’s house in London, which balls they would attend and which they most certainly would not attend and why. Those pronouncements led Julia to enumerate which of her friends she was consulting for advice, whose opinions she particularly valued, and on it went. Elizabeth, affecting to listen patiently, knew full well a successful debut would help ensure her finding a desirable husband, but she had long ago understood the whole business of her coming out was in her mother’s capable hands, and would all be taken care of. Thus, as her mother talked on, she let her thoughts wander elsewhere, and where better than to Duchess and Ned Creel?

It had stopped raining, and a watery sunshine now shone into the drawing room. All she had to do was endure luncheon with pudgy little Mr. Crump, and then she could politely excuse herself, change, and go riding. She hoped Ned Creel would be in the stables. In fact, she hoped so very much.

Her mother had not quite reached her peroration when a gong reverberated boomingly through the house signaling the midday meal, and Elizabeth soon found herself seated beside the spherical Tobias Crump. She was pleased to see Captain Hayward opposite her at the table, leading her to hope his presence might serve to smooth some of the rough edges off Crump’s behavior, but her hopes were in vain. Crump, looking as disreputable as ever, ate and drank voluminously, belched volcanically, and apologized abjectly, just as she feared he would. She could scarcely bear it.

“Tell me, Captain,” said Elizabeth’s father, “did you enjoy your ride yesterday?”

“Very much, I thank you,” said Hayward. “Time is a fine horse, and no mistake.”

“Yes, he is,” said Steven, plainly delighted. “He is of our own breeding,”

For Elizabeth, the mere mention of horses conjured up thoughts of Ned Creel, and she felt her heart beat a little faster as she pictured him with his strong arms and engaging smile. 

Thereafter, the conversation concentrated on the appalling state of affairs in France. 

“It is a damn disgrace,” declared Crump, his mouth full of roast pork. “I daresay the situation will last for some time, and we shall be drawn into the war against France,”

Elizabeth knew little of politics, either at home or abroad, but she was dimly aware France had declared war on Austria a month ago. She had also heard of the deposing and confinement of King Louis and his queen, but it seemed her mother was unfamiliar with either event. This was surprising, because in spite of the world of parties, balls, and social gossip in which Julia Penrose generally lived, she took a lively interest in politics.

“Why should we go to war over what the French are doing? What is France to us?”

“Dear lady,” said Crump, with a faintly condescending edge to his voice, “if we ignore what the French are doing, we do so at our peril.”

“Mr. Crump is quite right, ma’am,” Captain Hayward put in. “The French are determined to foment revolution here in England. It will be a war we must win at all costs. Our very way of life is at stake.”

Julia still looked blank, prompting her husband to say, “Yes, and the French government wishes to—”

“Government, d’you call it?” Crump interjected scornfully, spilling wine onto his waistcoat in his agitation. “Jackanapes and blackguards, more like. Bedlam’s the best place for the lot of them.”

“You see, my dear,” Elizabeth’s father resumed, ignoring Crump’s outburst, “they wish to see all kings deposed, all royal families brought down.” 

“And what of this buffoon, Robespierre?” said Crump, in an exasperated tone, after noisily gulping down the remainder of his wine. 

“Who on earth is he?” asked Julia.

“He is Maximilien François Marie Isidore de Robespierre, dear lady,” Crump supplied, indulgently, clearly enjoying his role as the bringer of enlightenment, “to give him his full name, daft though it sounds. He grows more powerful in France day by day.”

“Correct again, sir,” said Hayward, accepting a second helping of pork from a liveried footman. “He is a member of the Jacobin Club, and celebrated for his radically unorthodox philosophy.”

“Very well,” Julia said, with a sniff of disapproval, “but what does it all amount to? He is not even the prime minister, upon my word.”

“They have no prime minister, ma’am,” said Hayward, “but if Robespierre is successful in obtaining high office, which it appears he is attempting to do, he will wield formidable influence in the government, particularly in relation to the conduct of the war. That makes him a dangerous man.”

“And d’you know what he wants to do? Do you, eh?” Crump was warming to his subject, and began punctuating his words by stabbing at the air with his sausage-like right forefinger.

“No,” said Elizabeth, sweetly, unable to stop herself. “Pray tell us what he wants to do.” 

She saw her father glaring at her, and rapidly recomposed her features into an expression of greater interest and respect.

“I shall tell you what he wants to do, by thunder,” said Crump, as if he were in a pulpit, his jowls trembling in his passion, and Elizabeth was obliged to hide her face behind her wineglass. “He wants to let everyone vote, if you please. The man’s mad.”

Crump paused to allow the enormity of the idea to become apparent to his audience. Sitting next to the portly little man with his stained coat and primeval wig, Elizabeth could barely contain herself.

“According to that Robespierre rapscallion,” Crump pontificated, his ample double chin wobbling with indignation, “all men are to be allowed to vote...even blackamoors, if you can imagine that.” He was now in full spate, his forefinger jabbing the air, parrying and thrusting like a fencer’s foil. “He would give Jews the right to vote, and actors and singers and servants, of all things. I swear the man belongs in a cage with the other loonies. He intends France to be governed by former slaves, Israelite usurers, greengrocers, ratcatchers, nursemaids, and gardeners.”

“It is certainly a very odd notion,” observed Elizabeth’s father, with a frown.  

“Damned odd, if you ask me,” said Crump, “and of course the fool intends to abolish the slave trade.” 

“That is incredible,” agreed Steven, nodding. “Surely, he must realize the enormous value of the trade in African blackamoors. Why, in England, it is worth untold millions of pounds, and provides employment for thousands of men, especially in Liverpool and Bristol. I know it is the same in France, because the matter has been debated in parliament. Abolition is a ludicrous proposal which will certainly prove seriously detrimental to the French economy.”

“Then I say let him do it,” interposed Captain Hayward, firmly, and Crump gaped at him, horrified. 

“So, you think the blackies should all be free do you, Captain?”

“I am no philosopher, Mr. Crump,” said Hayward. “I am simply a sailor, and I will fight for the king against France if France is foolish enough to challenge us. To damage the French economy is also to damage France’s ability to wage war, and that can only be to England’s advantage.”

Steven raised his glass. “Well put, Captain. We need your voice in the House of Commons.”

“I am no politician either, sir,” said Hayward, with a smile.

Elizabeth heard none of this. Crump’s mention of gardeners had sent her thoughts winging to Ned Creel, and she was yet more impatient to see him again. Noticing a momentary gap in the conversation, she turned to her father with a dazzling smile.

“The sun has come out, Papa, and I do so want to ride Duchess again today. May I be excused, please?”

“Of course, my dear, of course,” said Steven, with an indulgent smile. “All this talk of politics and war must be heartily boring for you.”

“And I shall excuse myself, as well,” said Julia, putting down her napkin.

Hayward and Steven rose to their feet at once as footmen moved deftly to assist Julia and Elizabeth with their chairs, while Crump, grunting and puffing, struggled unsuccessfully to lever himself out of his chair.

As she left the dining room, Elizabeth heard Crump recommencing his diatribe on the evils of republicanism, and was greatly relieved at no longer having to be polite to that odious little ball of self-righteous pomposity. After being exhorted by her mother not to tire herself out, she lifted her gown and ran upstairs to her room and rang the bell for Sarah.

“I am going riding,” she said, when the maid arrived a few minutes later. “Help me change.”

Clad in her riding clothes, complete with a pheasant’s feather in her hat, she ran downstairs again, let herself out, and then, so as not to make a spectacle of herself, walked as sedately as she could across to the stable yard. She looked anxiously this way and that, but Ned was nowhere to be seen.

Desperately disappointed, but trying not to show it, Elizabeth suffered one of the other grooms to saddle Duchess and help her mount. She was dying to ask after Ned, but she knew such a question would never do, so she held her peace. Tongues would wag, maids would giggle, and footmen would smirk. In short order, she would become the subject of gossip and rumor below stairs. If she had learned nothing else in her sixteen years, she had learned there were no people on earth who loved to tell tales, embroider stories, and whisper so-called secrets, more than the servants in a great house.
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Elizabeth rode down a narrow lane bordered by fields and stands of trees, their new leaves glowing rich green in the afternoon sun, and bejeweled by drops of water from the recent rain which refracted the light into a myriad of sparkling diamonds. Turning onto the grassy expanse of the common, she urged Duchess into a gallop, enjoying the wind in her face. A young goose girl hastily chivvied her complaining charges out of the way as Duchess thundered by, sending clods of earth and wet grass flying in all directions, and Elizabeth laughed in sheer exuberance. 

A low hedge appeared in front of her, and Duchess cleared it effortlessly, revealing beyond it not the grass field Elizabeth had expected, but a newly plowed expanse of water-filled furrows and muddy, dark earth. Landing on the soft ground, Duchess stumbled and staggered, but kept her footing, while Elizabeth, unable to stay in the saddle, saw for a fleeting instant the ground rushing up towards her, Then, after a jarring impact, she found herself sprawling face down in the mud, the breath driven out of her. She lay there, stunned and dizzy, for a few minutes, gasping air back into her lungs, and then tried cautiously to stand up. Finding to her great relief she was unhurt, albeit a little sore, she staggered to her feet, wiped her face on her sleeve, and looked for her horse. Duchess stood nearby, her head down, making Elizabeth fear she had been injured, but upon walking her to the edge of the field, she saw she had come to no harm. Elizabeth  stroked and patted the animal to calm it, and took stock of her situation. 

To begin with, she was covered in cold, wet mud. Her clothing was filthy beyond redemption, and she had lost her hat with its jaunty feather. Looking around, she saw a shapeless wad of grimy green material crushed into the mud where Duchess had obviously trodden on it. Of the feather, there was no trace. Sighing, she wondered what she should do next. There was no one she could ask for help, the field being deserted, and she realized to her dismay she was entirely alone. This was a novel predicament for her, having grown up surrounded by servants placed on earth by the Deity for the sole purpose of coming to her aid whenever required. 

Seeing a five-bar gate set into the hedge no great way off, she walked Duchess to it and went out into a narrow lane. She had not the remotest idea where she was; nothing looked familiar, but at least she still had her horse. Deciding the best first step was to remount, she then realized with a sudden lurch, she needed something to use as a mounting block. The sidesaddle may well be more decorous, but it made some things a lot more inconvenient. Elizabeth had seen farm girls riding astride with their skirts hitched high, but upon proposing that idea to her mother, Julia had been aghast, declaring she had never heard of anything so inelegant, unrefined, and indecent. 

“It is beyond all countenance, Elizabeth.” 

But then her mother was petrified of horses, anyway.

As Elizabeth stood in the lane, biting her lower lip in indecision, a second disaster overtook her. Without warning, three ragged and mangey mongrels burst out from she knew not where, barking like demons from the netherworld. Duchess reared up in terror and bolted, yanking the reins from her hand. The dogs gave chase and they and Duchess disappeared down the lane. leaving her staring after them in confusion and disbelief. 

“Duchess!” she shouted, knowing it was pointless. “Duchess!”

She heard the pounding hooves and frenzied barking die away, and felt a sudden stab of terror as she thought of what could happen to the horse if those three devil dogs somehow managed to bring her down.

“Duchess!” she shouted again, but to no avail. The horse had had no time to learn the name she had been given, and the only answer she received was mocking silence.

Well, she said to herself, I must try to find someone I can ask for help.

There was nothing for it, she decided, but to walk down the lane in hopes of coming across a farm cottage or some houses, and so she set off at as brisk a pace as her riding shoes would allow. She felt bruised and sore from her fall, and she shivered in her wet things. She could not recall ever feeling so miserable. The declining sun cast lengthening shadows across her path, and the air grew cooler as her feet and ankles began to ache. As she went, she began to wonder how she would explain all this to her father, who was likely to be furiously angry with her. He was a loving father, and usually quite mild of disposition, but he was also possessed of a volcanic temper, which could sometimes lead to fulminating outbursts of rage. She was not actually afraid of him, but even as a child, she had learned to avoid provoking his ire. When he heard her story, he would probably account her careless and stupid for not staying in countryside she knew, rather than venturing so far afield. 

She trudged on as dusk closed its shadowy fingers around her, and it seemed to her she had been walking for hours. She kept looking for something–a field, a stand of trees, anything–she might recognize, but there was nothing. For all she knew, Longfield House could be miles away in another direction entirely. Her annoyance and frustration began to give way to fear, so that as darkness finally enveloped her, she felt utterly alone. There was not a house, not a light, not a soul in all the world, save her.

Where do the farmers live, for pity’s sake, she asked herself? Where are they all?

“Oh, what will Papa say?” she asked heaven aloud, for the hundredth time at least.

It was soon so dark she had trouble seeing her way. 

They must know I’m lost by now, she thought. Perhaps they are out searching for me already.

A rush of hope filled her, until she reminded herself they would have no idea where to look for her. Was she doomed to spend all night outside, wandering aimlessly about the countryside in search of people who seemed not to exist? And, oh God, what if she should fall foul of a highwayman, or a parcel of footpads? That awful possibility had not occurred to her until that moment. Her fear sharpened into terror, and she walked faster, stumbling over stones and potholes underfoot.

Then, out of the blackness behind her, she began to notice unfamiliar sounds–clanking, rattling, and strange, thumping noises. She could not recognize the sounds, but whatever they were, they were coming nearer. Not daring to look behind her, she started to run, crying out in pain almost at once as she put her foot into a pothole and twisted her ankle. Sobbing in panic, she tried limping forward, but her ankle would not bear her weight. The demon at her back was now right upon her, and she found herself bathed in a pale, orange glow. Squeezing her eyes shut, she waited, her heart pounding against her ribs. 

“Miss Elizabeth,” called a familiar voice, “is that you?” 

Incredulous, she turned around to see Ned Creel looking down at her from the seat of a large wagon, illuminated by a lantern set to one side of him.

“Oh, Ned,” she cried, tears of joy and relief streaming down her grimy cheeks.

Jumping to the ground, he strode to her and without a word took her in his strong arms. His embrace filled her with a flood of hot emption such as she had never experienced in her life, and it melted her very soul.

“What are you doing walking out here alone at this time o’ night?” he asked, his lips so close to her face she could feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek. “And what in God’s name happened to you? You’re covered in mud.”

Still sobbing, she began to tell him the tale, the words tumbling forth in a rush, and in a moment or two he was laughing.

“You can tell me all about it on the way home. Come on.”

“I think I have sprained my ankle,” she said, holding his arm. “I cannot walk on it.”

Effortlessly, Ned carried her to the wagon, helped her up onto the seat, settled himself beside her, and took up the reins. 

“Walk on,” he called, and the two great shire horses in the shafts lowered their heads. With a lurch, the wagon moved off down the lane to the sound of heavy, plodding hooves, and the rattle and creak of wooden wheels on rough ground. In spite of the lantern, Elizabeth could barely see in the darkness, but Ned seemed to have no difficulty at all.

“Why did you go so far?” he asked, when she had finished her story.

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I was just enjoying the ride, I suppose.” 

“It was damn stupid,” he said, harshly.

Taken aback by the sudden change in tone, Elizabeth sat silent for the next few minutes feeling hurt and upset. He had appeared there in the lane like a guardian angel, hugging and comforting her, and now here he was scolding her as if she were a child. She was reminded of her first impression of him in the stable yard; that strange sense of antagonism. But antagonism towards what? Towards whom? She was bewildered.

“How far are we from Longfield?” she asked eventually, not looking at him.

“Not far at all,” he said, his tone now softer and more reassuring. “You’re safe now, and we’ll be home in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

A sudden alarming thought struck Elizabeth at that moment, making her sit up and turn to him. 

“Ned, what about Duchess? We must find her before we go back.”

Ned chuckled. “You’ve no need to fret about her. She’ll be home already, I shouldn’t wonder.”

“Do you think so?”

“Of course,” he laughed. “She’ll want to be fed.”

She loved the sound of his laugh. It warmed and comforted her as she sat there in the lantern light on the jolting, rattling wagon, the chill of the evening forgotten. She had to admit his laughter sounded faintly mocking, but she did not care. She snuggled a little closer to him, whereupon, to her intense delight, he put his arm around her and pulled her closer still.

Bordered by hedges and dry-stone walls, indistinct shapes in the darkness, the narrow lane wound its way through the fields; Elizabeth sitting close to Ned and wishing they might never reach Longfield at all. With his arm around her, she felt safe and secure in the knowledge he would protect her always.

“Thank you, Ned,” she said. “You have been wonderful tonight.”

Reining in the horses, he turned to her and drew her to him. He kissed her lips and his hand slid down to her breast. No one had ever kissed her like that, nor touched her in that way, but it thrilled her, and made her heart race. Gasping for breath, she broke the kiss for a moment, but he kissed her again and again.

All too soon he moved back and took up the reins. “We’ll be at the turnpike road in a few minutes, and you’ll soon be home.”

“I would much rather stay here with you,” she said.  

“I daresay by now your father will have ordered half the county out to look for you,” he said, chuckling. “We must get on.”
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Fifteen minutes later, the wagon rolled into the paved stable yard at Longfield, where Ned lifted her down. A greatly agitated groom hurried out to meet them with a lantern.

“Gawd ‘elp us, Miss Penrose,” he cried, “Thank Christ you’re safe. The master’s called out a hue and cry, and they’ve been gone these three hours and more.”

That did not bode at all well.

“Oh dear,” said Elizabeth, biting her lower lip. “Oh dear.”

Elizabeth, assisted by two maids summoned for the purpose, went inside and upstairs to her room where she rang for Sarah, who stared at her, appalled 

“Goodness me, Miss. Your clothes...your hair...and where’s your hat? Whatever’s happened to you, for all love?”

“Never mind that now,” said Elizabeth, waving her hands impatiently. “I must wash and change. Hurry now, but be careful, I may have sprained my ankle.”

With Sarah’s efficient help, Elizabeth made herself presentable once again, and descended the stairs to the drawing room, finding to her relief her ankle was far less painful than it had been. She sat down to await, with considerable trepidation, her father’s return. Sarah had told her he and her mother had gone into a state of complete distraction at the news her horse had come home muddy and riderless. Steven immediately organized a search, assembling as many men as he could from Longfield and nearby farms, while Julia took to her bed with a concoction to settle her nerves. 

This intelligence had done nothing whatever to allay Elizabeth’s fears, but when Steven Penrose strode into the room accompanied by Captain Hayward, his only reaction was boundless relief at seeing her safe. 

“Lizzy, praise God. We have all been beside ourselves with worry.”

“I am delighted to see you home, Miss Penrose,” said Hayward, with a warm smile. “You gave us all quite a fright.”

“I am so sorry—” Elizabeth began, but at that moment, her mother hurried into the room in a state of complete disorder.

“Lizzy, oh Lizzy,” she gasped, and ran to embrace her daughter, tears streaming down her cheeks smearing her powder. “I have been simply sick with worry.”

Elizabeth was searching for a reply when her father forestalled her by insisting everyone be seated so they might hear her story. 

Beginning with her fall from Duchess and concluding with the providential appearance of Ned Creel, she related her story, barring the part about being kissed. That memory she treasured for herself alone, which was just as well. God alone knew what her father and mother would have done, had she told them. 

“I am sure I would be out there still had it not been for Ned Creel,” she finished. 

“Praise God,” her father said, and Hayward echoed with a loud Amen.

“Ned Creel,” mused Steven. “Creel. The name is familiar.” He furrowed his brow for a moment before recognition dawned. “Oh, yes...He is the bonded fellow Crump arranged for me. His father was hanged for poaching some while ago, as I recall.”

Elizabeth was appalled at the casual manner of her father’s words, but bit back the protest she was about to make.

“Bradshaw,” Steven called, and that worthy retainer appeared at the door like a specter in a black tailcoat. 

“Sir?” 

“Fetch me Ned Creel at once, if you please.”

Bradshaw disappeared as soundlessly and quickly as he had come, and at her father’s insistence, Elizabeth drank a glass of brandy while they waited. She wondered what her father would say to Ned, since he seldom had much to do with the servants. Those in the house were the responsibility of the butler and the housekeeper in consultation with Julia, while those outside were dealt with by Mr. Crump or the estate under-manager, Mr. Fairchild, whom Crump employed. As long as all ran smoothly, which it usually did, Steven was not involved.

It was almost fifteen minutes before Ned appeared, cap in hand, in the drawing room, a place he no doubt never expected to see the inside of. He stood in the middle of the room in his rough clothes and heavy boots looking ill-at-ease and uncomfortable. Elizabeth remembered their kiss and the feel of his strong hands on her body, and her heart beat faster. 

After offering profuse thanks, Steven Penrose, much to Elizabeth’s astonishment, actually shook Ned Creel’s hand. This level of familiarity represented a remarkable departure from her father’s customary aloofness when interacting with the lower orders, no matter who or where they were. Then, still further to Elizabeth’s astonishment, he gave Ned a five-shilling piece, which was more than twice his weekly wage.

“Thank you, sir,” said Ned, stiffly. “I am glad Miss Penrose took no harm.”

“She is safe, thanks to you,” said Captain Hayward, heartily.

“Tell me,” said Steven, “how came you to be in the lane at that particular hour?”

“I was coming back from market with the wagon, sir,” Ned said, not meeting Steven’s eyes, “and then I had to deliver a plow to Highbrook Farm, and I found Eliz...that is, Miss Penrose, sir, begging your pardon...halfway down Potters Lane, about three furlongs from Haddon Grange.”

Although he spoke with appropriate deference, Elizabeth noticed that same mysterious reticence in his manner. It was as if he begrudged the respect he was obliged to show Elizabeth’s father. Perhaps it was only her imagination, but as before, it intrigued her, and she wondered what was causing it. 

She studied Ned, and by the time he left the room, she had decided the look in his eyes was neither antagonism nor resentment after all. It ran much deeper than that. It was hatred–cold hatred–which bewildered her still further. No other of the servants she knew evinced such an attitude. The world was what the world was. Ned could not change it, and neither could she, for that matter. There were those who served, and those who were served, and how could it be otherwise? Had it not always been so? It said so in the Bible, according to her governess. Was there any cause for hatred in that? Should one hate the work of the Almighty, or hate people simply because of what God had made them?

Perhaps I am wrong, she told herself. Perhaps it is not hatred. I daresay he might simply feel out of place here in the house. He is more at ease in the stables or the gardens with his own people. That is most probably the cause. But it was so wonderful to be alone with him tonight, even if he is only a groom and his father was hanged for poaching. I do not care, and I want to be with him again soon.

As he turned to go, Ned glanced at her, and the look in his eye held no hint of resentment; only of promise. It made her heart beat faster once again.

“I am sorry to have caused everyone so much trouble and worry,” she said, when Ned had gone.

“We were all much alarmed when your horse came back all a-lather without you,” said her father. “I turned everyone out. Captain Hayward volunteered at once, and even Crump managed to mount and join the search. There are men out now to call everyone in.”

Thank God Porcus did not find me, Elizabeth said to herself, with an inward shudder.

There
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