
  
    [image: Ella's Enigma]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Thank You For Reading

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Anna Aysgarth

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lady Ella’s Enigma

        by Anna Aysgarth

      

      

      Scarred in a fire as an infant and rejected by her cruel father, Ella believes she is unworthy of love and is reconciled to spinsterhood; she is dismayed when Stephen Thorne, Duke of Hart re-enters her life.

      She had last seen him when he had proposed, assuming she would fall at his feet in gratitude, as no-one else would offer for a disfigured bride. However, now he needs her help to decipher a code which threatens to bring down the king and incite a revolution.

      Unknown to him, Ella has a talent for mathematics and deciphering, once she breaks the code, she insists on being included in his plans, she wants one adventure before she settles to her life as a spinster. He is amazed to find she has other talents, and they are soon embroiled in a dangerous mission, complicated by their undeniable attraction for each other.

      Stephen has always loved her and curses the crassness of his youth, but Ella’s mental scars run deep, and she is not easily persuaded of his love, though she cannot deny that she is beginning to have feelings for him. Once the exhilaration of the mission is over will his feelings subside? Will he toss her aside for a more suitable bride? Or will they survive and claim the happiness they deserve?
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        To my sister, Elaine, we have laughed together, cried together and sometimes moaned together, but always faced the world together.
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      Lady Ella Grainger turned her horse, Beauty, back towards Swallowfield. It would soon be getting dark, days in December were short and there was a hint of snow in the air. From her position on top of the hill at the edge of the estate she sighed as she saw the carriage travelling up the long, tree lined drive. She did not need to see the crest on the side to know it belonged to Stephen Thorne, Duke of Hart.

      Her sister, Verity, had broken the news only this morning that he would be joining them for Christmas. For Verity’s sake she had appeared happy at the news, but had she known, she would have gone with her younger sister Caro, to visit her friend or she would have gladly accompanied her aged Aunt Bette to France. Anything would have been better than facing Stephen, the man who had proposed to her, not from love, or even for the generous dowry her brother-in-law had provided for he had no need of it. No, he had offered to marry her out of pity and because he needed an heir, but mostly because he thought she was desperate, and frankly it was just convenient to him.

      It was clear he thought that she would fall at his feet with gratitude because he believed that, like her father, no other man would ever make an offer. She had been told all her life that she was ugly and cursed and no man would ever want to bed her unless the candles were out and the curtains drawn and they certainly would not want to look at her in the light. Her father had blamed her for everything that had gone wrong in his life, the loss of his fortune as well as his failure to sire a male heir. It was all her fault, his cursed child.

      Her hand unconsciously went to the almost invisible scar down the side of her face where she had been burnt as a babe. Her father, the late earl almost seemed to take pleasure in taunting her, his words were etched on her brain: she was disfigured, she was a freak, a monster. On more than one occasion he had told her it would have been better if she had died in the fire. There was no coming out ball for her, why should he waste the money for no man would want her. While her father was alive, she had been almost hidden away, kept out of sight so that the sight of her would not offend anyone. It was only the love and acceptance of her step-mothers and step-sisters that she had gained some self-respect, but her father’s words were imprinted on her brain. ‘You are a monster, no-one will want you, no-one will love you, you are unlovable.’ The physical scars had faded, in a way the mental scars never would.

      After giving her horse to a groom, Ella entered the house by a side rather than the grand front entrance in the hope of putting off meeting the duke a little longer.

      “Ah, there you are,” her sister’s voice rang out. “What are you doing, skulking about? Stephen has arrived.”

      “I noticed,” Ella replied.

      “And that is no doubt why you are skulking.” Verity raised an elegant eyebrow.

      “I was not skulking, I was merely ensuring that I did not traipse mud all over the floor,” she lied.

      Verity said nothing but looked down at her immaculate riding boots. “Well, Stephen is here and I have just ordered tea, so please come and join us in the blue drawing room.”

      “I thought I might change first…” Ella began.

      The duchess took a deep breath. “I know this might feel a little awkward, not having seen Stephen for such a long time, especially given the fact that you did not part on the best of terms, but please, for the sake of the children at least, try to make his visit here a pleasant one. It is not often he is able to spend it with his family at Christmastide, and we are his family.”

      “Very well,” Ella said with a sigh. “I just wish you had told me he was coming.”

      “I did tell you, and I thought you and Caro were excited to see him again.”

      Ella shook her head. “Caro was excited since she does not know the full story and I just pinned a smile on my face and pretended for her sake and yours. I did not want to spoil the celebrations, especially for the children, but to be honest I do not know how I feel about seeing him again, perhaps I should not have come after all.”

      “That would never do, you are my sister, and I want you here, but more than that, I want you to enjoy yourself,” Verity replied with a hopeful smile. “Besides, it is time you two put the past behind you. Now come along, the tea will be getting cold.”
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        * * *

      

      Stephen Thorne, Duke of Hart warmed his hands by the blazing fire. It had been six years since he had spent time with his brother, other than a few fleeting visits. His work, officially as a diplomat, had meant that he had spent the last few years abroad in the service of king and country, but in truth he had been only too happy to leave the country so that he would not come across Lady Ella Grainger. The fact that she had roundly rejected him still rankled, the fact that she was his sister-in-law made matters extremely complicated.

      “Here.” His brother held out a glass. “This should warm the cockles better than the tea my dear wife will foist on you shortly.”

      Stephen laughed. “I am looking forward to seeing Verity again, meeting my nephew and seeing my nieces, though it is so long since I have seen them that I doubt they will remember me.”

      Elliott took a breath. “There is someone else here you will perhaps be less keen to meet,” he said, hesitant. “Ella is spending Christmas with us. Her Aunt Bette with whom she spends much of her time, has gone to the south of France for her health.”

      Stephen’s glass paused halfway to his mouth, before he downed the amber liquid in one gulp. “Why did you not tell me before?” he demanded.

      “Because I knew you would not come,” Elliott replied with a grin. “Verity is of the opinion, as am I, that it is high time you two settled your differences. Christmastide is, after all, a time for peace and goodwill.”

      “Let us hope so, brother, let us hope so.” Stephen held out his glass. “I hope you have a goodly supply of this. I have a feeling I am going to need it.”
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      Ella surveyed herself in the cheval mirror. Verity had relented and allowed her ten minutes to change out of her riding clothes and into a suitable day dress. As she was no longer a very young woman, she did not feel the need to wear the pastel colours debutantes were obliged to wear, she chose what colours she liked, and the rich red velvet perfectly complimented her creamy skin and set off the auburn highlights in her dark hair. As always it was fastened in a chignon with loose curls teased out to hide the faint scars on the side of her face. She stuck her tongue out at her reflection. It will have to do; if Stephen Alexander Thorne does not like it, he will have to lump it. Straightening her shoulders she marched down to the blue drawing room.

      As she entered, the two men stood up and bowed as she curtseyed. In spite of herself, her eyes were drawn instantly to the Duke of Hart. He was just as tall and imposing as he had been when she had last seen him, several years ago. His dark hair still fell over his forehead though there were a few silver strands at the sides. He had obviously spent time in the sun as his tanned skin emphasised the deep blue of his eyes which were watching her with a degree of curiosity.

      “Lady Ella, an unexpected pleasure.” His voice was like rich, dark chocolate.

      “For me also, Your Grace,” she replied.

      There was a palpable release of tension in the room, the first few words would surely be the most difficult.

      “Come and sit down,” Verity said as she poured the tea. “I am sorry, but Caro will not be joining up this evening, much as she was looking forward to seeing you again, Stephen. Before we knew for certain that you were able to come, she had arranged to see Lady Alison Cowper, with whom she was at school. Lady Alison has just married and moved only a few miles away. Naturally, Caro could not resist visiting, but of course, she will return for the festivities.”

      Stephen watched through hooded eyes as Ella walked gracefully across the room. The young woman he remembered had become an elegant and poised woman, her youthful prettiness had matured into beauty, though he knew she would never believe it because of the damned scars, both the visible and invisible ones. In point of fact, he could see that the physical scars had faded to be almost negligible, the only person who did not see that, he suspected, was Ella. Were her late, unlamented father still alive, Stephen would have happily killed him, for he knew the old earl had much to answer for in respect of his treatment of all his daughters. He took a sip of tea, his sister-in-law had, as predicted pressed on him, his ears attuned to Ella’s low, husky voice as she asked her sister about the plans for the coming days. He had always found her voice arousing and was dismayed to find that it still did.

      “Now, Elliott and I need to go up to the nursery. Elliott is much in demand as the reader of stories,” Verity said, rising from her seat. “So we will leave you two to get reacquainted,” she said with a smile. Then added with a raised eyebrow, “I doubt you need a chaperone now. Dinner will be at eight.”

      Ella watched with alarm as her sister and brother-in-law linked arms and strolled out of the room.

      “You do not need to look so fearful, Lady Ella, I am not about to take a bite out of you.” The amused voice sounded rather closer than she had realised.

      “I am not fearful in the slightest,” she replied. “It would take more than you, Duke, to frighten me,” she added for good measure.

      He laughed. Ella had always been able to make him laugh. “Words I would do well to remember.”

      “You never married?” he could not help asking, inwardly wincing at his abrupt change of topic and wondering why it was important that he knew.

      Ella rolled her eyes. “No. Proposals have been rather thin on the ground. As I once told my sister, why would a man want a flawed woman when he could have a flawless one.”

      “If you are referring to…” he began.

      “The scars are all anyone sees.  I have had many years experiencing looks ranging from curiosity to downright revulsion,” she interrupted.

      “I was not going to refer to them,” he replied, quietly. He had barely noticed them. It was a travesty, if anyone should be happily married and raising a family, it was the woman in front of him, the woman he had wanted for his own wife, the woman who had made it patently clear that she did not want him. There was a long pause while he dredged his mind for a suitable topic of conversation.

      So what have you done in the time since I last saw you?” he asked, feeling the need to fill the silence.

      She rolled her eyes again. “What do you think? I spend a lot of time with my aunt who is not in good health, so the usual female pursuits of embroidering endless cushions which no-one wants to sit on, painting watercolours that no-one wants to look at, and playing the pianoforte, which no-one with functioning ears would want to listen to and which, by the way, I loathe, but Aunt Bette still believes that single young women must be decorative and accomplished rather than educated and informed. I also take tea with the few old ladies who still come to call, read and walk or ride in the park. Not exactly the mad social whirl,” she finished, not having intended to reveal so much.

      “I thought you were living here with your sister.”

      “I spend some time here of course, but I do not want to impose myself on Elliott and Verity too much, they have their own family now and Aunt Bette is growing older and needs me. She was very kind to us and, despite her rather old-fashioned notions, it is my pleasure to help assist her now.”

      “Then why did you not travel to France with your aunt for Christmas?”

      She smiled. “She insisted I accept the invitation to spend Christmas at Swallowfield, saying I would have far more fun here with Verity and the children than with an old lady. Though,” she added with a small sigh, “the thought of travel was exciting.”

      “You wish to travel?”

      She smiled a sad smile. “I doubt you would understand, given the fact that there are few if any restrictions placed on your life, but the life of a woman is made small by the continual restrictions placed on her. Who she may meet, where she may go and with whom. How she must behave, what topics of conversation she may engage in, how she must laugh, and God forbid that she be caught talking to a man on her own, that is social suicide. And any woman who shows the slightest intelligence is taught from an early age to hide it, because apparently an intelligent woman is a fearsome thing, and an educated one is quite frankly seen as a monster. Our sole purpose in life it seems, is to be decorative and to bear children, preferably males. We are permanently kept in a state of childhood dependence as though we are puppets or dolls to be brought out and admired for our prettiness and put away when we have been played with, and in my case, I didn’t even have that.”

      He hid a smile. God she was magnificent when she was angry. “It is the way society has been ordered for hundreds of years. A man provides for his family, and a woman tends the home.” He knew he was prodding at her temper, but he could not seem to help himself. She was already the interesting young woman he remembered rather than the downcast maiden he might have been expecting.

      “Then it should change,” she replied. “Women should be educated to the same level as men and able to achieve their potential as men are encouraged to do.”

      “It would seem that you have been reading the works of Mrs. Wollstonecraft.”

      “Every woman should,” she shot back, “and would if they could all read. Rather Mrs. Wollstonecraft’s point I think.”

      He steepled his fingers. “So what you are saying is that females should be educated to the same degree as men?”

      “I do. Especially in mathematics and science, there are those who believe that female brains cannot cope with such things, indeed there are some who believe that females using their brains will lead them to become unable to bear children, which is, to my mind, ridiculous.”

      “I rather tend to agree with you,” he replied, surprising her. “And if you were granted this newfound freedom, what would you do with it?”

      “I should have liked to study at university, and I would like to travel to the countries I have read about in books, alone if necessary or with a like-minded friend. I do not want to be the poor maiden aunt all my life, just once I want adventure before I settle down to my life of spinsterhood,” she finished with a wry smile.

      “I am sure that neither Elliott nor Verity think of you as a poor maiden aunt,” he replied.

      Her eyes shot to his. “Of course not, they have been more than kind and generous, but even the dowry Elliott funded was not enough to tempt a suitor.”

      “You did have a suitor, and you turned him down,” he pointed out.

      She took a breath and turned her head so that he could not see the pain in her eyes which she knew would give her away. Yes, she wanted adventure, to travel and have a degree of independence, but she would have loved to have had a home and family of her own. “I could not marry someone for the wrong reasons, I saw enough of that with my father,” she said quietly. “Now , if you will excuse me, I should like to see the children before I have to dress for dinner.” She was out of the room almost before Stephen stood up.

      He sat down and stared into the flames. His brother was right, had he known that Ella would be here, he would never have come. Even now, after all these years he still felt the same pain of rejection. Some men were made to love many women, he was not, there was only one woman he had ever loved, one woman he would only ever love and that woman could not, it seemed, accept it or even see it. He went over to the table and poured himself another brandy, his thoughts turned back to the day he had proposed to Ella, it had been here, at Swallowfield, in the garden, shortly after Verity’s kidnap and rescue by Elliott. He realised, after consideration, he had made a complete hash of it. ‘I think we should marry, Ella, neither of us is getting younger, I need an heir, and you need a home. I doubt you will get other offers. As to the scars, think nothing of them, they do not matter to me in the slightest.’

      “Fool,” he muttered, downing the brandy. Had he been in his own home he would have dashed the glass into the fire. “What a complete, bloody fool, no wonder she turned you down, you idiot. You made it sound as though you were doing her a huge favour and marrying her either out of pity or necessity, you pompous ass.”

      “Well, I didn’t hear the beginning of the sentence brother,” Elliott laughed as he entered the room, “but I have to say I completely agree with the bit about the pompous ass.”

      “Brotherly love as always,” Stephen replied.

      “Forgive me if I am barking up the wrong tree, but would your sentiments have anything to do with your meeting with Ella?” Elliott asked, coming further into the room.

      “Bullseye,” Stephen replied.

      “I know you were fond of her.”

      “I was…am,” Stephen admitted.

      “Then you must woo her, now, while you are here without distractions. You may not have another chance.”

      “Easier said than done, Brother. I rather think I had my chance and I ruined it,” Stephen replied.

      “I recall you giving me some rather good advice when my own marriage did not get off to the best start, so now I shall return the favour. It seems to me that there are two choices before you,” Elliott began, “either you give in and the woman you want is lost to you or you fight for her. The question is, which will you choose?”

      “Would that it were that simple. My life is…somewhat complicated,” Stephen replied, cryptically.
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      “So, tell me about this complication,” Elliott said as soon as Verity and Ella left the two men to their port. “I know you work for the government, but I begin to suspect, given the amount of time you spend on the continent, that you are not counting beans or sacks of hay in order to levy some ridiculous tax.”

      Stephen smiled. “You know very well what I do, brother.”

      Elliott grinned back. “Of course, one does not engage in trade without knowing something of how our government works abroad. In fact, we are delighted that you could make it home for Christmastide, the first time in a long time.”

      Stephen poured himself another port. “It is fortunate, but as it happens, I was summoned back to receive some information, which may necessitate me returning to the continent immediately after the festivities.”

      “I hope you will be able to stay to see in the New Year, Verity is planning a ball.”

      “Perhaps, it will depend on other factors,” Stephen admitted.

      “What factors?”

      He leaned forward, considering before he spoke. “A document has fallen into our hands,” he began.

      “I imagine plenty of documents do that, I have calluses on my fingers from dealing with trading documents,” Elliott said with a laugh. “All governments seem to delight in creating a mountain of documents.”

      “This one could very well affect the security of our country,” Stephen said, quietly.

      “Good God.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And you are the one to deal with this?”

      “I am.”

      Elliott whistled. “I had suspected you were more than a diplomat, but this….” his voice trailed off. “Are you sure we should even be having this conversation?”

      “Probably not,” Stephen replied, “but you are my brother and an intelligent man.” He paused. “There is something else, this document which cost lives before it came to me, is encoded. We know from what the last agent said that it concerns something to do with irrevocable change, but no-one in government service has been able to decipher it and given the possible incendiary contents we have not been able to bring in anyone from outside to do so.”

      “In which case, how do you know its contents are possibly incendiary?” Elliott asked.

      “The man who delivered it to Whitehall was dead before he got to the end of the street. They tried to make it look as though he had been set upon by footpads, but there is no doubt that he was assassinated and should have been, presumably before he was able to deliver the document. He had the foresight to carry two versions of the document, so as far as we know, the people behind the document do not yet know it is in our hands.”

      There was a small cough from the doorway, and Stephen’s gaze shot to the doorway.

      “Verity wondered if you gentlemen were ready to join us,” Ella said quietly.

      Stephen stood up. “How much of the conversation did you hear?” he demanded.

      “Enough,” she said, coming further into the room. “Perhaps I might try to decipher your document,” she said, boldly.

      “That would be ridiculous,” he replied. “If the best brains in government service cannot decipher it, what makes you think that you might? Quite apart from the fact that the whole matter is highly secret. You should not have been listening.”

      “You should not have been talking,” she snapped..

      “Touche,” Elliott said quietly, adding, “why not let Ella have a look, she’s something of a savant at enigmas, she keeps the children endlessly entertained making puzzles for them.”

      “I think you will find there is considerable difference between making puzzles for children to deciphering a highly sophisticated code,” Stephen said, coldly.

      “You insufferable man. Clearly it is better for you to keep it to yourself and risk whatever is in the document to occur than trust a woman to at least try to decipher it,” she spat back, fury lighting the gold flecks in her eyes. She turned and strode out of the room, leaving the faint scent of lily of the valley in her wake.

      Elliott whistled. “Congratulations. I thought I was an ass when Verity and I met again, but it was nothing compared to the pompous idiot you have just been. For your information, Ella is, some would say gifted in the field of mathematics, though she would never reveal it. I only found out when she came across a document of mine by chance and told me that one of my fellows was stealing small amounts and disguising the fact. The small amounts had built up to a sizeable amount by the time Ella looked and caught him and bearing in mind neither Burton, my secretary, nor I had noticed. As to this secret document, were she to see it, you know she would guard the secret with her life.”

      Stephen shook his head. “I had no idea about Ella’s talents.”

      “Then I suggest two things. Firstly you apologise profusely for your attitude, secondly you ask for her help.”

      “And if that fails?”

      “Beg.”
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        * * *

      

      Too angry to rest, Ella paced around her room. She had not gone to the drawing room after her spat with Stephen, but straight to her room. It did not take long for her maid to ready her for bed, but Ella knew she would not sleep. She tried reading but kept losing her place. Stephen Thorne was the most irritating, aggravating, infuriating man she had ever had the misfortune to meet, and he would be lucky if he survived the Christmas festivities without a stake of holly through his heart. Her murderous thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door. “It is open,” she called, “if that is you, Verity, I do not want to talk,” she added. “I have nothing to say about that ridiculous, pompous fool, who is so full of his own self-importance I would be surprised his head could fit through a door.”

      “I’m afraid it is the pompous fool,” a deep voice said from the doorway. “But I believe my head will fit,” he said, coming into the room.

      “What the devil are you doing here?” she demanded. “You should not be here. A gentleman should not enter a lady’s bedchamber as you very well know.”

      “I have decided that you are no lady.” Damnation that did not come out as I intended.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “What I mean is that I am no longer going to treat you like a lady.” For God’s sake Thorne, get a grip, every word that comes out of your mouth is putting a torch to the fire.

      “I think you had better leave now, Your Grace,” Ella snapped, “before you say anything more insulting, though it would be hard to imagine what further insults you could possibly have in mind.”

      Stephen ran a hand through his hair. “I apologise, please Lady Ella, that is not what I meant at all.”

      “Then what did you mean?”

      “I wanted to apologise for my behaviour and words earlier and ask if you would indeed be prepared to help me. If not for me, for the sake of king and country.”

      Ella looked at him in disbelief. “And what pray, brought about this rather sudden change of mind?” She was not going to make this easy for him.

      “Elliott quite rightly pointed out that I was a fool to ignore the fact that you are someone who I would be able to trust with my life, as well as completely trustworthy with any secret, state or otherwise. He also explained that you are something of a mathematical genius and gifted in the way of ciphers and no-one but a complete idiot would turn down your offer to help,” he explained. “Quite the testimonial,” he added. “I know Elliott, his own standards are high and he is not a man to exaggerate, so if he tells me that you are the best chance of deciphering this document in a timely manner and you can be trusted, then I believe him.”

      “And how will your superiors respond when you tell them?” she asked.

      “That will not be a problem, they are practical men and so long as the document is translated, they are unlikely to ask how and why. The important thing is to know what the document contains, so that we may make a plan of action to deal with what is inside. Please, Lady Ella, I humbly ask you, once again, to help me, many lives may very well depend on it.”

      Once more, Ella paused, was this not what she wanted, the chance to be something more than the spinster sister with a life restricted to the narrow confines of what society deemed appropriate for women of her station in life? Had she not said to Stephen earlier that she wanted at least one adventure before it became impossible? If she accepted this challenge it would be a great adventure, though she had no doubt that her part in the proceedings would be written out of history. History was full of the great doings of men, but women barely featured, not that she wanted recognition for herself, but it might bring to the minds of men the fact that women could be more than mere decoration. It would be a great responsibility, not just for advancing the cause of women, she hoped, but clearly it was vital for the good of the country. On the other hand, the work was secret so she doubted that anyone involved with it would be acknowledged in any way, and of course that was the right thing. But could she work with Stephen, who seemed determined to provoke her with every word he said? Time would tell.

      “Very well,” she said, taking a breath, “I will do what I can to help you, for the sake of the country and in the hope that you at least will see that women can work as well as men.”

      He came further into the room and took her hand. “Thank you.”

      Ella looked down to their joined hands, it was the first time Stephen had touched her without gloves and the feel of his skin on hers caused an interesting sensation. She quickly withdrew her hand. “Do you have the document with you?” she asked, stepping away from him. He suddenly seemed to be very large and very male in her feminine chamber.

      “It is very late so I thought we might begin work on it early in the morning, shall we say seven o’clock? I will meet you in the library,” he replied.

      “Very well, though Christmas is close and I believe the children will demand at least some of our attention, in our roles as aunt and uncle.”

      “Of course, I would not dream of disappointing them as I have seen so little of them,” he agreed.

      “Until tomorrow then.”

      He turned to leave, but was stopped by her voice. “One more thing, the document, is it formed of letters or numbers?”

      “Neither,” he replied.

      “Neither?” She raised her eyebrows. “Ciphers are usually one or the other or a combination of both.”

      “It is a most singular document, the likes of which I have never seen before, not as a secret document at least,” he answered.

      “Quite the puzzle then.” For the first time since he had entered Swallowfield, she smiled.
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      Somehow, he was not surprised to find Ella waiting for him when he entered the library the following morning. Neither was he surprised to find that she had cleared the large desk of almost all its contents, leaving only a magnifying glass, a pot of expensive graphite pencils and several equally expensive fresh sheets of paper. She sat behind the mahogany desk, lightly drumming her fingers on the leather writing surface.

      “Good morning,” he said, coming to a halt beside the desk. “You obviously broke your fast early.”

      “I found sleep difficult,” she replied, “and I was not hungry. Do you have the document?”

      He unrolled the paper and watched as Ella looked at it with surprise. “Is this a jest?” she asked, her eyes wide. She stood up. “I seem to find myself once more the recipient of your prejudice. Well done, Your Grace. I am sure when you relate the story to your cronies in Whitehall, they will be amused by your put down of the woman who thought she might be of some help in a man’s world.”

      “Wait.” He reached out and caught her hand. “Wait, please Ella, that is not what I meant at all. This is the document. It is just that it is in a form no-one expected.” It was the first time he had used her given name without her title and without permission, but somehow it felt right.

      “It is a painting,” she replied, looking at the watercolour. The scene depicted was pastoral, with two peasants resting against one of the trees that framed the piece with cows and sheep in the background. A stream ran through the foreground, and an open gate led the eye to the field beyond. There were hills in the distance with a small, ruined castle.

      “Now mayhap you see why no-one has been able to unravel the meaning of this,” he said, quietly.

      Ella turned back to the painting. “Then I suppose we need to look at it more carefully.”
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      “Could the two central figures represent someone, in government or at court perhaps?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “It is possible, though to my knowledge, they do not resemble anyone with whom I am familiar.”

      “Could the fact that they are lounging against the tree, which is an oak, the symbol of England, perhaps represent the idle poor? Or the poor who are waiting for their moment to revolt?” She squinted at the picture again. “It could be that the group behind this cipher are a group of wealthy landowners who wish to return to the mediaeval days of peasants under the control of their masters.”

      “I doubt it, that would spark off a revolution such as the one in France.”

      “Mayhap that is their intention, to retain control of their own lands but remove those who make laws they find inconvenient.”

      Stephen thought for a moment. “I doubt wealthy, aristocratic landowners would take such a risk, especially when they consider what happened to their counterparts in Paris at the hands of Madame Guillotine.”

      Ella nodded. “Indeed. Once the cat is out of the bag, it is impossible to get it back in again.”

      “There is much fear of revolution in the country as it is, no-one surely would be mad enough to spark the tinder box and set it off. The aristocracy in this country has a talent for self-preservation,” Stephen said with a wry grin.

      Ella took a breath, when he smiled, Stephen was one of the most handsome men she had seen. The years fell away and she remembered the young man he had been when he had made his disastrous proposal. His eyes seemed to become an even darker blue framed by lush, dark lashes any woman would have envied. There were fine lines around his eyes, and deeper ones from his nose to his mouth suggesting that in the interim years, he had not led a life of idle pleasure. “Including you? Do you have a knack for self-preservation?”

      “I certainly hope so,” he laughed.

      Ella lowered her eyes to the painting. It was the first time since they had met that the awkwardness between them had receded, and she liked it. Rather too much. She had to admit that she had always liked Stephen and as a young woman, had dreamed that he might offer for her, but when it came, she could not accept a man who would marry her out of pity and convenience. She still would not.

      “The gate is open,” she referred to the painting once again, she would not be distracted from the task by thoughts of what might have been. “The artist is encouraging our eyes to go through the gate, but where does it lead?”

      “To that old ruin at the top of the hill?”

      “Perhaps it is suggesting that landowners have had their day, that is why the castle is a ruin. Could it be that the workers have taken over and have set fire to the castle. Again, it would suggest some kind of revolution,” she said.

      “I suppose it is possible, after all, in France, many of the chateaux were razed to the ground.”

      “And yet the scene seems so peaceful.”

      “The calm after the storm?” he asked.

      “There are storm clouds over the castle,” she pointed out. “The question is, are they coming or going?”

      “And the sheep and cows? Do they have a meaning? We cannot count every blade of grass and every leaf,” Stephen said, “I think we are wasting our time.”
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      “There,” she exclaimed, pointing to the larger of the trees, “there, do you see it?”

      “What? What do you see?” Stephen replied, leaning forward and peering at the scene.

      “On the leaves,” she said, picking up the magnifying glass. “On the leaves there are small numbers, facing in different directions, they are made to look as though they are the veins of the leaves, but there are definitely numbers,” she added, her voice breathless with excitement.

      “My God, so there are.” He looked from the painting to Ella. “I would never have thought to look at that.”

      “That is because you were looking at the bigger picture and not at the details.” She grinned. “You could not, in fact, see the wood for the trees.” Her grin became a laugh. It was so infectious that he could not help but join in.

      It was a moment to be cherished, for the first time since their awkward reintroduction, Ella had finally relaxed in his company, and he did not want it to end. He did not want Ella to retreat back into the hard, brittle shell she had built around herself, but he also knew that if he pushed, that would be exactly what would happen. Ella had lived so long under the shadow of her father’s description of her as a ‘monster’ that she was unable to see herself as anything else.

      “What now?” he asked, carefully schooling his features into a neutral expression.

      “The numbers seem to be ordered into patterns, some three, some four and so on, which I assume means that they represent words.” She bent over the paper.

      “But how do we know where to start?”

      “Well,” she said as she straightened up, “when we are reading English text we begin at the top of the page and read from left to right, so I am going to start there.” She pointed with the magnifying glass to the top
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