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Chapter One




 


“Not lame, is she?”

The frightened note in Lady Elizabeth
Fairchild’s voice drew a reassuring grunt from the groom. “Not
lame, my lady, I don’t think, but I wouldn’t want to run her after
the hounds, if you take my meaning. She’s favouring that leg and
I’ve a mind she’s best not ridden hard for a while.”

Beth’s shoulders sagged but she tried not to
show the rush of despair that shot through her. “I’m sure you’re
right, Sam,” she said, running a hand over Daisy’s golden flank.
“Do you know if there’s another mare in Lord Meridan’s stable that
might suit?”

The groom eyed her balefully. “There’s
another mare, aye, miss, but suitable? Not to my way of
thinking.”

Beth’s chin came up, her involuntary gesture
of defiance whenever an obstacle was placed in her path. “And why
not?”

“Too skittish,” Sam observed. “Near threw
the groom that was exercising her when we arrived this
morning.’’

“But I’m a good rider!’’ she protested.

He nodded reluctantly. “That you are. But
headstrong, my lady, if you don’t mind my saying it.”

The words were impertinent, but while Beth
had learned to play the aristocratic lady whenever her equals were
watching, at heart she was still the young child who had once
scampered almost unsupervised about her father’s estate. To her,
Sam and the other servants had been far more a family than her real
family could ever be.

“I don’t mind your saying what you think,
Sam, but I’ve simply got to have a horse tomorrow,” she told him.
“What’s the mare’s name?”

“Fancy.’’ He sniffed disapprovingly.

“What a milk-and-water name for a spirited
horse,” Beth agreed. “But I’ll have her. And take care with Daisy,
will you please?” She gave the horse one last stroke and a carrot
before strolling back toward the house.

A crisp breeze reminded, her that it was
late February, and she huddled inside her bottle-green pelisse.
This could well be the last foxhunt of the winter. Soon the season
would be upon them and the return to London… She shivered and
hurried toward the manor house.

It was in fact a medieval castle, impressive
and brooding among its imposing towers, but the moat had long since
been filled in, and to Beth’s way of thinking, the house was far
less intimidating than its owner.

She slipped in through the back entrance,
hoping to reach her chamber before her mother discovered her
absence. She and her younger sister Hester had been instructed to
rest after their journey that morning from near Lenham, but Beth
hadn’t been able to sleep. She’d noticed Daisy favouring one leg as
the horses were led behind the carriage, and tomorrow was of too
great an importance for her to ignore so serious a matter.

She reached the end of the hall unobserved,
and had closed the door safely behind her before she saw Hester
sitting upright in bed, fully awake.

Beth paused and the two girls studied each
other wordlessly for a moment. Only a year apart in age, they’d
been thrust into competition since childhood, and now they regarded
each other warily.

It was a battle Hester had unfailingly won.
In addition to being the cherished baby of the family, she
possessed lovely pale hair and clear blue eyes that seemed to
fascinate everyone she gazed upon. Beth could not help contrasting
her own boyish looks, the wiry reddish-brown locks that had a mind
of their own and the brown eyes that were so out of fashion just
now.

Hester toyed with a strand of blonde hair,
watching her sister like a cat about to pounce on a mouse. “You
needn’t tell me we were supposed to be napping!” Beth reproved,
hanging her pelisse in the wardrobe. “I’ve been to see about
Daisy.”

Her sister shrugged delicately, her oval
face and perfectly regular features masked with indifference. “You
may go where you wish, Lizzie, if you insist on this madness of
riding in the foxhunt.’’

“Lady Frankstone plans to do so as well!”
Beth yanked a brush through her rebellious hair. “And you know I
prefer to be called Beth.”

“Lady Frankstone is an old war-horse and may
do as she pleases.” Hester slipped one tiny foot out of bed,
donning her satin slipper with a natural grace that stirred an
unwelcome shiver of envy in her sister. “But I suppose with your
reputation, you could hardly do otherwise than go galloping across
the countryside with the men. I assure you, you’ll never catch
me riding races in Hyde Park—don’t deny it, I’ve heard
enough rumours to be convinced they’re true.”

To cut off the unpleasant conversation, Beth
rang for the maid. It was time to be dressing for dinner, and with
a third person in the room, even a servant, her sister would most
likely revert to the image of sweetness and charity she displayed
to the world.

But it wouldn’t last, Beth told herself as
she selected a rich velvet brown dress that played up the depth of
her eyes.

“That’s far too grand for dinner,’’ reproved
Hester. “Best save it for a ball.”

She was right of course. In matters of
fashion and taste, Hester had unerring judgment. Beth replaced the
dress and selected a pale yellow silk with tan braiding down the
bodice.

As the maid, whom she and Hester shared,
helped her to dress, she admitted to herself reluctantly that she
would never be Hester’s equal. Nor Mary’s either, but their older
sister had had the grace to fall in love and marry early in her
first season, thus sharply disappointing Lady Fairchild’s hopes of
having a daughter declared an Incomparable.

Two years later, the previous spring, it had
been Elizabeth’s turn. She had seen from the start that she would
never be a success on conventional terms; she felt far more
comfortable in spirited discussion with the gentlemen than
simpering and fanning herself on the dance floor. Beth’s throat
tightened at the memory of her mother’s face after the come-out
ball, when despite the politeness of her partners it had been clear
that the diamonds of that season did not include Lady Elizabeth
Fairchild.

She had failed her mother once again.
Somehow, since she was small, Beth had been aware that she was a
constant disappointment, despite her best efforts. The wildflowers
she eagerly brought her mother were ragged and ill chosen, while
Hester’s were arranged exquisitely. Beth always had a stain at her
hem, a smudge on her face, or the wrong words on her lips.

And so, a year ago, she had faced the most
painful dilemma of her life. Was she to retreat in failure, to
become one of those young ladies who sit always at the edge of the
ballroom, watching the belles of the season flirt and preen before
their suitors? For herself, she would not have minded so much, but
she could not face her mother’s bitter reaction.

It was, in fact, after hearing of some of
the exploits of Lady Frankstone that she had hit upon her plan. She
would draw attention to herself through outrageous—although never
quite improper —behaviour.

Although by nature she was hesitant to push
herself forward, Beth had grimly set about her plan. She challenged
a male cousin to an early-morning race in Hyde Park, and won. She
sported a daring low-cut gown with a Grecian key pattern about the
hem; she drank a bit more ratafia than she should at balls, and
giggled and told slightly ribald stories she had overheard her
father relating to his friends.

Gradually, it became known about town that
Elizabeth Fairchild was a good sport, and a number of gentlemen
found themselves quite at ease in her company. If they told
anecdotes they would have withheld before another lady, and if they
were more likely to slap her on the back than to send her flowers,
well, that was the price she paid.

There had been several offers of marriage,
but none especially enticing. One gentleman, Louis Chumley, might
have been acceptable in his person and breeding but for his
unfortunate penchant for gambling too deep.

But Elizabeth had another reason for
refusing her suitors. She was in love, hopelessly in love—with the
wrong man.

“Lizzie!” Hester, faultlessly gowned in
white muslin, snapped her fingers to rouse her sister from her
reverie. “That’s enough woolgathering. We’ll be late for
dinner.”

Beth trailed Hester downstairs, hearing the
voices of the other guests already ringing through the house. Lord
Meridan had assembled most of his neighbours and some friends from
as far away as London, for this was one of the last major social
events to precede the annual return to town.

“Of course she should!” Lady Frankstone was
declaring stoutly. “I daresay, I cannot abide a simpering miss.
Your daughter, Lady Fairchild, is the only young woman worthy of
respect from the last crop.”

Beth quivered inside. They were talking
about her, debating whether she should go on the foxhunt as she had
insisted. She hated being the topic of conversation, particularly
one in which so much criticism was likely to be levelled at her,
but she must live up to the reputation she had established for
herself.

The moment of hesitation wasn’t lost on
Hester. As Beth squared her shoulders and forged ahead in the
drawing room, a smile teased around the corners of the younger
girl’s mouth.

She adjusted the skirt of her own demure
white dress and followed slowly behind, obviously aware that the
contrast between them set her off to advantage.

“The very person!” Lady Frankstone, a portly
figure with unnaturally black hair, surged forward and seized
Beth’s hand, tucking it under her arm. “She shall ride, shan’t you,
Beth?”

All heads turned toward them. Elizabeth was
painfully aware of one particular set of sardonic green eyes,
burning in the face of their host himself.

“Of course I shall,” she stated firmly. “But
first I must beg a favour of Lord Meridan.”

She disengaged herself from her mentor and
strode across the room with seeming ease to face the tall and not
at all welcoming man who leaned against the mantel.

“My lord, the groom informs me that my mare
is injured,” she said. “I beg leave to borrow your horse,
Fancy.’’

The coldness of his gaze chilled Beth’s
nerve, but she refused to back down and stood waiting before him in
the self-assured pose she had carefully adopted.

“The horse has a tendency to shy easily,”
his lordship returned finally. “I fear she might prove difficult to
handle.’’

“But not for me,” Beth said.

He shrugged. “That is for your father to
decide, Lady Elizabeth. It is of no concern to me.’’ He turned
away, almost rudely, to speak to someone else.

Hoping her face didn’t reveal her
embarrassment, Beth approached her father. The Viscount William
Fairchild sat on a sofa beside an elderly lord, deep in a
conversation about the training of foxhounds.

“Father,” she said. “May I have your
permission to ride Lord Meridan’s mare, Fancy?”

“Eh? Whatever you wish, whatever you wish,”
her father responded irritably, and continued his conversation
without looking up at her.

Beth caught sight of her mother’s
disapproving expression. The most frustrating thing of all had been
that, although her success had rescued her from failure in
society’s eyes, Lady Eleanor Fairchild had not been pleased.

Then her mother’s gaze touched on Hester and
softened. With a twist of her heart, Beth observed the pride that
crept into Lady Fairchild’s expression as she watched her youngest
daughter’s lovely face and gracious attentiveness to an elderly
duke.

Without half trying, Hester would have
everything that Beth had laboured and sacrificed for. And perhaps
even everything she had dreamed of.

Beth peered from beneath lowered lashes at
the Marquis of Meridan, who still stood by the hearth. He appeared
absorbed in listening to a beefy country squire, but how long would
it be before he too would notice Hester’s beauty and charm?

Going to stand beside Lady Frankstone, Beth
stared down at her folded hands. She had first seen the marquis the
morning in Hyde Park when she’d raced her cousin, although she
hadn’t been introduced to him until several days later, at
Almack’s. The introduction had almost obligated him to dance with
her, and he had done so with frosty politeness. To her dismay, Beth
had found herself irresistibly attracted to the man, with his sandy
hair, arrogant self-assurance, and penetrating green eyes. From
then on, she had watched with growing pain as he favoured one lady
and then another with his attentions at the balls, routs, and
breakfasts that highlighted the season. From time to time she
caught him gazing at her, generally with disapproval but sometimes
with an expression she couldn’t read. Whatever his thoughts, the
result was clear: The one lady he never chose to attend was Lady
Elizabeth Fairchild.

Although he was their neighbour, she had
seen him only two or three times during the winter in Kent, and his
attitude toward her appeared to have changed for the worse. Where
he had been indifferent before, she sometimes felt now as if she
had inspired his deepest distaste. Yet search her memory as she
might, Beth could alight upon no reason for such censure.

Soon the new season would start, with its
new beauties, especially Hester, who would have her eighteenth
birthday in only a week’s time. Tomorrow was the foxhunt, and
Beth’s last chance to shine in a habitat that suited her best, a
country estate far from London.

She still harboured the faint hope that he
would notice her then, admire her courage and daring, chat with her
easily about masculine topics as some gentlemen seemed to enjoy
doing.

If she could not spark at least a tiny flame
of interest tomorrow, she knew he would be lost to her forever.

At that moment, Hester herself was well
aware of the marquis’s commanding presence as he leaned against the
mantel across the room, but she kept her eyes steadily on the
garrulous old duke. In her almost eighteen years, she had learned
that she attracted attention best by doing least. Let Beth make a
ninnyhammer of herself, gallivanting about London and riding to the
hounds; Hester would win out in her own way.

Even as the duke prosed on, Hester covertly
watched the marquis’s face. His gaze occasionally strayed to Beth,
although he seemed to jerk his attention away almost angrily.
Somehow her sister had managed to antagonise this most desirable
man, no doubt by her hoydenish behaviour.

It wasn’t that Hester felt in love with the
marquis; there was something too stormy and powerful about him to
suit her taste. But the goal, after all, was not simply to please
oneself. Hester wanted above all to be acclaimed, admired, and
envied, and to achieve that position she fully intended to capture
the heart and hand of the most eligible lord in England.

Dinner was announced. Lord Meridan, all
graciousness, approached and asked to escort Lady Frankstone, who
consented with alacrity. He did not look once at Beth as he led the
way in to supper.

Beth murmured soothingly to the mare Fancy,
who eyed her suspiciously. A palmful of sugar from the kitchen had
smoothed their introduction somewhat, but the horse was clearly not
an easy-natured beast. Beth, although a strong rider, was not
nearly so bold as she pretended, and she had to force herself not
to be disheartened at the thought of mounting this possibly
dangerous creature.

Lord Meridan rode toward her, pulling his
stallion up sharply. “Everyone else is ready, Lady Elizabeth,” he
informed her. “If the horse frightens you, you needn’t join us, but
I must ask that you make some decision rapidly.”

That was all the challenge she needed. “It
is my custom to become acquainted with a horse before I ride it,”
Beth shot back, and quickly let Sam help her up into the
sidesaddle. “I assure you, I am as ready as anyone, my lord.’’

‘‘Do be careful, Lizzie!’’ Hester’s voice
floated across the lawn in front of Meridan Castle. The younger
girl was set off to her best advantage by a pale pink muslin
morning dress, her fair hair curling about her face.

Only Beth knew that the concern was purely
for show; if anything, her sister wished to call attention to
Beth’s unladylike bravado and her own estimable propriety.

Hester was not really malicious, Beth mused
as she reined Fancy about and joined the other riders. She was
merely selfish and spoiled, and not in the way of concerning
herself with the needs of others.

The day was pleasantly warm for February,
and Beth pushed aside her troubled thoughts as she rode. Fancy
seemed to settle down after some initial dancing about, and her
rider was able to concentrate on the fresh earthy smell of late
winter and the refreshing sight of the men in their black and red
hunting jackets.

Lady Frankstone bobbed along somewhere ahead
of her, also clad severely in black. Beth had selected a red jacket
that called attention to her vivid complexion and bright brown
eyes. Her mother had disapproved the colour and its effect,
pointing out that ladies of fashion maintained milk-white skin even
to the point of employing bleaching creams.

Near the head of the pack rode Lord Meridan.
The sight of his broad shoulders and narrow waist sent a pang
through Elizabeth.

She must not give up yet. And, hearing the
hounds begin to bay, she determined that this was her chance.

The fox had been scented, and the chase was
on. Horses surged forward, riders leaning to aid their mounts as
they leaped hedgerows and fences.

Beth guided Fancy at a gallop through the
midst of the throng, determined to catch up with his lordship. The
horse’s nervous energy found a welcome outlet in the leaps and mad
dashes across, fields, and they quickly moved up toward the head of
the hunt.

Beyond, she heard the baying deepen and
caught sight of a flash of red as the fox fled for its life.

It was Beth’s first foxhunt, although she’d
often ridden through this countryside alone, imagining herself to
be one of the throng. Until she’d come out this past season, she’d
never have dared to try to ride to the hounds.

Now the brief glimpse of the small animal
ahead striving madly to stay alive struck her painfully and
unexpectedly, even as Fancy continued to thrust forward. What a
hideous spectacle they must be, these men and women atop their
powerful horses, pounding toward a helpless small creature that
would soon be torn to shreds by a pack of ravening hounds.

Beth knew almost without giving it conscious
thought that even to attempt to interfere with the hounds would be
to court disaster. Yet she could not allow this savagery, no matter
what it cost her in the repugnance and ridicule of society.

Spurring her horse forward, she had come
within half a dozen lengths of the marquis, possibly because as the
leader he dodged and veered with the dogs while she was able to
make straight toward him. He paid no notice to her or anyone else,
intent on the kill to come.

Yes, he too, Beth thought. All of them. The
memory of the past year, of her subterfuge and desperate striving
for acceptance, welled up in her mouth with a bitter taste.
She was that fox, running its tiny heart out and knowing
that in the end they would tear it to shreds without a thought.

She no longer cared whether she impressed
the Marquis of Meridan. How foolish she had been to sacrifice her
self-esteem for even five seconds to please these bloodthirsty
nobles! Beth lifted her riding crop and brought it down on Fancy’s
flank.

The touch of the whip seemed to spur the
mare to a frenzy. She soared across a fence and thundered past the
marquis, who shouted something that was lost to Beth in the rushing
wind.

Onward they plunged into the midst of the
hounds, which yelped and parted to make way. The hound master cried
an oath, and Beth, afraid of crushing one of the dogs, tried to
rein in her horse. But Fancy had the bit between her teeth now and
there was no stopping her. The cold wind slapped at Beth’s cheeks
and numbed her ears; her throat constricted with fear as her horse
ate up the distance across a field toward a high fence.

“Runaway!” she screamed, but if others were
trying to catch her up, she couldn’t hear them through the pounding
of her own blood.

The fence. It was much too high to jump at
this point, sitting atop a rise. Panic-stricken, she sawed at the
reins, trying to turn the horse, but in vain.

The ground rose and Fancy raced up it,
jumping at the last minute. Beth, gripping the mane to stay on the
awkward sidesaddle, gasped as they seemed to clear the hurdle.

But not quite. The mare’s rear hoofs caught
on the top railing. For a frozen second, the horse struggled to
regain her balance, then the girl felt herself catapulted
earthward.

A blinding flash filled her head, and then
nothing.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


When she opened her eyes, she didn’t know
where she was. Morning light streamed across the bed, and leaning
over her was an intensely handsome man with worried green eyes.
“Elizabeth?’’ he asked as she stirred.

She blinked, becoming aware of a dull ache
in her head. Elizabeth. It had a familiar sound to it. Perhaps it
was her name.

“Who are you?” she said, her mouth feeling
dry and thick as a wad of cotton.

The man frowned. “Brett...Lord Meridan,” he
told her. “Don’t you remember me?”

Beth tried to shake her head, and winced.
“Where am I? Why...why does my head hurt so?” She gazed blearily
about her, receiving the vague impression of an austere but elegant
bedchamber, with finely made but unornamented oak furniture.

Lord Meridan reached down and wound a lock
of her auburn hair around his finger as he gazed at her
thoughtfully. “Do you truly not remember the accident? We were
riding to the hounds, and the mare ran away with you. I had no idea
she was so wild. You’ve been unconscious the better part of two
days.’’

She searched her memory, but found to her
astonishment that it was blank. Her widened eyes must have revealed
her horror.

“What is it?” He touched her cheek, and the
gesture reassured her inexplicably. “I’m sorry to bring back such
painful memories.’’

“But that’s just the problem,” she said. “I
haven’t any. Memories. I can’t even recall who I am.’’

A look of understanding flashed across his
high-cheeked face. “It’s not uncommon, I’ve heard, after a blow to
the head such as you’ve received. You’ll gain your memory back
after a bit, I’ve no doubt.”

Beth smiled, enjoying his nearness and his
solicitude. “I have a feeling I shall like that. Are you ...” She
had been about to inquire if he were her husband, but a glance at
her own hands warned her that she wore no rings. If not her
husband, who was he?

The door opened and an older woman bustled
in, her aristocratic face soured by annoyance. “I declare, I knew I
heard voices,” she stated. “Is my daughter awake then, at
last?”

Beth tried to peer more closely at the
newcomer, but she didn’t look at all familiar and her strident
voice rang painfully through Beth’s head. “Is she ... is she
really?” she whispered to Meridan and, at his puzzled expression,
added very softly, “My mother?”

His nod failed to restore her confidence.
For one thing, if she couldn’t recognise her own mother and didn’t
remember this entrancing man, she was in a sorry state indeed.
Further, there was something quite forbidding about the lady. She
was not at all the tender nurse one would have expected.

“I-I’m awake,” Beth managed to stammer. “But
I can’t remember anything. And my head hurts.”

Her mother called to someone in another
room, and within minutes Beth found herself surrounded by
unfamiliar visages. It was hard to form impressions of them, with
the buzzing in her mind. One young woman was blonde and very
pretty, but her pettish pout made Beth want to sink away under the
bedclothes.

Beside the girl stood an older man—my
father? Beth wondered —who shifted from one foot to the other
impatiently, as if he had been in the middle of something and were
in a hurry to return to it.

To her dismay, Meridan had risen and stepped
away, and now he left the room entirely. His expression had been
transformed as he went, and the last look he cast her way was
almost hostile.

I can’t face these people now—I truly can’t,
Beth thought. Why don’t they see how weak I am and go away?

But they continued to yammer at her with
questions that she couldn’t answer. Why had she ridden so fast?
Whatever had got into her, running at the fence that way? Finally,
a maid entered the room and informed them that luncheon was served.
At that, they departed with what seemed to her to be relief.

“Shall I bring some lunch, then?” asked the
maid. “You’ve had a hard morning, from the looks of it, even if it
did last only a few minutes.”

Somehow, Beth was able to remember that
maids oughtn’t to speak so familiarly to their betters, although
she wasn’t sure how she knew that she herself wasn’t a maid. But
she was grateful for the woman’s cheerfulness, so she merely gave
her assent and lay back in relief.

The woman left. Alone, Beth tried to
assemble her thoughts. She wasn’t even quite sure that they
were thoughts, or that she existed at all. What a strange
experience this was! She must remember to tell...but she’d
forgotten whom it was she wanted to tell such a thing to.

The rest of the day and night passed in a
haze, with brief periods of wakefulness alternating with deep sleep
and a dazed semi-awareness. She knew at one point that the doctor
had come, and that he was a wizened little man with a bald head,
but she hadn’t the faintest notion of what he’d said.

The tall man who was her most welcome
visitor seemed purposely to avoid her when Beth was alert, but
slipped in at other times and she would drift to consciousness to
see his face over hers, watching.

Perhaps his concern derived only from his
ownership of the mare that had thrown her. But even though she
couldn’t place him, Beth knew she hoped there was more between them
than that.

The next day she found to her relief that at
least she recalled the events of the previous day. It had seemed
not at all unlikely that she might continue to exist in a
memoryless state, but now she felt more certain that she could
indeed retain things and might eventually recover the past, as his
lordship had said.

The doctor came again, and she asked
him.

“Absolutely,” he nodded after a small
application of leeches. “The bad blood is almost removed. It was
the shock of the fall that disturbed...but I needn’t bother a
pretty young lady like you with such details. You’ll get your
memory back a bit at a time, Lady Elizabeth, though there may be
some blank spots for quite a while.”

Lady Elizabeth. Her name was something to
mull, after he was gone. She must be someone important, to be
called lady.

That afternoon her mother came in to see her
again. “We’ve stretched our welcome to the limit, although the
marquis would never say so,” she said disapprovingly. “There are
plans for Hester’s birthday ball that must be moved forward, and so
we’re to return tomorrow to Fairchild House.’’

An image of a Tudor manor flashed through
Beth’s mind, and she sensed it must be Fairchild House, and that it
was her home.

But when his lordship returned later, he
would not hear of Elizabeth’s being removed.

“She is far too delicate,” he insisted. “The
doctor has left strict instructions that she must not leave her bed
for several more days.’’

“Impossible!” cried Lady Fairchild. “It’s
not my wish to leave, of course, and Hester never says a word of
complaint, but William is simply wild to be home. And you know,
poor Hester will have her eighteenth birthday in little more than a
week’s time, and we must get on with the plans. You do plan to
attend, I pray, my lord?”

“But of course.” His lordship nodded in a
civil manner, although Beth sensed from his stiffness that he
disapproved of her mother’s attitude. “In the meanwhile, you may
leave your daughter here in the care of my housekeeper. May I
suggest that you send some of her garments, and perhaps she will be
well enough to travel by the time of the birthday ball. In that
case, I shall bring her with me when I come.”

There were protestations and objections, but
they were easily overridden—easily because her family did not
really want to be plagued with her, Beth perceived with a stab of
pain. She felt quite lost. Her memory might have provided her with
some means of defending herself against their evident disregard,
but now she felt stripped and vulnerable.

Later she heard the bustle of people
moving-about, and realised her family must be packing and
departing. Quickly she reviewed what she knew of them. The blonde
girl was Hester, and clearly not a special friend, for she’d only
come to visit once. Her mother was lofty and appeared to resent
having to bother with Beth, while her father also appeared annoyed
at having to visit her.

There must be more of us than that, she
thought dimly. Must be someone else or I’d never have survived all
these years.

 


When she woke again the house was quiet. The
maid brought her tea shortly afterward, followed by a plump and
cheerful woman who introduced herself as the housekeeper, Mrs.
Wakeham.

“Well, ‘tis a good thing you’re not much
bruised, although I’ll warrant that head feels like a sack of
cabbages,” said the woman as she helped Beth change into a clean
shift and washed her gently with a soft, damp cloth. “We wouldn’t
want his lordship to be seeing you looking like an old
knocked-about turnip.’’

“I beg your pardon?” said Beth, more
intrigued than offended by the woman’s colourful speech. “I’m
certain your master doesn’t care much what I look like.”

“Well, I’d not be knowing that,” said Mrs.
Wakeham. “But it would be a real shame, wouldn’t it, you gone to
all this trouble and then to look like a poor battered thing.’’

“Surely you don’t think I did this on
purpose?” Beth said.

Mrs. Wakeham clucked reassuringly. “I’m not
saying I do. But as long as you’re here... well, my lady, there’s
more than one way to saddle a horse, they do say.” And she bustled
out of the room before Beth could close her mouth around words of
protest.

Beth slept again, and awoke in early evening
to find herself blinking up at her favourite pair of green
eyes.

“My lord!” she said weakly, shaking her head
to clear the dull edges of sleep away.

He drew back immediately, the tenderness in
his eyes—or had she merely imagined it?—replaced by wariness.
“Yes?” he inquired tonelessly. “It seemed to me there was something
I had just realised,” she whispered. “Before my accident. It
troubles me. I had meant to change something. Perhaps about myself.
But now I do not know what it was.”

“I’m afraid I can’t be of much help there.”
Although his tone and expression had grown distant, he remained
physically quite close, leaning over her in an almost protective”
manner. “I’ve no idea what you were about. Only that you insisted
upon riding in the hunt, and borrowing my mare as your own was
lame.’’

“How foolhardy of me,” Beth murmured. “Did I
do that sort of thing often?”

He nodded. “Racing in Hyde Park, damping
your petticoats at balls. I beg your pardon. I should hardly have
remarked on such a thing.”

“It seems I had sufficient shortcomings to
reform, then,” she observed.

Still feeling somewhat light-headed but
otherwise a bit more alert than previously, Beth raised herself
into a sitting position. The marquis leaned forward to adjust her
pillows, his arms reaching around her as he did so. A quiver of
delight shot through her, but Beth knew instinctively that she must
not reveal it or he would draw away.

She managed to keep still until he was
finished, despite an intensely pleasant awareness of his tanned
cheek only a few inches from her own. He finished his task and
straightened, their eyes meeting for a moment before she carefully
lowered hers.

“It is difficult for me to imagine what you
say to be true, although I do not doubt your word,” she resumed as
if the interlude had never occurred. “It does not match my
inclination at all. I think I would shudder to have all the world
stare at me, and gossip about my behaviour.’’

“Then you are very much changed indeed,’’ he
said gravely.

Something tickled at the back of Beth’s
mind, some inconsistency in all this that hinted at an explanation,
but she could not think of it. And who was this man to her, and why
did he seem both drawn to and repelled by her?

“Do I gather correctly that you are my
family’s neighbour?” she inquired.

His lordship nodded. “Only some ten miles
separate the two estates.”

“I apologise for being so indiscreet as to
injure myself on your property,” she told him, and was pleased to
see a smile tug at the corners of his mouth. “If I must behave
shamelessly at times, I cannot see why I could not have restrained
myself while on a visit. It is my hope that when I recover, I shall
find some way to show my gratitude for your trouble.’’

A knock at the door was followed by Mrs.
Wakeham, carrying a
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