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The second edition of this book is once again dedicated to my husband Brian, forever my knight in shining armor. 

And, to my dear friend and mentor, Dixie Lee Brown. You are a fantastic critique partner, and I’ve learned so much from you the last two years. I’m so fortunate to have found such a wonderful friend.

Lastly, to Cara McKinney, my dear friend and soul sister who encouraged me to reach for the stars so long ago. This time, I named a character after you.
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This is the 2nd edition of my debut novel, Pure of Heart. If you were one of the lucky ones who received a 1st edition, you’ll notice I’ve reworked the entire first part, eliminating Contesse’s backstory. I wanted this novel to reflect a more typical romance like my others, and while I enjoyed adding Contesse’s childhood to the story, it didn’t seem to fit my genre. I’ve enhanced Contesse and Eric’s storylines by adding in some missing years and new material that hopefully sheds light on their personalities.

After much debate with readers that enjoyed Contesse’s childhood tale, I’ve decided to turn it into a short story, Only a Child’s Pure Heart, and add it to my website. If you’d like to read the wondrous story of how Lord Edouard Blanchefort found Contesse, an albino child left in the forest, and the struggles that ensued, you can find it at: www.auriajourdainromance.com. I hope you enjoy this improved version of Pure of Heart, Eric and Contesse’s Happily-Ever-After. 
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I am a self-professed Francophile. I studied French for six years through high school and college, and this book uses several French terms, mainly for expression. This is a list of the common phrases I’ve used. I’ve added a few Romani words to this list, as they are important to this story—and Pure Temptation, the next book in the Pure Escapades series—as well.

French Terms:

Bonjour – Hello

au Revoir – Goodbye

Bon Matin – Good Morning

mon Dieu – my goodness, oh dear

Sacrebleu – stronger than Mon Dieu, translates today as damnit, but literally refers to 

the Virgin Mary’s blue robe.

Mère de Dieu – Mother of God

Oui – Yes

Non – No

ma chérie – my dear (female)

mon cher – my dear (male)

Comment allez-vous?—How are you? (formal)

Aujourd’hui – today

La Belle Maison – literally, the beautiful home, it’s the name of Edouard Blanchefort’s

manor house where Contesse grew up.

Monsieur – Mister

Mademoiselle – Miss

Madame – Mrs.

Médecin – doctor

ma petite – my little one (a term of endearment, mainly for a child)

C’est magnifique—How magnificent!

Incroyable – Incredible

s’il vous plaît – please

merci – thank you

bon – good

ma bout de chou – little one (in English, literally: my cabbage top)

venez ici – come here

Bourgeoisie—a wealthy Frenchman who owned land, self-made, not of noble blood. His wealth

came from such professions as shipping, banking, medicine, and law.

Gitan – offensive French name for a Romani (Gypsy)

Romani Terms:

Gadjo(e) – Romani word meaning “white man” (or woman)

Voivode—Clan leader
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Other words of note:

**I use the term achromatic to refer to albinism because this term wasn’t used until the 19th century. The term Tuberculosis wasn’t used until the mid-19th century, so I refer to it by its 18th century term, consumption. Both conditions have been well-documented since the beginning of written history.
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Prologue
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Northwestern France, January 1778

The little girl lay shivering on the cold, hard ground as the last light of day fell beyond the horizon. The shadows of the dark forest enveloped her, and the high-pitched whistle of the bitter wind whipped across her face. Whimpering, the girl pulled her ragged cloak tight about her chin. Pushing herself up, she leaned against a large rock, her lips drawn up in pain. She unwrapped the dirty linen scraps that chafed her legs to rub her purple toes. With little in the way of clothing to keep her warm, her body ached, and her hands and feet burned from the frigid air.

Where am I? A fog whirled through her mind, like she’d just awoken from a long, deep sleep. With a quick scan, she surveyed her surroundings. Nothing looked familiar, and for the life of her, she had no recollection of how she came to be in this strange land. 

The bare branches of the oak trees towering above her scraped against one another with a loud creak as peculiar shadows drifted across the snow-covered ground. An animal slinked beneath the brush, and she twisted her head to and fro, attempting to focus. In her village, she’d often escaped to commune with nature, comforted by the gentle sway of the oak trees and the sweet scent of heather blanketing the moors. But she felt no solace in these woods. Passing a trembling hand across her forehead, she searched her mind for answers.

At that moment, the forlorn howl of a wolf keened loudly from somewhere in the distance. The girl gasped as the eerie sounds of the forest sent fear coursing through her veins. With concerted effort, she tried to stand, but her head swam with dizziness and she collapsed back to the ground with a desperate sob. Closing her eyes, she prayed to the Great Mother for a miracle to survive this wretched place. It was only a matter of time before her body gave in to the bone-chilling cold.

A bright light flickered across her vision, her body trembling uncontrollably as she sensed her demise. Flurrying snowflakes covered her like a shroud of death. The little girl called out for a savior one last time, but her despair echoed through the trees. Pulling her cloak across her face, the little girl closed her eyes to accept her fate. And as the creatures of the forest crooned her eulogy, the Great Mother called for her to release her pain and let herself go. 

“I am ready, Great Mother. Take me home.” 

*****
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“Yah!” Lord Edouard Blanchefort kicked his horse to a full gallop, hoping to get to La Belle Maison before the morrow. The snow was falling steadily, and before long, the forest path would be impassable. Glancing upward, he pursed his lips as the clouded, midnight sky stretched somberly above him, mirroring his current state of mind. 

Gripping the reins with whitened fists, he drove his horse harder. Damn the nobles. His somber mood had deepened since he’d left Tours. He was already weary of the impending battle he anticipated in the months to come. It was always the same rhetoric, the same fight between the nobles and the gentilhomme, the rich and the poor. And the clergy certainly wasn’t serving God by taking the king’s side. Edouard and his followers had suffered a major setback in their quest for freedom, and he wasn’t sure he could save his country from tyranny. 

As the stallion reared back with a sharp whinny, Edouard grunted in surprise. “Yah, Baron!” He pulled back on the frightened animal’s reins and brought the beast to a halt before being thrown. With a soft whisper, he patted the steed’s neck to calm him. Taking a deep breath, he dismounted, attempting to regain his composure as his heart beat swiftly in his chest.

“What is it boy?” Nostrils flaring in fear, the horse whinnied once more and stood on his back hooves. Frowning, Edouard inched forward and squinted into the shadows. 

Beyond the path, he spied a lumpy form lying under a bunch of rags by an oak tree. “Who’s there?” His voice echoed into the night without an answer. The bundle moved, rustling the brush, and he clenched his jaw. Was it a plague victim? Rumors told of a strange sickness scattered about the countryside. Perhaps one of his rebels had been shot. If it was a wounded soldier, he should help—or at least give the man a proper burial. 

Cautiously, he walked over to the listless figure and nudged the bundle gently with his toe. No bigger than a bag of oats, it didn’t respond to his intrusion. Kneeling beside the slight figure, he feared what he might find beneath the tattered rags. With his riding crop, he shifted the torn cloak gingerly from the form, gasping in surprise. “Mon Dieu.” 

A little peasant girl wrapped in filthy rags wheezed in the cold night air. Observing her closely, he sighed in relief as the child’s chest rose and fell. He called to the girl, encouraging her to wake. With a soft whimper, she lifted her head, her pale lashes fluttering as she attempted to speak, but her voice never came. She rolled away from him.

Edouard’s jaw twitched, and he rubbed a hand across his face. Where had the child come from? She couldn’t be one of his peasants. He was still hours from Rouen. He surveyed the wooded area for any other signs of life, but there were neither tracks nor footprints in the fresh snow. 

Sitting on his haunches, he touched her clammy cheek, attempting to rouse her yet again. “How in the world did you get here, child?” She merely sighed. Glancing back at his horse, he stood. He couldn’t leave her here to die. 

Lifting the slight girl in his arms, he carried her back to his horse. He hardly felt her weight, she was so frail. Her milk-white skin glowed ghost-like in the evening twilight, as her fever blazed through his overcoat. Concerned about her pallid condition, he adjusted the rags to keep her body covered.

With much difficulty, he finally situated the girl on his mount. As he secured her to the saddle with a leather strap, the child fell from the restraint, and he grabbed her before she landed on the ground. In the melee, the threadbare cloak tumbled off her head to reveal a shock of white hair closely cropped to her scalp. Edouard gasped, and the girl’s eyes flickered open, as if sensing his apprehension. She searched his face.

“Mère de Dieu.”

As he stared into twin pools of blue, a sudden warmth flooded over him, as if he were holding some ethereal angel sent to him from above. Furrowing her brow, the girl grasped his hand, her grip weak. Closing her eyes, she collapsed against his chest, her skeletal form almost cold to the touch.

The stallion’s silent nudge brought Edouard back to reality. No innocent child deserves to die like this. With a nod of determination, he grabbed a blanket from his bag and wrapped the child tightly. Placing her across the saddle, he mounted behind her and cradled her close to his chest to share his warmth. 

With a swift kick, he snapped the reins to command his horse into motion, riding toward home with precious cargo in his care. He’d spent his entire life trying to save his people, and if God only gave him one chance to prove his worth, let it be with this little peasant.
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LEAVING
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Ten years later

April 1786—Blanchefort Lands

Rouen, France

Squinting in the midday sun, Contesse Blanchefort ducked into the shade and pulled her cloak tighter around her head as she walked the dirt path toward home. The villagers who worked her papa’s lands looked up from their work to greet her amicably, and she waved in return. 

She stifled a yawn, still not fully recovered from aiding the arrival of the most recent addition to their village. Last evening, she and Hélène Beaupraît, the local midwife, had helped the cooper’s wife, Madame Marchand, birth a beautiful baby girl. Contesse could think of nothing more exhilarating than bringing new life into the world, and to celebrate, she’d baked the family a special meal. More than grateful, Madame Marchand had given Contesse some sweet buns as a thank you. Taking one from her basket, she nibbled at it in contentment.

Despite the rumblings of war littering the countryside, their village was a peaceful place. Gazing at the beauty of the Blanchefort lands, Contesse smiled. Her father, Lord Edouard Blanchefort, had diligently protected his people from the ensuing skirmishes outside their village walls. And in return, their people were staunchly loyal. Why wouldn’t they be? While surrounding towns had suffered from a lack of food due to the king’s high taxes, her papa had taken on these burdens himself so that his people could afford seeds to sow. Edouard refused to let his people suffer for the sins of the nobility, and Contesse was proud of his compassion. 

Her papa wasn’t a typical lord of the manor. The son of a wealthy merchant, his penchant for saving those less fortunate had angered the noble-born lords for nigh on twenty years. Indeed, hadn’t he saved her? Because his mother was merely a blacksmith’s daughter, Papa had seen the struggles of the common man first-hand. And ten years ago, he had taken her in out of the goodness of his heart. He’d found her nearly dead in a nearby forest. Despite her strange appearance, he’d taken her home to La Belle Maison to raise her as his own. 

Contesse couldn’t remember her name or her past, so Edouard had given her a noble moniker in honor of his mother, a peasant girl who had married above her station. He never found Contesse’s family, so he adopted her when she was nine, graciously giving her a loving home. Nightmares of being mocked by her peers as a child were the only remnants of her life that had remained.

A gust of wind blew up her skirts, and Contesse scrambled to grab the hood of her sky-blue cloak before it tumbled off her head. Pushing the stray pieces of her white hair under her cover, she glanced around, hoping nobody had noticed. 

She sighed. Edouard’s unique choice of name for her was fitting. Her physical differences were a stark reminder she didn’t belong here. Her nearly transparent skin and pale blue eyes were a constant burden to her. She couldn’t enjoy the feel of the sun on her face or her toes in the grass, nor could she swim on a warm summer day for fear of being cast out. 

Now, at the age of sixteen, Contesse refused to let anyone but Edouard’s housemaid, Madame Lambert, see her without her cape. She declined invitations to attend dinner parties and balls for fear of being ridiculed. Unfortunately, that’s exactly what happened when she visited Paris for the first time. 

She’d rarely traveled outside La Belle Maison until their trip to Paris when she was thirteen. For her birthday, Hélène and Edouard had taken her to the city to see her first opera. She smiled as memories of strolling through the Luxembourg Gardens filtered through her mind. It was the first time Contesse had realized Papa and Hélène were more than good friends. But after one of her papa’s biggest critics mocked Contesse for giving alms to the poor, mayhem ensued, and they never got to the play. Contesse had hardly left home since.

The blasting boom of a cannon thundered across the countryside, jarring Contesse from her reverie. Smoke billowed above the trees in the distance, and although the fighting was most likely miles away, the daily bouts of gunshot were a cold reminder that France was on the verge of war. As the villagers abandoned their daily chores and scrambled inside their huts, Contesse hastened her steps, anxious to return to the manor.

Upon approaching the bridge that separated the working lands from La Belle Maison, her cape flew backward, and she grabbed the ties quickly. She dropped her basket, upending the contents on the ground. Cursing herself, she bent over to retrieve her things with a sigh of frustration. Clumsy girl.

Two pairs of worn boots strode toward her. Looking up in surprise, Contesse eyed the miller’s sons, Chase and Pierre Courbet, with a suspicious glare. Chase was nearly her age, and Pierre only two years older. They closed the distance with haste, and she froze in place, her heart beating rapidly against her chest. Maybe they’ll just go on their way. 

The brothers were famous for being pranksters, and for some reason, they sought her out whenever she visited the village. She had no idea why. Surely, it wasn’t attraction. Contesse hardly resembled a woman nearly of age. Her petite form was deceiving, her body resisting maturity at every turn. Her breasts were small, and she’d only just begun her moon sickness a few months ago. 

Still, the lust in the older one’s eyes scared her. Fisting her skirts, she turned to flee as quickly as she could, only to be stopped by the older brother, Pierre.

“Bonjour, Mademoiselle.” He removed his hat and tipped it to her as a sinister smile spread across his face. Contesse ducked her head, hoping if she ignored them, they’d let her pass without issue. Unfortunately, they fell in perfect step with her, and no matter how fast she moved, they matched her pace.

As the younger one dogged her footsteps, her irritation grew, and suddenly, Contesse halted. With her hands on her hips, she chastised them, wagging a finger in the air. “Mon Dieu, what in the world do you need?”

“Do you have anything to eat, Mademoiselle? We’re starving.” 

She stared at Chase owlishly. The boy looked like he hadn’t eaten in days. Her papa had always told her it was better to give to the less fortunate souls in the world, and much of the countryside was famished with the grain shortages. Holding her basket out, she nodded. “Very well. Take it, Chase.” 

Dumping the contents on the ground, the youngster stuffed his cheeks with the sweet buns. She watched in pity as he scarfed the bread in two bites. He licked his lips, his pale green eyes widening as he nodded his thanks. Leaving him to the food, Contesse grabbed her basket and stepped over the mess, hurrying toward home. 

Pierre apparently hadn’t been interested in food. Perched against a nearby tree, he merely stared at her with wild eyes. She raised her brow. Nearly a head taller than Contesse, Pierre had always scared her. Gripping her basket tighter, she skirted around him with her head held high. 

Upon passing him, she sighed in relief—until she heard a pair of boots approaching from behind. She quickened her steps, but Pierre caught up to her quickly. Grabbing her from behind, he ripped her cape from her head, uncovering her long, white tresses she’d hastily thrown back in a bow. She cried out as he grabbed her arms and dragged her off the road to a nearby oak tree. 

Pierre was a troublemaker, but she never expected him to assault her so openly. Fear tore through her body, and Contesse struggled against him to no avail. His dark eyes crazed, he pinned her to the ground, straddling her as she struggled. A dirty finger edged along her cheek, and he gazed at her face in awe. “Sacre bleu, I knew you were different. Look at you. I’ve always wanted to see what you hide under that cloak. Look at me.” 

Her eyes flew open. He rubbed his palms against her clothed breasts, his stiff bulge springing up at her hip. Her heart pummeled in her chest, and she swallowed hard. Her voice wouldn’t cooperate as it came out as a whisper. “Non, please, just let me be.”

Chase came into her sights, glancing nervously at the road as his brother accosted her. He looked at his brother with wide eyes. “Pierre, what in God’s name are you doing?”

“She’s begging me, Chase. I told you she wanted me. Those pale eyes...dieu, I have to taste her.” Pierre groped her roughly as she thrashed about. With his jaw clenched and his eyes dark, he laid across her, his steely form throbbing against her belly. “You gave Chase food, but I need something more satisfying, Mademoiselle. I’ve dreamt about you for years.”

His tongue snaked across her lips, and at that moment, Contesse found her strength. Bucking upward, she kneed the man in the groin as hard as she could. But just as she went to shove him away, the pressure of his weight lifted from her body. With a sob of relief, she scampered up quickly.

Chase stood over his moaning brother, his fists clenched. When he gazed at her, remorse swam through his vivid green eyes. “Go, Mademoiselle. I’ll take care of my brother.” She took a step forward, wanting to thank him for his help, but Pierre suddenly bolted to his knees, his chest puffed out and anger blazing in his eyes. Picking up her skirts, Contesse ran. 

“Wait. Your cloak.”

Raising her fists, she whipped around as Chase ran to her with his head hung in shame. He pushed the silken garment in her hand with a bow. “I’m so sorry, Mademoiselle.”

Tears sprung to Contesse’s eyes, and she glanced at Pierre in fear. Thanking Chase with a quick curtsey, she ran toward home as hard as she could. When she saw the big iron fence posts of La Belle Maison, she hefted them open and wiggled through the gate. Once she was safe behind its steel protection, she collapsed to the ground in a sobbing heap.

After a while, she wiped her eyes and pulled herself up, walking the dirt road toward La Belle Maison. Touching her tender breasts, she winced in pain. Pierre had been less than gentle when he’d groped her. 

Anger soon replaced shame. Wait until her papa found out about this. Pierre was lucky Edouard was in the countryside.  He’d be angrier than the meanest band of his revolutionaries, and no doubt he’d have both boys dealt with swiftly. With her head held high, she stomped toward the stables to inform Jacques of Pierre’s heinous crime. At least Chase had returned her cloak.

As she glanced at the sky-blue garment clutched in her hands, she slowed her gait. Their house maid, Madame Lambert, the only real mother Contesse had known, had lovingly sewn the cloak for her when she first arrived at La Belle Maison. Over the years, Madame Lambert had extended the garment with loving care. Along with the mysterious wrought-iron cross she’d had since she was a young girl, the cape was one of her most treasured possessions.

Not only had Chase had saved her from Pierre, he’d returned her cape. He had no idea how much this gesture meant to her. But why had he stood against his own brother? Was it because she’d given him the bread? Would her papa punish Chase like he surely would Pierre? He didn’t deserve such wrath after his act of pure kindness. 

Knowing the boys had a bad reputation in town, Contesse decided to let the whole incident pass. She hadn’t been harmed, and by the time Papa returned, it would be too late for just punishment. Smoothing the cloak, she placed it over her head and tied the strings under her chin. With her skirts in hand, she abandoned her trip to the stables and walked calmly back to the house. 

*****
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Over the next week, Contesse feigned illness, avoiding her work with Hélène in the village. While she felt sorry for abandoning her mentor, she was scared to death she’d run into Pierre. Instead, she worked in the stables with the horses, a favorite pastime of hers. Jacques was in sore need of help since his stable help had left for Edouard’s cause. 

After brushing all the horses down, she mounted her tan mare and rode her around the perimeter of the manor. Because of Pierre’s attack, it had been weeks since she had taken Biscuit for a ride. Unfortunately, as they trotted the long path toward the gates, the mare bucked in excitement. Contesse looked past the gates nervously. She hadn’t planned on riding outside her protective walls, but the horse stamped her hooves, begging with a high-pitched whinny. 

“I suppose a small trip won’t hurt.” Dismounting, Contesse unlocked the gates. As a figure stepped from the shadows, she gasped in surprise. Holding her head high, she looked at the familiar face warily, her heart racing in fear. “What are you doing here?”

Running his fingers through his sandy blonde hair, Chase stuffed his hands in his pockets sheepishly. His right eye gleamed purple and putrid in the noon sun, and he forced his gaze to the ground when Contesse walked closer. 

“Bon matin, Mademoiselle. I came to apologize for my brother. He should never have disrespected you. And, I wanted to thank you for the food. Our father left for Paris over a month ago, and we hadn’t had anything to eat for a while.”

Letting her guard down, Contesse smiled at him, happy that her kindness had resonated with him. Cocking her head, she examined him thoroughly, noting how different he was from his brother. His fair hair and eyes were in direct contrast from Pierre’s darker features. His quiet nature wasn’t as scary when his brother wasn’t lurking in the shadows. Sensing no threat, she stepped up to the fence post and wrapped her fingers around the wrought-iron bars. “Have you eaten anything since?”

As if on cue, Chase’s stomach gurgled, and he clutched it with a wrinkle of his nose. She nodded, her heart going out to him. With a careful eye, she inspected the landscape thoroughly in case Pierre was hiding nearby. After all, he’d just been a party to her attack last week. 

No, that’s not quite right. Pierre was to blame, not Chase.

“I just wanted to make my apologies, Mademoiselle. Au revoir.” He strode from the gate, his shoulders slumped. 

“Chase, wait.” As he turned around, she squinted at him. “Where is your brother?”

The lad looked at the ground, scuffing the toe of his boot across the dirt. “Paris. He left two days ago after receiving a post from Father. They’ve joined the rebels.”

“What of you?”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ve been fending for myself for a while. Pierre kicked me to the barn after I stood up for you last week.” Stepping to the fence, he grasped the bars tightly and stared at her, fury flickering in his green eyes. “But I promise you, Pierre won’t be able to hurt a woman any longer. Nor will he be able to lie with them.” 

“Mon Dieu!” Staring at him incredulously, Contesse took a step forward, mere inches from him. He’d saved her yet again, going as far as to vindicate her, albeit in a rather savage way. She placed his hand on his. “Why would you do something like that?”

“My father isn’t a warm man, but he never would’ve approved of my brother mistreating you. He respects Lord Edouard more than anyone I know. Besides, Father always said a man’s punishment should fit the crime.” Chase pushed himself away. “I’m leaving for Paris as well. I have nothing left here, so I’m joining Lord Edouard’s efforts.”

Tears fluttered at the corners of Contesse’s lashes. Boys of all ages had joined her father, especially in Paris. But the thought of Chase fighting and dying alongside them broke her heart. She looked back at the large barn housing their many horses as her father’s oldest friend, Jacques LeFevre, tethered a pair of nags to the carriage. His gait had slowed the last few years, his arthritis giving him fits. 

She smiled, a thought coming to mind. Perhaps Jacques could use him in the stables. “How old are you, Chase?”

“Almost sixteen, Mademoiselle.” 

She tilted her head. He looked much younger. Pushing on the iron bars, she opened the gate, inviting him in. “While joining my father’s cause is noble, we’re certainly in need of help here. How are you with horses? I know someone who needs a hand, and we have plenty of food and room to spare.” 

Chase’s eyes lit up, and for the first time, Contesse understood why her father had dedicated himself to saving his people. While numerous dedicated revolutionaries fought for Edouard’s cause, the starving peasants most likely gave their lives because they had no other choice. This boy obviously hadn’t been keen on joining the fray. 

Swiping his hair from his brow, Chase bowed. “I can’t thank you enough, Mademoiselle.” 

“Non, I thank you, Monsieur, for your chivalry. Shall we go talk to Jacques?” She linked her arm in his, and he glanced at her gesture, blushing profusely. Grabbing the reins of her horse, he tugged on them with a soft word of encouragement, and the mare followed them as they walked toward the barn in an awkward silence. 

The breeze blew her hood from her head, and Contesse pulled it up, tucking a stray tendril of hair underneath it. He stared at her cape in awe, and she cleared her throat. “I never got to thank you for returning my cloak. It’s very special to me. In fact, I can’t live without it.”

He glanced at her quizzically. “Why?”

“It protects my skin from the sun. I burn easily.”

He took a deep breath and eyed her hood warily. “Pardon, Mademoiselle, but I’ve never seen such white hair on a girl. And your skin. You’re as pale as a ghost.”

Contesse sucked in a breath as a strange vision suddenly materialized. Transported to a village tucked deep in the forest, an old witch wearing a bright purple cloak condemned her with angry yellow eyes. The woman tormented her with epithets of ghost and devil’s spawn—in English, no less. The memory faded quickly, and her heart pounded in fear as she rubbed her temples, trying to force the crone from her head. Mon Dieu, what in the world was that?

“I didn’t mean to offend you, Mademoiselle Blanchefort.” 

As Chase’s voice broke through her thoughts, she blinked. The witch had vanished. “You didn’t. I was just daydreaming.” His gaze went to her head covering once more, and she pulled on her hood. “I was born this way. I can’t remember anything before I came to live at La Belle Maison. Edouard found me in the Forêt Noire when I was nine, and he adopted me a year later.”

He frowned. “You don’t remember your mother or father?”

She shrugged. “Papa looked for my family, but he couldn’t find them. He’s the only family I’ve ever known.”

Removing his hat, Chase snorted. “You’re lucky someone wanted you. My mother left when I was six, and my father took me in. Not that he wanted to, poor bastard that I am.”

“Pierre isn’t your full brother?”

“No. There wasn’t a lot of sympathy for me amongst the villagers, as you can imagine. Pierre tolerated me until he did—that—to you. He said I was no brother of his, and he beat me bloody. That’s when I took matters into my own hands.” 

Contesse placed her hand on his arm, her lips trembling. “I’m sorry.”

Chase’s lip ticked up at the corner, and he cocked his head. “Why are you sorry? He’s not your brother.”

She laughed. She’d never had a friend, and Chase was easy to talk to. Perhaps this situation might benefit her as well. She crinkled her nose in mirth. “I think Jacques will be pleased I’ve chosen such an amusing stable boy. He’s been feeling melancholy as of late.”

Standing tall, Chase linked his thumbs in his pockets. “Thank you, Mademoiselle. You’re very kind.”

*****
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“I hear you have a new friend.” 

Contesse looked up from her reading as their day maid and her confidant, Madame Lambert, entered the sitting room with a plate of fruit and cheese. Setting the small meal in front of her, the woman pulled the ornate serving cart to the side of the jacquard chaise to fix afternoon tea. Contesse placed her book aside. “I don’t know what you’d call it. But, perhaps.”

The woman chuckled. “What an odd thing to say. It’s either oui or non, ma petite.”

With a smile, Contesse took a delicate porcelain cup and saucer from Madame Lambert’s hands. Over the years, Patrice Lambert had been her main caretaker because her papa often left for extended periods of time. The woman had always loved her as her own, and Contesse cherished their time together. Most afternoons, they took tea...their special time to bond. 

Gazing at Contesse inquisitively, Patrice sat next to her on the sofa and poured herself a cup. With a grin, the woman sipped her drink, apparently awaiting a response. 

Contesse shook her head. “If you must know, I merely helped Jacques find a new stable boy. The poor man has worked too hard since the Drury brothers left. Chase is amusing, and heaven knows we could all use a bit of cheer amid the coming war.”

Patrice pulled a letter from her apron pocket and handed it to Contesse. “Perhaps this will help.” 

“A post from Papa?” Hope surged through Contesse’s heart as she took the envelope from Madame Lambert. The last year had been particularly difficult. Edouard had traveled more often than not, and he only returned for a few days at a time. A sennight ago, he’d left for a special meeting with the leaders of the clergy and the monarchy, and they hadn’t heard from him since. 

Despite being proud of her papa, Contesse was weary with the whole endeavor. She admired the fact that he stood up for what he believed in, but she worried about his well-being. Before he left, he seemed despondent. When he said goodbye, he hugged her longer than he usually did, making her promise to take care of Hélène. It struck Contesse as odd, but when she mentioned it to her mentor, the woman waved Contesse’s fears aside with a serene smile.

“Edouard’s been saying that for years, ma bout de chou. He walks his own path, and I’ve learned to leave him in God’s hands.”

Contesse glanced at the letter and placed it beside her plate as Madame Lambert studied her with her gray eyes. “Are you not going to look at it?”

Taking a few berries from the plate, Contesse shook her head. “Not right now. I’d rather visit with you.” If Papa had sent bad news, she had to prepare herself mentally for it.

“Hélène stopped to visit while you were napping. She says you haven’t wanted to assist her the past week. Did something happen?”

Wiping her hand on her skirt, she shrugged. “I’ve just been tired. Is she angry?”

“Not at all. She’s merely concerned. You’ve never missed attending a birth, and the market was especially busy. Are you ill?”

Assuaging the woman’s motherly concern, Contesse patted Patrice’s hand. “I’m fine, Madame. Please don’t worry about me.”

Madame Lambert sipped her tea. “Very well. So, tell me about your new friend. Jacques mentioned he was but a lad.”

“Chase Courbet...he’s the miller’s son. His father and brother left for Paris, and he didn’t have anywhere else to go. He hadn’t eaten anything in days, and when I met him along the road, I gave him the rest of my sweet buns.” Glancing at Patrice, she raised her eyebrows defensively. “Papa would’ve taken him in.” 

“Oui, ma petite, he would have indeed.”

“He thanked me and told me he was going to Paris, too. He’s so young, and we have plenty of room here. It seems such a small sacrifice for one who’s starving.” She’d warned Chase to keep her previous run-in with Pierre a secret. She didn’t want any undue attention, and if Jacques knew, he would likely send a search party for Pierre. 

Madame Lambert sighed. “I’ve heard rumors about those boys. Unfortunately, the younger lad’s been fending for himself for years.”

Contesse reached for another piece of fruit. Poor Chase. His father hadn’t wanted him. She was indeed lucky Edouard had found her as a child. He’d given her a good home and lots of love on top of it. It was more than most orphans had. She should remember that more often. “He seems sweet. He likes horses, just like me.”

The woman lifted an eyebrow, apparently amused by her comment. “I’m glad you’ve found a friend after all these years.”

“I don’t know him very well, but Jacques approved, and Papa always told me to help those that cannot help themselves. Chase has nobody left.”

“Edouard would be proud of you for being true to his virtues, ma petite. Every bit of kindness helps during such dire times.”

With trembling lips, Contesse shook her head, her emotions starting to get the better of her. Perhaps the reason she’d saved Chase was more selfish in nature. Guilt jolted through her as she thought of Papa out there, trying to help his people by negotiating for their freedom. He’d made sacrifices for her his entire life as well while others had looked down on her. 

It begged another question she had often asked herself. Wiping the jam from her fingers, she said, “Madame Lambert, why do the noblemen try to sabotage France? Papa came from a well-to-do family, yet he’s spent the past twenty years fighting for those less fortunate.”

Patrice sighed. “I have no answer for you, ma petite. That’s the way it’s always been. Although, Edouard was most insistent in helping you as a child. He couldn’t have children of his own because of his grandfather’s stipulation that he not marry beneath his station, and you’ve been his shining light for nigh on ten years. Had you not come along, I think he’d be in Paris or the beyond. You grounded him and made him see he could no longer focus solely on his cause.”

Biting her lip, Contesse suppressed her sadness and placed her cup aside. Edouard had rescued her from a fate worse than death. Thinking of her papa all alone, she wished he were here so that she could tell him just how much she loved him. “What happens if the king and his nobles refuse to meet the revolutionaries’ demands? Will we be at war?”

Patrice smiled indulgently. “Again, who can say? I’m sure they have a plan. Edouard has the backing of a lot of influential people.”

“But he’s been gone so long. Doesn’t he know how much we need him?” Contesse gazed at the ground, shame enveloping her. She sounded incredibly selfish, and Edouard would be sorely disappointed in her. But she missed her papa terribly. A tear rolled down her cheek, and she swatted it away.

Patrice took her hand. “Oui, of course, he does. But Edouard has spent a lifetime fighting for France...for all of us. Trust in your papa, Contesse. He’s both wise and resourceful, and he loves you very much. We have to stay strong for him.” The woman rose and placed a kiss on Contesse’s brow. “Perhaps I’ll make muffins. You can take them to Jacques and your new friend after tea, d’accord?”

“Merci, Madame.” Staring out the window at the grand, manicured lawns of La Belle Maison, Contesse lost herself in her thoughts, trying to make sense of her father’s political obsession. He’d tried to explain the fragile relationship amongst the monarchy, the nobles, and the rest of France, but everything seemed so complicated. To her, the solution was simple—eliminate the king’s unfair taxes so everyone could survive. 

Unfortunately, the last five years had been tough. Since the grain shortages, Edouard’s rebels had increased threefold, enticing a new generation of angry people, especially in the city. Edouard could do nothing to rein in his band of brothers, and he’d spent most of his time traveling to and from Versailles to mediate. He didn’t want bloodshed. All he asked for was compromise.

Feeling the letter at the side of her plate, Contesse picked it up and opened it, scanning the contents anxiously. Relief flooded her soul. Papa was fine. He’d be home in a sennight, but they hadn’t made any progress on negotiating with the king. If anything, Papa’s rebels were becoming harder to control, and he sensed war blooming, especially in Paris. He ended his letter as he always did:

I don’t know how this will all end, ma chérie, but be strong for our people and for me.

Contesse held her head high and rose from the chaise, pushing her selfishness aside. Madame Lambert was right. 

Papa needed her to be vigilant. It would do no good to dwell on things she had no control over. There might be rebels on her doorstep sooner rather than later. Edouard Blanchefort had raised her to be resilient, and in the wake of the coming battle, she vowed to serve La Belle Maison proudly in his stead.
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Chapter 2
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Two Years Later

Yorkshire, England

June 1788

“Harlot! The devil take you both to hell!”

Eric McEwan bolted upright as his father’s angry voice roared through the rafters, bringing down the wrath of God. Taking a deep breath to slow his racing heart, Eric closed his eyes and stuffed his pillow over his ears. Unfortunately, it didn’t help in the least. The whole town could have heard his mother’s muffled sobs and his father’s harsh screams from a mile away. 

No doubt Mum’s Irish tongue got the better of her again.

“Bloody hell, I wish he’d take his anger out on someone else for a change.” Groaning, Eric rolled over, attempting to catch a few more minutes of sleep. When the tinkling crash of his grandmother’s china pierced the air, he jumped out of bed, his stomach twisted in knots. 

He sank to his bed and grimaced, realizing at once it was Sunday—God’s day. He’d had a fitful night, and now he had to spend all morning listening to a stern sermon from his father, the vicar of their village church.  Father expected them to arrive early to help prepare for the service, and Eric certainly didn’t want to be punished for tardiness.

“Brilliant.” With a sigh, he strode across the loft to where his twin brother slumbered. “Leigh. Time to get up. It’s Sunday. You know what that means. Come on.” 

He pulled the covers from his brother, but Leigh merely grunted, waving him off as if he were a pesky fly. With a roll of his eyes, Eric shook his head. Let his brother worry about himself. No way in hell he’d face his father’s wrath for being slovenly. 

Throwing on a clean white shirt and a pair of black wool breeches that had been mended and extended several times over the years, he wiped a soft cloth over his dull shoes and tossed it aside. With a final check, he went to the cracked looking glass on the bureau to study himself, just as he did every morning. 

He brushed his sandy brown hair from his hazel eyes, squinting as the morning sunbeams bounced off the mirror. Minding his posture, he turned his head and ran a hand over his clean-shaven face. From his strong jaw line and aquiline nose to his broad shoulders and statuesque frame, he was the spitting image of his father. With a wince, he quickly turned from his reflection.

He glanced at his brother’s hibernating form. He wished he and his brother were identical. Being a twin had had its benefits, and as children, Eric and Leigh had resembled each other so closely, they’d often played jokes on the townspeople, switching places with one another and other such childhood nonsense. However, the last few years, Eric had gained two inches on his brother, and they resembled each other less and less. Leigh was the fortunate twin, favoring the thin stature and jutting chin reminiscent of his mother’s Irish blood. The only feature they shared was their father’s hazel eyes. 

Smoothing the wrinkles from his lapel, Eric sighed. No matter how much he resembled his father, his temperament was pure Irish fire, just like his mother, Mary Margaret McEwan. He’d spent years playing the dutiful son, respectful and honest to all. While Eric would much rather have his mother’s passion for life than his father’s authoritarian disposition, he’d learned to suppress the rage. 

But it seared the insides of his soul when Henry took his wrath out on his mother and sister, and Eric’s anger had begun to get the better of him with every passing year.  He lashed out, and oftentimes, he received the belt across his backside. He cursed himself whenever he couldn’t tame his inner demon. He had an innate fear of becoming his father—judgmental with a need to control everyone around him. Fortunately, his daily introspections served to keep him humble.

The breakfast bell clanged from the parlor below. Abandoning the mirror, Eric hastily buttoned his shirt to the collar and shrugged his brown vest over the top. Slipping into his shoes, he went to the bed with a last attempt to rouse his twin. “Leigh, I suggest you get up before father inflicts his fury on us both. He’s in one of his moods today.”

Leigh pushed himself to his elbows with a grumble, peering out from his blankets as he stared at the wall. With sleepy eyes, he plopped his head down once more. Muttering in disapproval, Eric walked out the door and down the stairs.

At the bottom landing, he peeked around the corner to their modest parlor. Fury swirled through him as his mother sat on the floral settee, sobbing and holding her head in her hands. As Henry gave him a glare, Eric stuffed his hands into his pockets, striding into the dining room with his head hung low. Taking a deep breath, he tempered his anger.

Get control, Eric. You can’t win this fight.

Their day maid, Millicent, had set their breakfast on the rustic oak table. At the moment, she was preoccupied elsewhere. Anna, Eric's older sister, was already seated at her place, her eyes red and swollen. Her miserable demeanor could only mean his parents were arguing about her arranged marriage set for later in the summer. 

Taking his place next to her, Eric put his arm around his sister. “I’m sorry, Anna.” Sobbing deeply, she rested her head on his shoulder as he offered comfort. Eric scowled. Over the years, Anna had often been the target of Henry’s angry tirades, and Eric was tired of it. Must his father have complete control over everyone all the time? Henry had hardly paid attention to Anna the last twenty-two years. Why did his father care whom she married? 

Not that Henry’s efforts mattered. Duncan Cooper, Eric’s best friend, had staked his claim on Anna years ago. Henry wouldn’t be able to pass her to another man as pure, especially not the vicar’s son from a neighboring village. She and Duncan had been intimate on many occasions. With a frown, Eric gazed at Anna. Had his father discovered she was no longer chaste? 

His sister could have done worse than Duncan Cooper. Apprenticed under his father, the town blacksmith, Duncan was honest and dependable with the prospects of having a good life. He would provide well for Anna. But Henry hated the Cooper family. He would sooner hand Anna over to the devil than allow one of them to marry his daughter.

His father’s voice escalated from the parlor, and Eric stared at the doorway, his stomach lurching. Leigh finally stumbled into the dining area and looked at his siblings, his brows drawn together. “What’s got father so bloody bothered today?”

“Father found out that Duncan and I...” Anna’s body trembled as her crying got the better of her.

The maid peered through the doorway, squinting in remonstration as Leigh shot them a befuddled glance. Eric merely shook his head. He knew of Anna and Duncan’s indiscretions, having caught them in the act a time or two. However, he wasn’t about to break his sister’s confidence. Besides, Eric wasn’t exactly sure what had set Henry off. 

It must have been something horrendous. His father’s bellows had elevated to an unhealthy decibel. As Anna buried her head in Eric’s chest, he glanced at the top of his sister’s brown curls, cocking his head with a disappointing frown. Surely, she and Duncan weren’t so careless as to have been caught in an uncompromising situation by Henry. 

At that moment, Henry McEwan entered the room in a frenzy. “Harlot. I give you to Satan, girl!” Anna sobbed louder. “Damn your soul. I can’t even look at you. Get out of my house. You aren’t welcome here.”

Anna jumped from the table and bolted out the door as the rest of them stared at their father in shock. His face crimson, Henry seethed, his rage finally boiling over as he screamed. The small tea table sailed across the room, and Mary Margaret skittered past just as it smashed against the wall. 

Time to go. Eric nodded at his brother, and they stood, hoping to escape before Henry lashed out at them. However, just as they reached the arched doorway, the breakfast plates and tea cups flew every which way, shattering around them like shots in a war zone. The boys ducked their heads as Millicent and Mary Margaret raced to Henry’s side to stop his temper tantrum. Grabbing Mary Margaret by the hair, Henry raised his hand to her.

Fury erupted from deep within Eric’s soul as he rushed to his mother’s side. Damnit, he was sick to death of his father’s abuse. He couldn’t stand idly by and watch that man put one more bruise on his mum’s beautiful face. Clutching his father’s wrist in a vice grip, Eric pulled Henry from his mother’s reach. The hair on the back of his neck tingled as his voice echoed off the ceiling. “Leave her alone, you bastard.”

Henry whipped around, his dark eyes bloodshot with frenzy. He ripped his hand from Eric’s grip and puffed out his chest with a menacing growl. “You dare defy me, boy?”

Leigh pulled on the back of Eric’s shirt, silently urging him to back off, but Eric shook his twin’s hand away. With his jaw set firmly, he held his head high, his voice rising steadily as he stood toe to toe with his father. “Why does it have to be her? Take your anger out on someone else for a change. Better yet, get control of yourself, man. Do you remember what day it is, Vicar?” 

Henry stabbed a finger in the air, his eyes wild. “Don’t you dare lecture me, you no-good heathen. Spare the rod, spoil the child.” 

Henry struck Eric with such brute force, the resounding slap echoed across the room. As the blistering sting radiated through his face, the warmth spread to his neck, and with a puckered brow, Eric touched the emerging welt. Every single time that his father had hurt his mum and his siblings came rushing back, and fury erupted from deep within him. Roaring, he slammed his fists on the table, prepared to do battle. 

Crying out, his mother placed herself between them and grasped Eric’s shirt. “Nay, go. ’T’ain’t your fight, lad.”

“That’s right. Hide behind your mother’s skirts as you’ve always done. You’re nothing but a sorry excuse for a man.”

Pushing his mother aside, Eric leapt at his father, attempting to grab his collar, only to have taken his mother by the neck instead. Mary Margaret’s eyes blazed green as she pushed against Eric with a stern shake of her head. “Leigh, take your brother away from here, now.” 

Leigh grabbed Eric by the shoulder, but he pushed back, growling at his father in protest. “If you touch her again, I’ll kill you, old man. Do you hear me?”

“I’d like to see you try.”

“Eric, I’m warning ye...go.”

As his mother and father argued over one another, Leigh urged him out the door. Eric shook his brother off, unwilling to listen. “What the hell is wrong with you? She needs our help!”

Sighing heavily, Leigh pushed against Eric’s weight, his voice strained. “Mum’s right, you stubborn ass. No good can come of this. Get control of yourself, man.” 

His brother’s words hit Eric full force—the very words he’d just hurled at his father. Gripping the old fence post at the entrance of his mum’s garden, his heart pounded swiftly in his ears. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, attempting to tame his rage. “If he hurts her, Leigh, I swear to God...” 

The sound of Henry’s open palm against his mother’s person boomed like the crack of a whip in the wind. As Mary Margaret’s screams filtered through the open window, Eric bellowed in protest, running for the door. Leigh tackled him quickly and forced him down the gravel road. 

Once they’d made it beyond their mother’s desperate cries, Eric broke down. His entire being screamed out to save her, but his brother was right. Henry would only punish her more. His mum was enduring hell on earth because he’d tried to be brave. She’d pay for his insolence for days, just as she always had. 

The consequence of his actions haunting him, Eric fell to his knees and slammed his fists into the dirt. Leigh grunted. “Your anger doesn’t help, Eric. You’re as bull-headed as he is at times.”

Eric glared at him. “Don’t you dare...”

“Then prove me wrong. Clear your mind and let’s go.” After a few minutes, Leigh finally urged Eric to his feet and walked him toward town. 

Eric could hardly remember the four-block walk to the village square as anger clouded his mind. When they turned onto the main thoroughfare, they stopped to sit on a bench in front of Dr. Brainard’s apothecary shop. 

He sat in silence, wanting nothing more than to return to his mum. Touching his swollen eye, Eric inhaled sharply. His injury still throbbed. He could only imagine what Henry had done to her. “How bad is it?”

Leigh placed a comforting hand on Eric’s shoulder. “A little bruised, nothing more. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, what in heaven’s name did Anna do? I’ve never seen Father so angry.”

Eric pursed his lips. There was no question about it. Henry must’ve discovered Anna was no longer a virgin. Taking a deep breath, Eric gained some semblance of control, attempting to distance himself from the situation. “Whatever it was, the bastard will stew for days.” 

“Do you think Father will force Anna to leave?” 

Eric glowered at his brother. “You can be a right bugger sometimes, you know that?” Leigh and Anna had never gotten along, but he didn’t think his brother would conspire against her. 

With an innocent gaze, Leigh shuffled his toe in the dirt. “I’m concerned for her, is all.”

“Aye, I'm sure you are. I might have Father’s stubbornness, but you can be as judgmental as him at times.” 

Eric pushed himself off the bench and paced the ground, switching his anger to his twin. When had Leigh become such a snob? As youngsters, they’d been inseparable playmates, fishing together at the pond and playing whist and marbles with their friends. They’d had the same thoughts and lived by the same code of honor. As they’d aged, they had taken separate paths, and lately, he and his twin were at odds with one another more often than not. Henry had more tolerance for Leigh, the quiet son who did his bidding without any fuss, but Eric had stood up for his mother and sister one too many times. Living under Henry’s thumb had taken its toll on all of them. 

A genuine look of shame spread across Leigh’s face as Eric eyed him suspiciously. “I feel awful for Anna and Mum, even you. But you know as well as I that it doesn’t solve anything to rile father, not to mention it’s disrespectful.” 

Folding his arms across his chest, Eric refused to say a word. How could he respect a man that lectured others weekly on their sins, yet he abused and berated his own family? Eric couldn’t turn a blind eye to that sort of self-righteousness. His sense of justice was too strong.

Leigh stood. “Come. We have Sunday chores to do.”

Eric glared at him. “Are you daft? No way in hell I’m going.”

“You aren’t serious? Father will have you hanged, drawn, and quartered.”

Eric’s lips curved up at his brother’s colloquialism. “Aye, Henry McEwan fancies himself the king, to be sure. But, I’m not going back. You’ve seen his full wrath. And now Mum.” He sank back on the bench and held his head in his hands. “I can’t wait to get the hell out of here.”

Leigh slid next to him. “You’ll be moving on soon enough, brother. Until then, it’s best not to make the situation worse.”

Gazing into his employer’s window, Eric sat up. His future as a surgeon’s apprentice in London was only a few months away. Since he was fourteen, he had worked at Dr. Brainard’s shop as a junior apprentice. Both had finished private school with honors, and insisting they were too intelligent to waste their talents in a provincial town like Bradford, their mum wanted them to seek further education in London. 

She’s desperate to save us from Father, more like it. Running his hands through his hair, Eric sighed. “I can’t leave Mum and Anna until I know they’re safe. They’d have no one to protect them.”

Leigh huffed indignantly. “What about me? I’ll be here a while longer. I care about them, too.”

Eric’s eyes shot up, and he stammered, “Aye, of course. I didn’t mean to say—”

“I just don’t feel the need to go off at half a cock every time Father berates one of us.”

Eric placed a consoling hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Aye, I know you do. But what happens when Mum sends you on?”

Leigh shook his head with a sigh. “I can’t think about it right now. I’ve
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