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Chapter One
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The carriage jolted to a stop. Jack Brightwell waited. Back home again, after his weeks-long sojourn to Middleton House. He had not thought to visit the Wilcox estate so soon, less than a month after returning to Brightwell Manor from abroad, but he had to be there, to assist Hugh Mountbank in finally capturing the Jackal. Soon after, Jack had witnessed the marriages of Hugh to Felicity Wilcox and Greyton Thornhill to Cecilia Wilcox.

Jack bowed his head, still raw from the pains and joys of the last weeks. His friends were well. The justice he had been seeking for two years had been meted out.

A greater challenge confronted him. Never had he expected to inherit Brightwell Manor. His father and older brother, Arthur, had both seemed immortal, goodness personified. But both were dead.

So it fell to Jack to carry on, without hope of the one thing, the one person who had kept him alive through indiscretion, war, loss.

He closed his eyes and leant his head back. During his time in that convent hospital, his focus had centered on her. Only her. Since childhood she had been the one he turned to, the one he had protected—and tormented.

He pushed himself out of the carriage. The warm, mellowed stone of Brightwell Manor, aged to a lighter hue than that of Middleton House, almost dazzled him. Three gables structured the roofline. His father used to say that, fortuitously, there was one for each of his children.

The house remained. Jack remained. His boots crunched on the gravel drive.

Dearing greeted him at the door. “Your mother awaits you in the drawing room, sir.”

Jack nodded to the older man, who had known him since he was a boy. The high, diamond-patterned windows let in the gleaming sunlight, casting delicate shadows on the dark wood of the halls. He made his way through the maze of corridors until he came to the newer part of the house. The white door of the drawing room loomed. So far, he had avoided his mama’s plans. Now it was time to face the proverbial guillotine.

***
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Emily leaned against her aunt’s bedroom door, listening.

“Emily! Where has she got to now?” Emily’s cousin, Stephen Latimer, said in an angry tone. He would be muttering to himself at the frayed appearance of the burgundy carpet runner as well as her lack of haste to answer his summons. Emily opened the door, shutting it with a gentle tug behind her. It had taken her hours to settle her aunt’s nerves.

“Yes, Stephen?” she asked in her quiet voice, looking into his eyes, so like hers, a greenish brown, similar to the pond Grandfather Latimer had installed some twenty years before in a fit of landscaping fervor. The familiar chill rushed through her. She rubbed her hands together, even knowing the gesture would not warm her.

“I must speak with you. Why are you always hiding yourself?”

“I have been reading to your mother, as I usually do in the afternoons. She is resting now. Please kindly lower your voice or she will be disturbed.”

“I suppose we cannot have that. Though what could be left to disturb her...Perhaps losing the estate,” he said in an irate whisper as they walked downstairs. “Selina will have nothing to do with us now. As if it is my fault Sylvie ran off with that bastard Mainmount. She introduced them, after all. And who has suffered more than I? He has taken my sister and my beloved Mary from me.” He sighed and glanced at Emily, whose calm quiet apparently did nothing for his mood. They were now alone in the drawing room, a small fire and the old heavy drapes all that held out the cold spring’s frosty air. “Why that chit of a girl Miss Wilcox did not accept him...I was sure she would or I would not have left London when I did, leaving my Mary to the persuasions of that rouge.”

“Cousin, she is a married woman now. If you felt as you did, why did you delay offering for her?” Mary was a sweet girl, who had loved Stephen. Emily glanced away. What havoc was wrought by not professing their feelings...But not as much destruction as could be had by confessing strong feelings. She grasped her locket.

“What do you know of such matters? That I am saddled with such a family of women. Selina cares not a whit for any of us, mother is forever addled, Sylvie was always a determined flirt and now she has thrown herself away, while Susan enjoys the hospitality of Aunt Begg...”  He paused, his voice rising with every syllable of how he had been wronged. “And you, who could have married Arthur Brightwell if only you had encouraged him a little. Now he is dead. All prospects are near lost.”

Emily raised her eyebrows at this statement, both in indignation at his callousness over their friend and neighbor’s death and the veiled hint contained in his last statement.

“It is to you to help us, Emily.” He stood close by the low fire, warming his hands.

“I do not see what I can do. Surely you can find someone to help you. Perhaps you ought consider selling the estate if it has become such a burden on you.” She had heard her cousin’s lamentations over the magnitude of his responsibilities before.

“Sell? And to think you were father’s favorite, even above his own children. What would he say to that?”

“He would first have you out for making such imprudent investments as to bring matters to this state.”

“I should have you out, ungrateful girl! Have I not kept you on here, did not my father take you in, you who had nothing?”

“I can make my own way, Stephen. Unlike some, I am not afraid of honest work. Your mother begged me to stay, as well you know. Who else will cater to her moods? Who else would have watched over Sylvie and Susan while Selina was finding herself a husband? Who else will listen to you?” Emily narrowed her eyes. Small flames popped here and there in the grate as a log broke in the fire. She turned to the little blaze, breathing deeply and exhaling. “I have been offered a position.”

“You? As what, pray tell?” Stephen threw himself into the nearest armchair, which creaked its ancient frame in protest.

“A teacher. My cousin, Mr. Holden, and his wife, Jane, are starting a school. She is a cousin of the same Miss Wilcox, now Mrs. Thornhill, you malign. It does not pay much, but will be enough and I have been offered accommodation as well.”

Stephen frowned briefly before chuckling. “Who will want you teaching their children, whose cousin is a harlot? Even common villagers would not stand for it.”

“I am not Sylvie. Mr. Holden would not offer if—”

“Mr. Holden is an idealistic fool. Mark my words, Emily, he will be made to take back his offer. You would do better to consider mine. I have spoken with Sir Roderick Mainmount. If you will marry his younger son, Roland, everyone’s problems may be solved.”

“Now I know you have taken leave of your senses. That will solve nothing. I am no lack-wit, as is Roland Mainmount. Though you may all have chosen to ignore my presence when it suited you did not mean I was deaf and dumb.”

“Now, dear cousin, that is not so. Perhaps young Mr. Mainmount is a bit slow-witted, but he is a decent fellow. Sir Roderick has made a very nice offer for your hand. He expects no dowry and will finance renovations of the Hall provided Roland may live here and oversee things. Architecture is his hobby, you know.”

“I suggest you find yourself an heiress, for I shall not marry Roland Mainmount. I must meet with Mrs. Hatch about menus. Excuse me.”

Stephen nodded imperiously, dismissing Emily. She shut the door gently; he probably knew she wanted to slam it—she would not give him the satisfaction of being right. And she would not give sway to her feelings. She rushed down the hall and out the large oak door.

Emily took a deep breath of the crisp air. Shaking her head, she tried to dislodge all Stephen’s problems and complaints from her mind. Her boots crackled on the odd patch of frost, which would melt again soon enough. By summer, such coldness would be a distant memory. By then, she would be gone. She quickened her pace.

Walking toward Brightwell Park, she thought of Arthur. He had always been so kind to her and perhaps had she been more encouraging, as her cousin had said, he would have proposed. But Arthur had been exceedingly reserved, so different from his younger sister, Bess, and brother, Jack. She frowned, thinking of Jack. He was nothing but a vain dandy, though he had perhaps changed after returning home from the wars.

She, Emily Latimer, might have been mistress of Brightwell Park. Biting her lip, she recalled the last time she had seen Arthur, laying in his sickbed, so pale yet dripping with fever.

“I wish you to know,” he’d whispered as she bent to hear, his mother on his other side anxiously patting his brow, “I have loved you. Had I been braver, like Jack, I would have married you. Be kind to her, Mother. And Jack, he will need you both, if he ever comes back. I am sorry I have been so weak...” He’d trailed off as his mother shushed him, reassuring him there had never been a better son, that there was no need for such talk. Emily had gone then, to fetch the doctor from downstairs, but it was too late.

Emily brushed away her tears as she came to her favorite spot. The tears were not only for herself, but for the losses dear Mrs. Brightwell had suffered, and for all those who had lost loved ones during the wars. Mrs. Brightwell had only Jack now. Bess, so vibrant, had been killed in France with her husband, while at home Arthur, his father, and dear Uncle Latimer had all passed.

She drew in a breath. New growth, along with the moldering leaves, created the scent of life, and of death, always together, always present. This special place was part of Brightwell Park, a lovely little copse of trees, moss covering much of the ground, so ideal a spot for childish play or worries. She peered up at the sky, only to start at the noise of someone else’s footsteps.

“Miss Latimer? It has been many a year,” Jack Brightwell said.

Her breath caught. “Indeed, sir. I am glad to see you have returned safely.” She studied him; he was turned partly from her. He appeared much the same as ever, too handsome for his own good, like a well-dressed Apollo. “I am sorry I have not called on your mother. I hope she is well.”

“Yes, thank you. I suppose it is I who should be making the rounds, but I am not desirous of company these days.”

“Your brother would never have believed you.” Emily smiled, though this faded when Jack turned to her. “I am sorry for your loss,” she whispered.

Jack nodded, scowling at her. “Would he not? As you see, I am not quite myself.” He tried to raise his right arm, which fell, dangling at his side near his leg, which was slightly bowed.

“You are here. He would have been glad of it.”

He continued to frown at her. His face had not changed, though his eyes, blue and bright, held something now they never had before. Then he grinned, his boyish self again.

“You have not changed, I see. I suppose I shall have to set to teasing you again, lest you grow too somber.”

“You shall not have much more opportunity. My cousin, Mr. Holden, has offered me a position in Abingdon. He is rector there now, newly married. He plans to start a village school and offered I might come and teach.”

“A schoolmistress? I cannot approve. Abingdon? The Wilcoxes reside there. The son and I were at Oxford together.”

“Yes, Mr. Holden married Mr. Wilcox’s cousin, Miss Jane Wilcox as was, the same day Mr. Wilcox married his neighbor, Miss Partridge.”

“Yes, the Wilcoxes have had many marriages of late. I suppose you will be at home with such upright folk, though you will become a bore.” Jack glanced at her, a serious look on his face, like the frown Stephen’s tutor used to affect.

“Oh? I suppose you had rather I became like Sylvie. Would that be more to your taste?” Emily immediately regretted her words when Jack grinned. He saw he could still pique her. “I ought not have said that.”

“No, you had best not mention her, especially in your new neighborhood. I wish you well all the same. You had best be going. It grows colder.”

“Thank you. Give my regards to your mother, please. Shall I call tomorrow?”

“Thank you, no. She is dragging me to visit the Cavendishes. They are hosting a party. I suppose I shall have to be agreeable. I had rather spend a month entire with Mr. Holden and young Mr. Wilcox than a day with the Cavendishes.”

Emily laughed despite herself. Jack used to make her laugh, before he fell to teasing her instead. “I hope you are not so forthright with anyone now, sir. You have a position to uphold.”

“As my mother reminds me. I am not well suited to it, but I have learned how to be dutiful.” He frowned once again.

“It may be painful, but you will learn to bear it.”

“Really? Have you?” Laughter rippled beneath his tone, as the nearby creek’s waters did through the stones.

“Good day, sir.”

Jack nodded, a small grin playing about his mouth, which Emily wished she could smack away as she had done once when they were children. Instead, she smiled back at him, her most polite smile, the one she used on Stephen when he especially tried her patience. As she walked away, he laughed, the echo of it ringing off the trees, into her ears. She was used to being laughed at, teased. It was her penitence to not react. She touched her locket. Someday she would gain forgiveness, and peace would follow.

***
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Emily found little rest or peace that week, as her cousin and aunt demanded her attention and time at every turn. Stephen had them turning the place over, cleaning and polishing, airing rooms and changing furnishings. Her aunt was by turns in a bustle and overcome, so that when Emily was not overseeing the undertakings or helping in some way, she spent her time placating her aunt’s moods.

In the evenings, Stephen always brought the conversation to the Mainmounts or Cavendishes, or made veiled hints that Susan was now of age and could marry as well. Emily’s body tensed at this implication. Surely Stephen would not make their darling Susan, so bright and innocent, marry such a one as Roland Mainmount. Selina and Sylvie were the bold ones and Selina, at least, had made the most of her chances, unlike Sylvie.

Susan had all the beauty of her eldest sister, Selina, but none of her spirit and determination. In fact, Susan, from what she wrote to Emily, did not willingly set foot among society and was content to be a dutiful companion to her aunt, whose hospitality was no doubt not as ample or enjoyable as Stephen claimed.

“Yes, you have not Susan’s beauty,” Stephen continued as they sat in the drawing room one afternoon, “but you are full as pretty as Sylvie and, it seems, have a good deal more sense. Sir Roderick quite admires you and has high hopes you will be just the wife for his son.”

“Why do you continue? I have told you, I shall not marry him.”

“Perhaps I ought send for Susan, then.”

“You would not...” Emily began, rising, only to be interrupted by the delivery of the day’s mail.

Stephen handed her a letter, a satisfied grin on his thin face. It was from Mr. Holden. She knew what Stephen thought, but
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