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  Prologue
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England 1786 (or a variation thereof) 
Twenty Years Ago
An icy wind howled through the night, attacking the tall, fortress-like manor from all sides. Windows rattled in their hinges as the onslaught continued, not yielding but clinging tightly to the dark stone that had faced down many such attacks and not succumbed.
It was a night on which only the foolish or reckless would venture from the safety of their homes.
Or the desperate.
Pulling the heavy, black cloak more tightly around her shoulders, Ellen Cartwright, Countess of Radcliff, stood in the large kitchen located in the back of the monstrous building and gazed down at the sleeping child in her arms.
Lost in her dreams, her daughter smiled as Ellen brushed a gentle hand over the little girl’s forehead, her golden locks slightly swaying as her mother rocked her.
Taking a deep breath, Ellen wrapped her arms more tightly around her precious girl, pulling her closer as though any moment she might slip from her arms and vanish. “My sweet, little Beth,” she mumbled into the child’s hair as her arms began to feel the two-year-old’s weight. Slowly, she forced them to relax, allowing the carrying cloak she had fashioned for the child to bear most of the burden. As her arms relaxed, the straps cut into her shoulders, and she had to brace a hand on the table beside her to keep from falling over.
The moment she leant forward and her hand touched the rough wooden surface, a jolt of pain cut through the left side of her ribcage, and for the hundredth time, Ellen prayed that her ribs were not broken…only bruised.
“Do you truly not want to wait?” her mother-in-law asked as she came walking into the empty kitchen, a dark bag in her hands as she stepped toward Ellen, deep concern in her gentle eyes. “You are not feeling well. What if you cannot hold her for long? What if—?”
“No,” Ellen interrupted, drawing in a shaky breath. “It has to be tonight. Everything’s in place.” Gritting her teeth, she straightened her back and met her mother-in-law’s eyes. “I can do it, Clementine,” she said, knowing that she had to. It was a simple as that. “I can do it.”
As a tear rolled down Clementine’s weathered face, the older woman reluctantly slung the bag over Ellen’s head and shoulder, careful not to disturb the sleeping child. Then she gazed down at her granddaughter, gently brushing a stray curl from her little face, and whispered, “Be safe, my little angel.”
“I will protect her,” Ellen said as though saying the words would make them true. Deep down, she was terrified, and yet, she needed to be strong. Fear would not serve her. Only strength would see her daughter safe.
“I know.” Nodding her head, her eyes brimming with tears, her mother-in-law gently cupped her wrinkled hand to Ellen’s cheek. “I hate to see you go,” she whispered, “but neither can I stand and watch you suffer any longer.” She hung her head. “I’m sorry for everything that’s happened. I wish…I don’t know what happened that changed him so. I wish I did.”
Ellen nodded, her own throat constricted at the thought of leaving behind the only mother she had ever known. As much as she despised her husband, his mother, next to her daughter, was the person she loved most in this world and leaving her broke her heart. “I need to go,” she said, reminding them of the inevitable. “Will you…will you see me outside?”
A soft smile came to her mother-in-law’s face. “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away.”
Pressing her lips together, Ellen forced the tears back down as she turned toward the door, her mother-in-law by her side, her arm wrapped around her shoulders. 
Silently, they stepped out into the dark night, the wind tearing at their clothes, and walked around the side of the building to the stables, leaving behind the looming manor and its sleeping inhabitants.
For weeks, Ellen had planned for this night of their escape, but without her mother-in-law’s help she would never have succeeded.
Only together, they had been able to convince her husband to allow her to remain in the country when he had been called back to London for business. By then, Ellen had known that business generally referred to another night of gambling and drinking until the wee hours of the morning. However, by then, she did not care any longer.
In her mind’s eye, she still saw the pale bruises on her daughter’s little arm after her father had dragged her from his study. 
Oblivious to her father’s temper, little Beth had ventured around the house after escaping her nurse’s attention and then discovered the many wonders hidden in her father’s desk.
Upon discovering her in his study, papers strewn about, some crumpled, some torn, he had been furious, his face turning red, as he yanked the crying child out into the hall.
It had been the first time his rage had been directed at his child. The first time she had felt her father’s uncontrolled temper. The first time his anger had marked her skin.
It had been in that moment that Ellen had known that she had to leave.
Alone in the country, far from her husband’s watchful eyes, she and Clementine had arranged for them to start a new life. In her bag were papers that would attest to her marriage to a fictitious man, to their daughter’s birth as well as to his untimely death. As a young widow, Ellen planned to start over and give her daughter the one thing every child needed the most—safety.
Long before Beth had fallen asleep that night, her grandmother had added a sleeping potion to the servants’ food, and by the time Ellen had sneaked downstairs to ready the horse, most of them had been sound asleep in their beds. Then she had returned to gather her things and latch her daughter to her body so that she could ride with greater ease.
Although the wind howled around them, the earth was dry as it had not rained in over a week. And yet, the sky had been heavy with dark clouds all day, promising a storm on the horizon. 
The opportune moment had come.
Ellen knew it. She couldn’t hesitate now.
If she left tonight and covered sufficient ground, the hard soil would show no hoof prints that would lead others to her location. And if luck held and the storm came in a day or two, it would impede the search for her even more. After all, what she needed most was a head-start to put as much distance between herself and her husband before she could start looking for a place to begin a new life.
Leading her trusted mare from the box, Ellen turned to her mother-in-law. “Thank you for everything you’ve done,” she whispered as tears streamed down her face, and she quickly wiped them away before they fell on her daughter. “You saved us both.”
Closing her eyes, Clementine took a deep breath, then strode forward and wrapped her daughter-in-law and granddaughter in a desperate embrace. “I wish I could’ve done more. I wish you didn’t have to go.” She stepped back, her eyes brimming with tears. “But I am grateful that you’re strong enough to go. I don’t know if I could’ve done it.”
Pride swelled in Ellen’s chest giving her strength. “It is a mother’s duty to protect her child,” she said as she had so many times since making up her mind.
Her mother-in-law nodded. “It is.” Then she pulled a small envelope from her shawl and slipped it into Ellen’s bag. “To help you get started.”
Ellen’s eyes widened. “I couldn’t. I—”
“For my granddaughter,” Clementine interrupted, her eyes determined as she held Ellen’s gaze. “After all, it is also a grandmother’s right to protect her grandchild.”
“Thank you,” Ellen whispered, feeling new tears sting her eyes. Before they could spill down her face, she stepped forward, gave Clementine a quick hug and then led her mare to the mounting block. Handing the reins to her mother-in-law, she mounted the horse, careful not to wake her sleeping daughter.
“Be safe,” Clementine said over the howling wind, her hand squeezing Ellen’s as she returned the reins into her grasp. “Be safe.”
Holding her mother-in-law’s gaze for a moment longer, Ellen nodded. “I will. I promise.” Then she kicked her heels into the horse’s flanks, and a moment later, they were swallowed up by the night.
Forcing herself not to look back, Ellen guided her mare away from Beechworth Manor and across the fields, grateful for her good sense of direction as she planned to stay off the main roads as much as possible. 
If everything went well, her husband would never find them.
She could only hope that her luck would hold.
For her daughter’s sake.






  
  Chapter one
Arriving in London
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England, spring 1806 (or a variation thereof) 
Twenty Years Later
The moment Beth stepped out of the stagecoach and found herself immersed in the crowded city that was London, her heartbeat quickened. Never had she seen this many people in one place. Never had her ears hummed with the deafening sound of their chatter as well as the unfamiliar echo of wheels churning on cobblestone. Never had she gasped for lack of air, her chest constricted, and feared that she would faint.
Stumbling to the sidewall of the inn that most of the passengers streamed into, looking for a hot meal or a room, Beth forced herself to remain calm, drawing one long breath after another into her lungs until her hands stopped trembling. Then she lifted her head and allowed her eyes to travel over the unfamiliar sights before her.
Indeed, it was crowded, loud, and harsh. Dust seemed to fill the air, and a terrible stench assaulted her nostrils. Yet, there was beauty here, too.
The brilliant blue sky sparkled against the outline of the city, its tall buildings soaring upward, their walls impenetrable and forever, a far cry from the simple country houses that Beth had known her whole life. Angry shouts as well as happy chattering reached her ears as she watched carts pushed along the street. The smell of freshly baked goods wafted around her, mingling with the sweet smell of flowers up for sale at the next street.
London was truly a city of many faces, where variety took on a completely new meaning.
Was this where her mother had grown up? Beth wondered, and a pang of grief jolted through her chest at the reminder of her mother’s death…as well as the secret she had taken to her grave.
Forcing another deep breath into her lungs, Beth turned down the street in the direction a fellow passenger had indicated. As she walked, eyes on the hustle-bustle around her, her hand searched inside the bag slung over her shoulder. For a split second, her heart stopped when her fingers came up empty, and she feared she had lost the one clue to her mother’s past…as well as her own.
However, a moment later, her fingers found what they had been looking for. Trembling, they pulled the small envelope from the bag, and Beth’s gaze shifted to the slightly faded address written in her mother’s hand on the front.
Who lived there? She wondered for the hundredth time since the day she had sorted through her late mother’s belongings and found more than she’d ever expected to. Would she find family she knew nothing of? Had her mother worked there?
Growing up in a small town in the south of England, Beth had lived a rather sheltered life. Although they never had much, her mother had always taken care of her and worked as a seamstress to improve their financial situation since Beth’s father had died shortly after her birth. Never had Beth questioned her mother’s word or the story she had told her about her life or her family.
Not until the day after the funeral…when Beth’s whole world had come crashing down.
When her mother had suddenly taken ill, Beth had never expected to lose her. Always strong, always confident, her mother had been the image of life. And then a fortnight later, she was gone.
Overwhelmed by grief as well as a strange sense of detachment as though her mother’s death had only been a bad dream, Beth had sat in her mother’s room for days, hugging her clothes to her chest and inhaling her scent, afraid of the moment it would finally fade away. Again and again, her fingers had run over the spine of her mother’s favourite book and caressed the delicate embroidery on her pillows. How could she be dead when all her things were still here? Beth had wondered, knowing how irrational such a thought was, and yet, unable to comprehend the new reality her mother’s death had forced her into.
And then she had opened a small box she had found in the back of her mother’s cupboard.
Inside had been a small purse with coins, which had bought Beth the seat on the stagecoach to London, as well as an old journal, its binding worn.
Reluctantly, she had opened it, desperately wishing to feel her mother close again if only for a moment. However, inside, she had found a side of her mother she hadn’t known existed.
While her mother had always seemed steadfast and unerring, the thoughts written on page after page spoke of an inner turmoil. Unfortunately, these thoughts were rather disorganised, spilling forth without structure or explanation, and so Beth could only catch a glimpse of what was written there.
From what she could gather, her mother had left her home years earlier—why, Beth did not know—and although she had deemed it necessary at the time, doubt and regret had slowly grown in her mother’s heart.
Confusion as well as a spark of anger and disappointment had begun to take root in Beth’s heart upon learning that her mother had kept all this from her. Although she had tried to learn more, spoken to her neighbours, the town’s pastor and then anyone else who had known her mother, she had been unable to learn more. No one had known her mother until the day she had arrived in town over twenty years ago, her little daughter in her arms. No one could remember her mother ever speaking of her past, her family, or from where she had come. No one knew anything.
And then Beth had found this envelope in the back of her mother’s journal, and it had provided the only clue that might help her discover what had happened.
Taking a deep breath, Beth stopped at the corner of a busy street and for a moment closed her eyes before reading through the letter once more, its contents committed to memory days ago.
Dear Clementine,
I hope this letter finds you well. Please, do not worry about us, for we have arrived at a safe place. However, I deem it best if you do not know where we have gone. All I can do is assure you that we are well and once again express my regret for the turn our lives have taken. More than anything, I regret leaving you although I know that there could have been no other way. In my heart, I hope that one day we will meet again. It is a wish that carries me through the dark moments.
With all my love,
Ellen
Who was Clementine? Beth wondered for the hundredth time. A friend? Family even? And why did her mother have to leave? Why had she not been safe? All these questions and more spun in Beth’s head as they had for the past few weeks since discovering the letter.
Opening her eyes, Beth looked down at the faded address on the envelope. Fortunately, her mother had never sent the letter, and now, it was Beth’s only chance to find out what had happened.
Once more asking for directions, she turned down a wide street framed by large townhouses, their windows sparkling in the early spring sun. The street was filled with fine carriages, and lords and ladies in exquisite clothing strolled up and down the pavements.
Glancing down at her own simple gown and travelling cloak, Beth frowned. Surely, her mother had not lived in this neighbourhood. Maybe she had been employed here though.
As her eyes drifted over the long row of townhouses, her feet carrying her onward, Beth felt her heartbeat quicken once again. “Which one,” she mumbled, her gaze shifting from door to door, searching for the number listed on the envelope in her hands.
When she finally found it, her feet halted abruptly, and her breath caught in her throat. Staring up at the massive building, its groomed bushes and trees as well as its iron gate, Beth swallowed. Ought she to knock on the door? Whoever lived there, would they even permit her inside?
Once more, she glanced at her simple clothing, then turned her head up and down the street unable to decide what to do.
“Oh, thank God, they sent someone,” a melodious voice exclaimed from behind her.
Spinning around, Beth found herself looking at a young woman, a warm cloak wrapped around her shoulders and a basket full of eggs and vegetables dangling from her arm. “Excuse me?” Beth said, reminding herself that the young woman could not possibly know her.
“Come, come!” Looping her free arm through Beth’s, the young woman pulled her through the iron gate and around to the back of the house. “With the flu going around and everyone out sick, it’s been quite hard on the rest of us as you can imagine.” Turning her head, the young woman looked Beth up and down. “Have you only just arrived in town?”
Beth nodded. “I’ve come here to enquire—”
“What’s your name?”
“Beth. Maybe you can help me. I’m looking for—”
“We’re very short-staffed at the moment,” the young woman prattled on, “so I don’t think Mrs. Hill will be too much trouble.”
“Mrs. Hill?”
“The housekeeper,” the young woman elaborated. “She’ll be grateful to have an extra pair of hands, I’m sure.”
As they neared the back door, Beth finally realised that maybe luck was on her side after all. If she were hired as a maid, she could spend some time in this house and carefully question everyone who worked there. After all, it had been twenty years since her mother had worked here. Who knew if there were any servants still working here who could have known her back then? And besides, what little money she had was almost gone.
“I’m Sally by the way,” the young woman giggled. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I get carried away.” Then she swung open the door and pulled Beth into a large kitchen. However, only two servants stood at the worktable, preparing a meal, a look of relief coming to their eyes as they saw Beth.
“I’ve brought help,” Sally exclaimed triumphantly. “Where’s Mrs. Hill?”
“What took you so long?” a stern voice demanded from the kitchen entrance across the room before a rather large woman came into view. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at Sally reproachfully. Then her gaze shifted to Beth, and she lifted her hands to rest them on her wide hips, her eyes narrowing even further as she surveyed the potentially new addition to her household. “What’s your name?”
“Beth.” Lifting her head, Beth met the older woman’s scrutinising gaze. Although her mother had raised her to be respectful toward others, especially her elders, she had also instilled a sense of self-esteem and pride in her daughter that forbade Beth from dropping her gaze to the floor. “Beth Walker.”
Pinching her lips, Mrs. Hill surveyed her once again. “Fresh off the stagecoach?”
Surprised, Beth nodded.
“You have that look,” Mrs. Hill answered Beth’s silent question, then turned sharp eyes to Sally. “Why are you still standing here? Off with you! There’s a lot of work to be done before the ball.”
Casting a quick smile at Beth, Sally vanished through the door.
“Fine,” Mrs. Hill mumbled after a while, giving a quick nod with her head. “Follow me and listen carefully. I will only say this once.”
Breathing a sigh of relief, Beth followed the older woman through the house, trying her best to listen to the rules of the house as well as her new duties while casting careful glances around, wondering if her mother had ever walked these halls.






  
  Chapter two
A New World
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“Whose house is this?” Beth asked, brushing her hands down her new uniform as she followed Sally down the upstairs corridor toward the bedchambers. 
Snorting, Sally gawked at her. “I forgot you only just arrived the day before.” Shaking her head, she pushed open the door to a large, expensively furnished room. “The Earl of Radcliff lives here with his wife and son and daughter as well as his mother, the dowager countess.” Moving over to make the bed, Sally gestured for Beth to step around and pick up the blanket from the other side. Then she glanced around to assure herself that they were indeed alone and leant forward, whispering, “This is Lady Adelaide’s chamber. She’s a sweet one, but rather shy. Her brother, Lord Braxton, is his father’s image, loud and hot-tempered. While the women of this family are quite pleasant, the men are the opposite. Do not get on their bad side or you’ll regret it.”
Hurrying to straighten the room, Sally quickly moved on to the next, all the while instructing Beth how to help and what to pay attention to. Soon, they were both out of breath, rushing up and down the stairs, from one room to the next, carrying laundry as well as vases with fresh flowers. The whole day flew by in a flurry of instructions, and soon, Beth felt the strain of such unfamiliar work in her arms and legs as well as her lower back.
“Ellen?” Sally’s face scrunched up as she sat on her bed, pulling off her shoes at the end of a seemingly never-ending day. “Ellen Walker? No, that name doesn’t sound familiar. Why are you asking?”
Pulling on her nightgown, Beth shrugged, reluctant to explain but knowing that there was no way around it. “She was my mother, and I believe she used to work here.”
“Truly?” Sally’s eyes went wide. “Is that why you came here?”
Beth nodded. “I never knew she lived in London, and now, I cannot ask her about it.” Fresh grief claimed her heart, and Beth quickly turned away, placing her few belongings in the small cupboard by the door. To her great relief, she had been assigned to share a room with Sally, welcoming the young woman’s easy attitude and cheerful disposition. 
All her life, Beth had thought of herself as a happy person, generally content and looking on the brighter side of life rather than regretting that which had been denied her. However, since her mother’s passing, moments of sadness, depressing and dark in their intensity, continued to catch her off guard, and she realised that the smiles which she generally shared so easily with those around her were a lot harder to come by these days.
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Sally said, her voice ringing of compassion as she slipped under the blanket. “If you want me to, I could ask around tomorrow.”
Turning around, Beth smiled. “That’d be wonderful. Thank you.”
“Don’t think anything of it.” Snuggling deeper into the coarse mattress, Sally closed her eyes and a moment later was sound sleep.
Sighing, Beth stretched her weary limbs, feeling her muscles ache, demanding rest, and slipped into bed herself. It had been a hard day, physically as well as emotionally, and more were to come.
And so, Beth pushed all thoughts, all questions, all uncertainties aside and decided to take life one day at a time. Right now, she needed nothing more than a good night’s sleep, and so she closed her eyes and was within minutes lost to the world.
However, the next morning began much too soon.
With sleep still clinging to her eyelashes, Beth forced herself out of bed, oddly annoyed by Sally’s cheerful humming as she put on her uniform.
“You’re not a morning person,” Sally observed, watching Beth’s slow gait as she hobbled toward the cupboard.
Beth groaned, “I ache everywhere.”
“It’ll pass,” Sally assured her, then stepped toward the door. “Hurry! Mrs. Hill doesn’t look kindly on tardiness.” And then the door closed behind her.
Although Beth did earn a rather stern expression full of disapproval from Mrs. Hill when she finally stumbled into the kitchen, the rest of the morning passed in quiet activity. Assigned to dust the downstairs parlour, sitting room and drawing room—who on earth needed all these rooms?—Beth enjoyed the solitude as it gave her ample opportunity to take in her surroundings, imagining her mother with the same feather duster in hand, doing the same work…twenty years ago. Had she truly worked here? So far, Sally’s enquiries had not produced any results. No one had known her mother or a woman named Clementine. In the case of the latter, Beth didn’t even know her last name.
Somewhat discouraged, she proceeded down the corridor toward the next room when the front door swung open and a tall man stepped across the threshold.
Quickly, Beth slipped into the sitting room, peering around the corner at the stern-looking man with greying hair. His lips were thin, pressed into a tight line as though something had greatly displeased him. Anger coloured his cheeks and narrowed his eyes, and he tossed his coat at the footman, who scrambled to catch it, mumbling, “My lord,” under his breath, not daring to look up.
So, this was the Earl of Radcliff, Beth thought, remembering Sally’s warning and deeming it appropriate. This was not a man to be trifled with. 
With hard eyes, he glanced around, then strode onward and down the corridor. The moment he disappeared, the footman exhaled a breath.
After finishing her work in the sitting room, Beth quickly moved on to the next, remembering Mrs. Hill’s stern reminder that they were short-staffed and there was a lot to do before the masked ball.
Again, footsteps echoed to her ears. Only this time they were lighter and accompanied by soft voices, melodious and harmonic, as they chatted and laughed, proceeding toward the large staircase in the foyer.
Peeking through the gap in the door, Beth saw two women, one older and one younger, presumably mother and daughter judging from the resemblance. Their simple, clear-cut features spoke of an honest character as did their emerald eyes, clear and open, and an easy smile shone on their faces.
Lost in conversation, they headed upstairs, followed by two footmen carrying large clothing bags as well as large boxes and small cartons.
Beth sighed, wondering what it would be like to live in a house like this…and not merely work here. It had to be quite the dream come true to spend her days walking the streets of London, choosing the loveliest gowns and accessories and return home to find it had been cleaned in her absence and the table set for a nice luncheon.
And the masked ball!
From the moment Beth had heard Mrs. Hill’s voice remind them of their duties regarding the preparations as well as the night in question, Beth had been imagining herself in a lovely, flowing gown, a decorative mask hiding her face as she twirled around the large ballroom on a gentleman’s arm. It was exactly the kind of fairy tale her mother had told her so often when she’d been a child.
A wonderful fantasy.
Nothing more.
Returning to reality, Beth continued her work day after day, keeping her ears and eyes open, hoping that Sally might find out more…something…anything that would help her unravel the mystery her mother had left her. However, every night, Sally shook her head, an apologetic look in her warm eyes. “I’m sorry. But no one’s ever heard of a Clementine ever working here,” she said, slipping into her nightgown. “And the only Ellen that used to work here until five years ago was an Ellen Parker.” Sally shrugged. “Are you certain your mother worked in this household?”
Beth sighed, pulling the blanket up to her chin. “As certain as I can be. All I found was a letter addressed to a Clementine with this address written on the front.”
“Hmmm,” Sally mumbled, stifling a yawn. “That is truly puzzling, and yet, it was twenty years ago. Not many servants have remained from back then.”
“I suppose you’re right,” Beth agreed, disappointment weighing heavily on her chest. What would she do now?
Leaving her hometown, Beth had never thought beyond making her way to the address on the envelope. It had been luck indeed that she had arrived when she had and been hired out of sheer lack of personnel without any recommendation at all. Everything had seemed so promising, only to end now with none of her questions answered.
Sighing, Beth glanced at Sally, whose chest moved up and down with the soft breathing of deep slumber. “Should I just return home?” Beth wondered out loud, feeling a sting of displeasure at the thought of giving up. It was as though she’d failed her mother, and although Beth couldn’t help but feel a certain anger and betrayal toward the woman who had raised her, she wasn’t ready to simply write her mother off as a liar just yet.
There had to have been a reason.
A reason that would explain…everything.
If only Beth could find out what it was.






  
  Chapter three
Misfortunes
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“I must say I am thoroughly disappointed, Tristan, and I cannot refrain from speaking my mind any longer.” 
Gritting his teeth, Tristan Turner, Viscount Elton, kept his gaze fixed on the spoon in his hand and continued to eat his soup as though he could not hear his uncle’s words or the insult and degradation laced within. Had it not always been thus? He wondered. Had his uncle ever refrained from speaking his mind where Tristan was concerned?
Tristan could not recall a time like that. Even as a young boy, he had never been able to please his uncle, let alone live up to his expectations.
“A gentleman of your position does not frequent such establishments,” his uncle continued, his eyes hard as he fixed his nephew across the supper table. “Especially not in such dishevelment and portraying manners that bring shame to his whole family.” He swallowed, then looked at his son. “Do you not agree, Matthew?”
Tristan sighed in annoyance as his cousin nodded, his eyes holding the same judgement as his father’s. “Certainly, Father.” He nodded his head once more before his gaze shifted to Tristan. “I do not understand why you would insist on living under such conditions. Considering everything you have, can you not find another pastime? One less scandalous and damaging to your reputation? As well as ours?”
“Well said,” Uncle Randolph echoed, nodding his head vigorously. “It is not too much to ask, is it?”
Sitting back, Tristan glanced at his aunt, her head bent over the bowl of soup before her, doing her utmost to ignore the argument between them as always. Then Tristan met his uncle’s gaze, uncertain how to answer, but forced himself to remain calm, trying his best to find the right words. “I assure you, dear Uncle, that it was never my intention to bring shame to this family, nor do I believe that I have. Yes, I admit I’ve stumbled into the occasional…dispute, but,” he leant forward and held his uncle’s scrutinising gaze, “you can hardly fault me for being robbed.”
Shaking his head, his uncle huffed, “Can I not?”
“No,” Tristan insisted, wondering if there was anything he could say that would change his uncle’s opinion of him. After all, hadn’t he done his utmost these past twenty-odd years? Had he not tried time and time again…only to fail in the most miserable ways?
“Only you weren’t robbed once, were you?” his cousin asked, then glanced at his father, who once more nodded his head in affirmation. “To tell you the truth,” Matthew continued, “I do not even recall how often it has been. Three…or rather four times?”
“Three,” Tristan admitted, feeling his tense muscles strain against the fabric of his shirt and jacket. He inhaled deeply, seeking to steady his nerves. His uncle tended to have that effect on him, and in the past few years, his cousin had been trying his best to equal his father in that regard. “Why would it matter though? If I am robbed once, you wouldn’t consider it my fault, but if it happens thrice, then it certainly must be?”
Though slightly hindered by his massive belly, his uncle leant forward, cold eyes narrowed into slits as though he were a hunter taking aim. “You go where you’re not supposed to be,” he hissed. “You frequent places where you present an opportunity to those with a shady occupation and no moral or manners to speak of.” He jerked his head up and down. “So, yes, it is your fault! If you would only act as you’re told, if you would only adhere to the generally accepted code of conduct, none of this would have happened.”
Staring at his uncle, Tristan shook his head. “I was robbed on my way home. I didn’t—”
“And where had you been that night?” his uncle snapped, his head turning a darker shade of red. “A tavern on the wrong side of town? Who knows what criminals you encountered there who thought you an easy target? Do you truly not understand my concern?”
Concern? Tristan wondered, then shook his head. The only concern his uncle had ever felt had been for himself and his reputation, hadn’t it? But had he ever felt concerned for Tristan’s safety? Although Tristan wished with all his heart that it would be so, deep down, he knew it to be wrong.
Shoulders slumped, Tristan swallowed. “I do apologise for displeasing you, Uncle,” he admitted, knowing that despite his hurtful words, his uncle was not entirely wrong to speak as he had. “I do assure you that I am doing my utmost not–”
“But it keeps happening,” his cousin interrupted. “Doesn’t it?”
Shrugging, Tristan shook his head. “Honestly, I don’t know why.” He swallowed as a nagging fear slowly soared to the surface. “Sometimes I don’t even remember how I got there or how I ended up in a fight with someone or why.”
“Just like your father!” his uncle snapped.
Tristan gritted his teeth, feeling his uncle’s words like a punch into his stomach as they continued to echo in his ears. Just like your father! Fighting the urge to push back his chair and rush out of the room, Tristan stared at his uncle, wondering for the millionth time if his uncle couldn’t see the torment his careless words caused his nephew. Or did he simply not care?
Whatever the reason, those words were the worst Tristan had ever heard, and whenever they would come again, the impact would be the same as they did not dull with use. They were his Achilles’ heel, a mortal wound, and in moments like these, Tristan felt crippled, air knocked from his lungs and blackness threatening to engulf his vision.
“Do you truly wish to go down the same path as your father?” his uncle demanded, a satisfied gleam in his eyes that confused Tristan even more. “Do you truly wish to end like him? If that is your wish, I will not hinder you. My only regret is that the noble title of Elton was bestowed on such an unworthy man, just like your father before you.” Shaking his head, his uncle pressed his lips together, disgust marking his features. “It truly is a shame that titles are passed on to the firstborn of a line, instead of to the one most worthy. All his life, my brother was nothing but a drunkard. He did not care in the least for his family, the responsibility of his title or the fortune that grew smaller and smaller under his care. Had I not stepped in and taken over, everything would have been lost. And what do I get in return?” With anger in his eyes, Tristan’s uncle flung the napkin across the table and onto the floor.
Aunt Clara flinched, then continued to eat her soup.
“Disrespect and disgrace brought on by those I’ve sacrificed everything for,” he growled, then once again leant forward. “Do what you must, but know that your father walked down the same path as you and it destroyed him. You’d do well to look to others for direction. My son as well as myself are upstanding members of society and more than anyone deserve your respect. After all, it is us who seek to conceal the truth about you and your father from society at large. How do you think people would meet you if they knew? You would be an outcast! Shunned! Feared!”
Frozen in his chair, feeling paralysed, Tristan bent his head, knowing his uncle’s words to be true, and yet, he wished there were some way he could defend himself against the man’s accusations.
If only he didn’t fear the very same thing his uncle continued to prophesy.
That his father’s madness lived in his blood as well and would sooner or later rear its ugly head…
…and destroy him as it had destroyed his father and his mother as well.






  
  Chapter four
Cursed
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The moment Tristan left his uncle’s house, the weight on his shoulders felt lighter, and yet, his heart continued to ache as it had for most of his life. Although his uncle berated him at every opportunity—just or unjust—Tristan still feared the loss of the only family he had ever known. So, he continued to sup at his uncle’s house despite the hateful words that were flung at his head. 
After all, without them, he would be alone. And wasn’t that worse?
Walking down the deserted pavement, Tristan closed his eyes for an instant, remembering how his sister had always crawled into his bed when they had been little. Every night, she had come to hold him, stroking his head and whispering in his ear until he had fallen asleep.
Henrietta.
Again, Tristan’s heart ached, and he tried to remember how long it had been since he’d last seen her. It had been months if he recalled correctly, remembering the disappointment in her eyes as she had accused him of reckless behaviour, not unlike their uncle.
It had broken his heart to hear those words out of her mouth, and he had left that day and not returned.
And now it was too late.
Only a few weeks ago, he had received a letter from his uncle, informing him that they were headed to Scotland to see his sister married and that she asked him not to come.
Did she truly think of him as their uncle did? Had she not always stood by his side? Loved him no matter what? How had this happened?
Lifting his head, Tristan found himself outside of White’s and a frown settled on his face. How had he gotten here? He couldn’t even recall walking in this direction.
A shiver went down his back. Had it been the same for his father? Before he had lost his mind?
“Elton,” a familiar voice called, but Tristan flinched nonetheless. “Headed inside?” Giving him a pat on the back, Lord Tellington grinned at him. “You look forlorn, my friend.” Then he looked him up and down. “Do not tell me you’ve been robbed again?” Chuckling, his friend shook his head. “Although that would win me a nice little sum.”
Tristan sighed, returning Tellington’s smile wearily. “I’m sorry to disappoint, my friend.”
Tellington shrugged. “Well, I suppose it’s only a matter of time,” he laughed. “I’m certain it’ll happen again sooner or later.”
“If I didn’t know any better,” Tristan scoffed, trying to keep his voice light, “I’d think you orchestrated the whole thing to win.”
Again, Tellington laughed, holding his belly as tears brimmed in his eyes. “Quite an amusing thought, old friend. I’d consider it if I believed it necessary.”
“But you do not,” Tristan mumbled glumly, only too aware of the bets held at White’s about when the next misfortune would befall him.
“Not in the least.” Placing a hand on Tristan’s shoulder, Tellington shrugged. “I’m afraid you’re cursed.”
“Cursed?”
“After everything that’s happened, can you truly blame us for thinking so?” Tellington asked, looking aghast. “No, if it had only been your parents’ murder, I would not say a word. But considering the countless times, you yourself were snatched from the jaws of death, I’m afraid there’s no other conclusion. The Grim Reaper is coming for you, my friend, and he always gets what he comes for.” For a moment, Tellington stared at him, then he suddenly burst out laughing, leaning forward and slapping his thigh.
Tristan swallowed, a forced smile on his face as he wondered what Tellington would say if he knew the truth. If he knew that his parents had not been murdered, or at least not his father. If he knew that his father had been the one who had killed his own wife in a drunken stupor…and then himself.
Would Tellington still be laughing? Would he be wary of Tristan, wondering if the same madness that had driven his father to killing his own wife would one day claim Tristan as well? Would he look at him with caution?
“Considering how often you’ve cheated death,” Tellington continued on, obviously unable to see how deeply his words affected Tristan, “you truly are a lucky sod. After all, you’re still alive.”
Only because of Derek, Tristan reminded himself, thinking of his closest friend who had relentlessly followed Tristan like a shadow these past few years, pulling him out of one scrape after another. To this day, Tristan had no idea how his friend always knew when he needed him. But he had long since thought that even though he could not see him about, Derek might still be nearby, watching.
He was an odd fellow, his friend. More than anything, he hated to be the focus of attention—good or bad—and was most comfortable when people did not even notice him. Often, he appeared like a shadow: there one moment and then gone the next, an ability that had served him well in the war and had won him fame and glory—to Derek’s great displeasure—as well as the title of a baron.
“Are you coming inside?” Tellington asked again, gesturing up the stairs.
For a moment, Tristan hesitated, knowing that joining his friends and their mockery—as harmless as it was intended—never left him unaffected. His mood would darken, and liquor would flow, and then…something would happen that he couldn’t quite understand or remember afterwards.
Sometimes it was harmless, like a drunken night with his friends or waking up the next morning in the bed of a woman he’d never seen before.
However, every now and then, it would lead him into danger…and he could not afford that, especially tonight.
And yet, Tristan followed his friend inside, unable to return to the echo of an empty house, dark and full of ghosts of his past.
What he wanted most of all, what he dreamed of at night as well as during the day, was a family of his own. A wife who knew him at his best as well as at his worst and loved him all the same. A daughter he could spoil. A son he could take fishing.
A family he could call his own, who looked at him not with apprehension or disappointment, but with love instead.
Would he ever have a home?
Every day that dream seemed to slip farther and farther out of his grasp, and Tristan didn’t know what he could do to change that, nor did he think he had the strength.
Maybe it was a curse.
Maybe he was doomed to follow in his father’s footsteps.
Maybe he was exactly the kind of man his uncle believed him to be.
Maybe.






  
  Chapter five
Lady Adelaide

[image: ]

“Beth! Wake up!” 
Pressing her eyes shut, Beth turned away from the loud voice as well as the insistent shake on her shoulder. Her body ached, and her senses were dulled with fatigue.
“I can’t believe you fell asleep,” Sally’s shrill voice exclaimed, echoing through the vaulted room.
Vaulted room?
Instantly, Beth’s eyes snapped open, and her heartbeat quickened dangerously as she found herself stretched out on the settee in the downstairs drawing room.
Jumping to her feet, she began to sway and reached out her arms to Sally, who grasped them and pulled her back down into a sitting position. “What happened?” Beth mumbled, trying to sort through the chaos in her head.
“I don’t know,” Sally answered, her voice dropped to a whisper as she glanced over her shoulder at the open door. “When I walked in, you were sleeping. Are you all right?”
Nodding her head, Beth wondered if it was true. These past few days had passed in a blur. She couldn’t even remember what day of the week it was.
“Good.” Reaching for Beth’s arms, Sally pulled her up. “There’s no time to lose. We’re wanted upstairs.”
“Upstairs?”
“Lady Adelaide’s dresses were delivered this morning,” Sally explained as she guided Beth toward the door and then the back stairs, slowly removing her steadying hands as Beth proved to be able to keep on her feet without assistance. “The night of the ball is approaching fast, and with most of the staff out with the flu, preparations are falling behind. Unfortunately, the same holds true for the modiste. All her employees are afflicted. The Countess is relieved that madam herself is still well. However, that means we're required to help out.” Guiding Beth up the stairs and then down a long corridor, Sally glanced over her shoulder, a smirk on her face. Somehow that woman never seemed to lose her sense of humour! “You’re lucky Mrs. Hill is so busy. Had she been the one to find you sleeping in the middle of the day, you’d be out on the street no matter how understaffed we are.”
Frowning at the chuckle that escaped Sally’s lips, Beth took a deep breath. Then she smoothed down her uniform and tugged a few loose strands back up, trying her best to hide any evidence of her unplanned nap. As they approached the end of the corridor and voices bubbled up from inside the room, Beth felt a touch of excitement course through her veins. So far, she had only ever seen the family from a distance, and while she had to admit that the earl made her uneasy and she would rather not cross his path, the women of the family fascinated her.
How different would her life be if she had been born into such a family? She wondered, following Sally through the door and into the bedroom she straightened up every morning. However, at those
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