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    Prologue


    East Africa


    THE CHANTING WOKE him, a primitive, repetitive melody that brought him slowly to consciousness. As he awakened, his first sensation was pain, and he tried to draw back, to return to oblivion, but it was too late for that.


    The chanting was the reason. It went on and on, and the more he tried to ignore it, the more deeply it seemed to grind into his brain. He wanted to cover his ears and obtain some blessed silence so he could sleep, but he could not seem to lift his hands. How strange.


    His head was aching fit to split. His skin prickled as if he were being pierced by thousands of white-­hot needles, yet, inside his body, there was a deep, bruising cold, as if his skeleton were made of icicles. And his leg—­something was wrong with his leg. The pain he felt seemed centered there, in his right thigh, and radiated outward to every other part of his body.


    He wanted to open his eyes and look, see what was wrong with his leg, but once again, he could not seem to make his muscles obey his will. His mind felt dazed, unfocused. What was wrong with him?


    He strove to think, but thinking seemed to take far too much effort, and when the chant quieted to a low murmur, he began sinking back into sleep.


    Visions and sounds danced across his mind, so quick that he wasn’t sure if they were a dream or an explanation. A tawny blur, searing pain, and the sharp rapport of rifle shots echoing across the Ngong Hills.


    The picture in his mind shifted, and he saw a girl in a blue silk frock, a tall, slim girl with a freckled face, titian hair, and green eyes. She was looking at him, but there was no flirtation in her glance, no come-­hither smile on her pale pink lips. She stood so still, she might have been a statue, and yet, she seemed the most alive, intense creature he’d ever seen. He caught his breath.


    She couldn’t possibly be here, not in the wilds of East Africa. She was in England. Her image faded, receding into a mist, and though he tried to bring her back, he couldn’t, for his brain felt thick, his wits like tar.


    Something cold and wet touched his face, a compress that brushed across his forehead, then over his mouth and nose. He shook his head from side to side in violent protest. He hated having anything over his face; it always made him feel as if he were smothering. Jones knew that. What was the fellow doing?


    The wet cloth brushed against his face again, and he managed to shove it away. His body was shaking. He could feel it, involuntary shudders deep inside. He was so cold.


    That perplexed him. This was Africa; he was never cold here. England, now, England was cold, with its constant dampness and drizzle, its standoffishness and class-­conscious snobbery, its frozen traditions.


    Even as those disparaging thoughts went through his mind, another rose up right behind them.


    It’s time to go home.


    He tried at once to dismiss the notion. He still had work to do here in Africa. He was in Africa, wasn’t he? That pang of uncertainty impelled him to open his eyes and lift his head. The moment he did, everything spun violently, and he thought he might be sick. He squeezed his eyes shut until the nausea passed, and when he opened them again, he saw things that were blessedly familiar—­a canvas roof and walls, his battered ebony trunk desk, piles of skins, his rolled maps shoved in a basket, his black leather traveling trunk—­things that had comprised the elements of his home for half a decade. Inhaling deeply, he caught the scents of sweat and the savannah, and he felt a rush of relief that reason had not utterly deserted him.


    Two men with skin of coffee black stood by the entrance to his tent. Two others knelt on either side of his cot, still mumbling that infernal chant, but there was no sign of Jones. Where the hell was Jones?


    One of the men kneeling beside him reached out to press a hand against his chest, urging him to lie down. Too weak to resist, he sank back onto the cot and closed his eyes, but when he did, he saw the girl again. Her green eyes glittered like peridot jewels as they looked into his, and her bright hair seemed to glow with incandescent fire beneath the gaslights of the ballroom.


    Ballroom? He must be dreaming, for it had been years since he’d last been in a ballroom. And yet, he knew the girl. Her face again receded, and checkerboards took her place in his mind, checkerboards of pale green fields and golden meadows, their squares framed by darker green hedgerows. These were Margrave lands, and they spread out before him as far as his eyes could see. He tried to turn his back on them, but when he did, he saw the Wash, and beyond it, the sea. The scent of the savannah was gone now, replaced by one of green turf and meadowsweet, of peaty fires and roast goose.


    It’s time to go home.


    That thought came again, bringing with it an inevitability that overrode the chanting in his ears.


    The fields, the hedgerows, the ocean, the eyes of that girl—­all the images in his mind melted together into a brilliant viridian carpet, then faded, not receding into a mist but falling away beneath him like a fissure opening in the earth, and then he saw . . . nothing. All around him was the blankness of a void, and he felt a throb of fear, the same sensation that raised the hairs on his neck sometimes when he was in the bush. Danger, he knew, was very close at hand.


    Suddenly, the chanting stopped. Voices flowed over him in rapid bursts, anxious and fretful voices, speaking Kikuyu. But though he was fluent in most Bantu dialects, including this one, he could not seem to comprehend what they were saying.


    The voices rose to a higher, almost frantic pitch, and suddenly, he felt his body being lifted from the cot. The movement sent a fresh wave of pain through his already-­aching bones. He cried out, yet no sound came from his ravaged throat.


    They were moving him now, carrying him somewhere. The pain was excruciating, particularly in his thigh, and he felt as if his bones would snap like sticks at any moment. It seemed an eternity before they stopped.


    Dry grass rustled beneath him as he was laid down, and then he heard the rasp of metal cutting through turf and dirt. What the bloody hell was going on?


    He forced his eyes open again and found that directly above him was the outline of a silvery crescent moon, but its lines were blurry against the night sky. He blinked, shook his head, and blinked again. Suddenly, the moon came into focus.


    It was the African new moon, lying on her back, surrounded by all the glittering diamonds and black velvet of the night sky, a familiar sight to him. Every night, when everyone else was asleep and the fire was low, he would lean back in his canvas chair, his legs stretched out and his muscles still aching from the day’s safari, and he would stare up at these constellations as he drank his evening coffee. In East Africa, nights like this were commonplace.


    It was far more rare to have such a clear, beautiful night sky back in England. There, day or night, the sky was usually misty, the air damp and chilling. But in summer, on a clear day, England had its moments. Punting, and croquet, and picnics on the lawn at Highclyffe. Good champagne. Strawberries.


    The sharp sting of saliva hit his mouth at the thought of strawberries. He couldn’t remember when he’d last had strawberries. It seemed like a lifetime ago.


    It’s time to go home.


    The girl’s face came to him again. Thin and resolute, with a square jaw and a pointed chin, pale with translucent, luminous skin under a dusting of freckles. With its sharply angled auburn brows and high cheekbones, it wasn’t a soft face, nor was it beautiful. Instead, it was arresting, riveting, the sort of face you saw across a ballroom and never quite forgot.


    But she wasn’t just a girl, he realized with sudden clarity. She was his wife.


    Edie, he thought, and something hard and tight squeezed his chest, something painful, like a hand around his heart. How strange, he thought, to become sentimental about a woman he barely knew and a place he hadn’t seen for years. Even stranger that they should be beckoning him from thousands of miles away, pulling him with forces too strong to deny, and he knew he couldn’t stay here any longer. It was time to go home.


    The voices came again but still too low for him to make out words, and thoughts of home were forgotten. He turned his head, and, between blades of savannah grass, he was able to discern the same four men he’d seen in his tent, but he was still unable to see Jones anywhere. The men were a short distance away, but though their dark skin made them barely visible in the dim light, he was able to recognize them. They were his men. He knew them, knew them so well that even in the dark, their movements told him their identity.


    They were digging with English shovels, another curious thing, for the Kikuyu had no use for most En­glish implements. As he watched them, awareness came slowly, like dawn breaking, and everything that had seemed incomprehensible until now suddenly made perfect, terrible sense. These were his men, his best, most loyal men, and they were according him an honor usually reserved only for tribal chiefs, the highest honor the Kikuyu could bestow.


    They were digging his grave.

  


  
    


    Chapter 1


    TEA AND SCANDAL, as writer William Congreve so shrewdly pointed out, have always had a natural affinity, and every season, the matrons of British society developed very decided preferences as to which scandals would be served with an afternoon cup of Earl Grey.


    The Prince of Wales was a perennial favorite, for obvious reasons. A prince, the ladies felt, ought to be scandalous, particularly one whose parent was so deadly dull. Bertie could always be counted upon to provide many delightful tidbits.


    The Marquess of Trubridge had been another reliable source of gossip until he’d settled down to domestic married life and become disappointingly lax in that regard. His wife, however, still held a bit of interest for the ladies of the ton, for though the initial shock of her marriage to Trubridge had worn off, many still found it fascinating that the former Lady Featherstone would wed another rake. Hadn’t she learned anything from her first marriage? Assurances that she was quite happy with Trubridge a full year after their wedding were usually greeted with a disbelieving sniff and a cautionary tale or two about fortune hunters in general and why any girl with sense ought to stay away from them.


    At which point, discussion invariably turned to the Duchess of Margrave.


    Everybody knew the duke had married her for her money.


    After all, what other reason could there be?


    Not her beauty, the more attractive ladies were quick to point out. With that tall, thin figure and that unruly ginger hair? And my dears, those freckles!


    And it certainly wasn’t her social position that had caught the duke’s eye. Before coming to England, Edie Ann Jewell had been Little Miss Nobody from Nowhere. Her grandfather had made his money in trade, selling flour, beans, and bacon to hungry gold miners on California’s Barbary Coast, and though her father quadrupled the family fortune by shrewd investing on Wall Street, that fact had made little impression on the New York society, and when a scandal compromised her reputation, any chance of social acceptance had seemed lost. But a move to London and a single season sponsored by Lady Featherstone, and Little Miss Nobody had snared the most eligible—­and most indebted—­bachelor in town with all her Yankee millions.


    The press on both sides of the pond had touted it as a love match, and it had certainly seemed to be so, but less than a month after the wedding, it was publicly demonstrated that love, if it had ever existed at all, had gone awry. Having cleared his family’s many debts with his new wife’s dowry, the Duke of Margrave had departed for the wilds of Africa, and he’d been there ever since, with no apparent intent of coming home again.


    Abandoned and alone, the duchess had turned her attention to managing all the Margrave estates herself. Granted, she had competent stewards and plenty of money, but still . . . many ladies shook their heads with heavy sighs . . . what a burden for a mere woman to have to bear.


    And was it really comme il faut for a duchess to manage estates on her own? Matrons of the ton debated the point over endless plates of cucumber sandwiches and seed cake. The younger ladies tended to defend the duchess and put the blame on Margrave, pointing out that he was the one who went away. If the duke were at home and not exploring his way across Africa, his wife would not be forced to act in his stead. Those of the older generation usually inserted a withering reminder at this point of the existence of the duke’s younger brother, Cecil. He was the one who ought to be managing Margrave affairs in the duke’s absence, and the fact that he wasn’t being given his rightful opportunity to do so only served to demonstrate the duchess’s ignorance of the way things ought to be. But, then, what else could one expect from an American?


    Breeding tells in the end, one of the ladies was wont to say at this point in the discussion. Gadding about the estates, digging up gardens, tearing down follies, moving fountains that had been in place for over a century . . . this was no way for a duchess to behave. And what about the interior changes she was forever making? Gaslights, bathrooms, and heaven only knew what else—­such modern devices could only serve to tarnish a house’s beauty, intrude upon its harmony, and play havoc with its domestic routine. Think of the poor servants, the ladies told each other. What would a chambermaid do all day if there were no chamber pots to be cleaned?


    And what did the family think of it all? The Dowager Duchess put on a brave show, of course, though she couldn’t possibly approve. Lady Nadine, on the other hand, told everyone she liked the changes made to the ducal residences, but of course, she would say so. The duke’s sister was one of those amiable, empty-­headed girls who never seemed offended by what anyone did. Cecil, though, surely he must resent the situation. No wonder he spent so much time in Scotland.


    Some said the duchess enjoyed wielding the powers that were the special privilege of the sterner sex. Others did not see how that could be so, for what woman could enjoy the coarse and burdensome duties of men?


    The one thing most of the ladies did agree on was that the duchess was to be pitied, not judged. There she was, poor thing, the ladies said, their unmistakable relish thinly veiled by a pretense of concern. She filling her empty days with masculine responsibilities, with her husband off in East Africa, and without even children to comfort her. Yes, poor, poor thing.


    The duchess’s reaction to these discussions, whenever she chanced to hear of them, was to laugh. If only they knew the truth!


    Her marriage was perfect. It wasn’t the sort of marriage the British approved, for there was no heir. And it wasn’t the sort Americans approved, because it wasn’t based on love. And it certainly wasn’t the sort of marriage she’d envisioned as a young, romantic girl. But Saratoga had succeeded in stripping her of any romantic notions she’d ever had.


    Just the thought of that place and what had happened there still made Edie slightly sick. She turned her face away so Joanna wouldn’t see her expression as she struggled to blot out the dark day that had changed her life forever.


    She concentrated on the warm sun that washed over her in the open landau and breathed deeply of the fresh English air, working to shove away the smell of a musty Saratoga summerhouse and Frederick Van Hausen’s hot, panting breath on her face. She listened to the clatter of carriage wheels so she wouldn’t hear the sound of her own sobs or the whispered titters of New York society about that hussy Edie Jewell.


    Like a phoenix rising from ashes, she had created a new life for herself out of the wreckage of the old one, and it suited her down to the ground. She was a duchess with no duke, a mistress with no master, and much to the bafflement of society, she liked it that way. Her life was comfortable, safe, and as predictable as a finely tuned machine, every aspect within her control.


    Well, perhaps not every aspect, she amended ruefully as she looked at the fifteen-­year-­old girl seated across from her. Much like herself, her sister Joanna was not amenable to being controlled.


    “I don’t see why I have to go away to school,” the girl said for the fifth time since the carriage had left Highclyffe, and for perhaps the hundred and fifth time since the decision had been made. “I don’t see why I can’t continue to live at home with you, and have Mrs. Simmons, like I’ve always had.”


    More than anything, Edie wished that were possible. Already, she was missing her sister, and the girl hadn’t even boarded the train yet. Still, she knew it wouldn’t be good for either of them if she showed how she felt. Instead, Edie pretended a staunch indifference to Joanna’s arguments. “I couldn’t possibly subject dear Mrs. Simmons here to another year of you,” she said with a cheer she was far from feeling. “You’ll be the death of her if I do.”


    “That’s not the reason.” Joanna’s brown eyes looked back at her in an accusatory fashion. “It’s that silly business with the cigarettes. If I’d known you’d send me away because of it, I’d never have done it.”


    “Ah, so it’s not your conscience that’s bothering you. It’s what you see as your punishment.”


    At once, Joanna’s face took on a stricken expression. “That’s not true,” she cried. “I do feel badly about it, Edie. I do.”


    “As you should, Joanna,” Mrs. Simmons interjected from her place beside the girl. “Cigarettes are a nasty, most unladylike habit.”


    Joanna paid no heed to that comment, for she knew from long experience that working on the formidable Mrs. Simmons was futile. She kept her gaze fixed on Edie, and beneath her straw boater hat, her big, doe eyes glimmered with tears. “I can’t believe you’re sending me away.”


    Edie’s heart twisted at those words even though she knew quite well she was being manipulated. In every other aspect of her life, she was confident of her decisions, sure of her ground, and not easily governed. But Joanna was her weak spot.


    Mrs. Simmons, thankfully, had the resolve Edie lacked where Joanna was concerned. But during the past year, the girl had become too ungovernable even for that good lady to manage. Numerous times, she had recommended finishing school, and after the incident with the cigarettes, Edie had capitulated at last, much to her sister’s dismay. The four weeks since then had seen Joanna bent on a relentless barrage to wear down her resolve. Fortunately, Willowbank Finishing School for Girls had been willing to accept the Duchess of Margrave’s sister for the very next term. If Joanna’s campaign had lasted much longer, Edie knew she probably would have given in.


    Joanna needed school. She was at an age where she needed the discipline and the stimulation that would come from it. She needed the polish and the chance to make friends. Edie knew all that, but she also knew she would miss her sister terribly. Already, she could feel loneliness closing in.


    “Edie?” Her sister’s voice intruded, tentative, penitent.


    “Hmm?” Edie turned her head, relieved by the distraction, and looked at the girl across from her in the open landau. “Yes, darling?”


    “If I promise never to do anything bad ever again, can I stay?”


    “Joanna, this must stop,” Mrs. Simmons said before Edie could answer. “Your sister has made her decision, I have been engaged for another post, and you have been accepted at Willowbank. That, by the way, is a high compliment to you since Willowbank is a school of great distinction. Mrs. Calloway accepts very few of the girls who apply.”


    Edie forced herself to speak with a lightness she didn’t feel in the least. “And at Willowbank, you’ll be able to paint and study art, which you love more than anything. You’ll make friends and learn all sorts of new things. Why, that clever brain of yours shall be occupied from morning ’til night.”


    “I probably won’t ever know if it’s morning or night,” Joanna grumbled. “The windows there are so tiny, one can hardly see out. And it’s dark and dreary, and when winter comes, it’s sure to be freezing cold. Ugh.”


    “Well, it is a castle,” Edie pointed out. “But don’t you think it’ll be rather fun living in a castle?”


    Joanna was not impressed. She made a face and fell back against her seat with a heavy sigh. “It’ll be like living in the Tower of London. It’s a prison.”


    “Joanna!” Mrs. Simmons’s voice was sharp with rebuke, but Joanna, irrepressible, opened her big eyes wide as she transferred her gaze from Edie to the indomitable, elderly woman seated beside her.


    “What?” she asked with a pretense of injured innocence. “The Tower was a prison, wasn’t it?”


    “It was.” Mrs. Simmons gave a sniff. “And if you keep vexing your sister, she might send you there instead of Willowbank.”


    “If she did, could I enter through Queen Anne’s Gate in a boat?” Joanna’s face brightened at the notion. “That might be good fun.”


    “Until they cut your head off,” Edie put in. “Behave at Willowbank the way you’ve been behaving at home, and I daresay Mrs. Calloway will be tempted to do that very thing.”


    Joanna’s expression turned sulky, but she couldn’t seem to think of a clever reply to that, so she lapsed into silence—­plotting, Edie had no doubt, yet another argument for why boarding school was a bad idea.


    The girl was understandably apprehensive about going. Their mother had died when Joanna was only eight. Daddy, occupied with business affairs in New York, had found leaving Joanna in Edie’s care upon her marriage the best thing for everyone, and the sisters had seldom been separated. But Edie knew she couldn’t keep Joanna tethered to her side forever, as much as she wished she could.


    She studied her beloved sister across the carriage, noting the girl’s beautiful face with mixed feelings. On the one hand, she was thankful the physical flaws that had so plagued her own youth would never torment her sister. Joanna’s nose was aquiline rather than pug, with nary a freckle in sight. Her hair was auburn without a hint of carrot. And her figure, though slim, was already much more rounded than Edie’s would ever be. She was also, thankfully, not quite so tall as her elder sister.


    But though Edie was happy to see Joanna blossoming into the beauty she had never been, it also made Edie more determined than ever to guard and protect the girl, to make sure that what had happened to her at Saratoga never, ever happened to her baby sister.


    She knew that at Willowbank, Joanna would be safe and protected and fully chaperoned, but nonetheless, she desperately wanted to turn the carriage around, and when the vehicle slowed, it almost seemed as if Fate were granting her that wish.


    “Whoa,” her driver said from the box above, pulling hard on the reins and bringing the carriage to a snail’s pace.


    “What is it, Roberts?” Edie asked, straightening in her seat. “Why did you slow down?”


    “Sheep ahead of us, Your Grace. Quite a lot of them.”


    “Sheep?” Curling her gloved fingers over the top of the carriage door, she half rose from her seat and eyed the mass of sheep in the road ahead with both relief and dismay. Guided by a pair of men on horseback and a group of dogs, they were headed in the same direction as the carriage, moving at an excruciatingly slow pace. “Will it make much of a delay?” she asked, sinking back in her seat.


    The young man twisted his head, looking over his shoulder at her. “I’m afraid so, Your Grace. At least twenty minutes, I’d say. Perhaps longer.”


    “Goody!” Joanna bounded gleefully in her seat. “We shall miss the train.”


    Edie glanced at the watch pinned to the lapel of her blue serge tailor-­made, and confirmed that was a definite possibility. She leaned sideways, craning her neck to see past the horses, then she glanced up at her driver again. “Couldn’t you just nudge the carriage forward?” she asked, feeling a bit desperate. “Surely the sheep will move out of the way rather than be run over by the horses?”


    Roberts gave her a wry look. “That would be supposing the sheep had room to move over, Your Grace. They’re massed together pretty tight, and with the hill on the right and the ha-­ha on the left, they’ve nowhere to go but straight down the lane.”


    “So until we reach the road that turns to Clyffeton, we’ll be moving as slowly as this?”


    Roberts’s confirming nod was apologetic. “I’m afraid so. I’m sorry.”


    “Ha!” Joanna cried, triumphant. “And there won’t be another train until tomorrow.”


    Another day of being worked on by her sister? Edie leaned back against the leather seat with a groan. She was doomed.


    The carriage moved forward at a crawl while Mrs. Simmons sat in impeccably ladylike silence, Joanna smiled with barely restrained triumph, and Edie tried to brace herself for another twenty-­four hours of her sister’s attempting to weaken her resolve.


    Half an hour went by before they were able to turn from the lane and leave the sheep behind, and though Roberts made up some of the lost time by speeding up the pace of the carriage, the train coming from Norwich was already huffing clouds of steam as it readied itself to pull out of Clyffeton’s tiny station.


    Roberts had barely brought the carriage to a halt before Edie was out of the vehicle and racing toward the station. “Bring the luggage, Roberts, would you?” she called over her shoulder as she ran up the steps and opened the door. Without waiting for an answer, she went inside, passed through the small, empty station building, and emerged out the opposite side onto the platform. It, too, was empty, save one man who leaned back against the pillar behind him in a careless pose, hat pulled low. Surrounded by stacks of luggage, he seemed to have no inclination to board the train, and Edie could only presume he had just disembarked and was now waiting for a carrage to be procured for him.


    Foreign, she thought at once, but she passed him by without a second glance or another thought as a man she recognized as the stationmaster stepped down from the train. “Mr Wetherby?”


    “Your Grace.” He straightened to respectful attention at once. “How may I be of ser­vice?”


    “My sister and her governess are to take this train, but we are terribly late. Could you perhaps persuade the conductor to delay departure another minute or two so that they have time to board?”


    “I will try, Your Grace, but it can be dangerous to delay a train. I will see what I can do.” The stationmaster bowed with a tug of his cap and bustled off to once again board the train and find the conductor. Edie glanced back over her shoulder, but the others had not yet followed her to the platform, and because she did not want to think about her sister’s impending departure, she occupied her mind by giving the stranger nearby a more thorough study.


    Definitely foreign, she decided, although she didn’t know quite why he gave her that impression. He was dressed for the country in well-­cut, typical English tweeds, but nonetheless, there was something un-­English about him. Perhaps it was his negligent pose, or the way his brown felt hat was pulled sleepily over his eyes. Or perhaps it was the mahogany-­and-­ivory walking stick in his hand, or the worn portmanteau of crocodile leather by his feet, or the brass-­studded black trunks stacked nearby. Or perhaps it was merely the steam from the train that swirled around him like mist. But something about the man spoke of exotic places far away from this sleepy little corner of England.


    Clyffeton was a picturesque village on the Norfolk coast at the top of the Wash, and a place of strategic importance when Vikings were plundering England’s coastline, but nowadays it was nothing more than a sleepy bywater. Even its boast of having a ducal seat couldn’t save it from being quaint, insular, and hopelessly old-­fashioned. Here, a stranger stuck out like a pair of red knickers on a vicar’s washing line. Within an hour, the village would be buzzing like bees about this new arrival. Within two, his bona fides would be established, his background unearthed, his intentions known. By teatime, her maid would probably be able to tell her all about him.


    “You stopped it from leaving.”


    Joanna’s voice, dismayed and accusatory, interrupted her speculations, and Edie turned, the stranger again forgotten. “Of course,” she answered , pasting on a smile for her sister’s benefit. “It’s a wonderful thing to be a duchess. They delay trains for me.”


    “Of course they do,” Joanna muttered in disgust. “I should have known they would.”


    Mrs. Simmons came bustling up, gesturing to the two men behind her whose arms were loaded with luggage. “I’ve secured a porter to assist Roberts with the trunks.” She lifted the pair of tickets in her black-­gloved hand. “Best we go aboard and not keep the train waiting any longer.”


    “All right, then.” Joanna lifted her chin, trying to put on an indifferent air about it all. “I suppose I have to go since you’re both so determined.”


    Beneath the nonchalance, there was fear. Edie sensed it, and though it tore at her heart, she could not give in to it. Desperate, she turned to the governess. “Watch over her. See that she’s settled in and has everything she needs before . . .” She paused and took a deep breath. “Before you leave her.”


    The governess gave a nod. “Of course I will, Your Grace. Come, Joanna.”


    The girl’s face twisted, broke up. Her defiance crumbled. “Edie, don’t make me go!”


    Mrs. Simmons’s brisk voice intervened. “None of this, now, Joanna. You are the sister of a duchess, and a young lady of good society. Behave accordingly.”


    Joanna didn’t seem inclined to behave like a lady. She wrapped her arms around Edie, clinging to her like a barnacle. “Don’t send me away.”


    “Hush, now.” She rubbed her sister’s back, striving to keep her own emotions in control as Joanna gave a sob against her shoulder. “They’ll take good care of you at Willowbank.”


    “Not as good as you.”


    Edie gently began to pull back, and though it was one of the hardest things she’d ever done, she extricated herself from her sister’s embrace. “Go on, now. Be brave, my darling. And I shall see you at Christmas.”


    “That’s forever away.” Joanna wiped at her face and turned angrily away to follow the governess onto the train. She boarded without a backward glance, but it wasn’t more than a moment later before she was sliding down the first window and sticking her head out. “Can’t you come visit me before Christmas?” she asked, folding her arms atop the open window as Mrs. Simmons continued on toward their seats farther down the car.


    “We’ll see. I want you to settle in without any distraction from me, but we’ll see. In the meantime, write to me and tell me everything. Who you meet and what your schoolmistresses are like, and all about your lessons.”


    “It would serve you right if I don’t send you a single letter.” Joanna scowled, her face still damp with tears. “I shan’t write a word. I’ll keep you in suspense all year long, wondering what I’m doing. No, wait,” she amended. “I’ll do better than that. I’ll misbehave. I’ll smoke cigarettes again. I’ll cause so much havoc, they’ll expel me and send me home.”


    “And here I thought you’d want a season in London when you turn eighteen,” Edie retorted, her voice shaking with the effort not to break into tears herself. “If you’re expelled from Willowbank, the only season you’ll get will be a place far more remote than Kent. I’ll send you to some convent in Ireland.”


    “Empty threat,” Joanna muttered, wiping at her face. “We’re not Catholic. And besides, knowing you, I doubt I’ll ever have a season. It’d be too much for your nerves.”


    “You’ll have a season.” Even as she gave the assurance, she found the idea of safeguarding her sister by putting her in a convent far more appealing. “If you manage to behave yourself.”


    Joanna sniffed. “I knew you weren’t above blackmail.”


    The whistle blew, signaling that the train was about to pull out, and as her sister stretched out her hand, Edie reached up to give it a quick squeeze. “Be good, my darling, and please, for once in your life, do what you’re told. I shall see you at Christmas. Maybe before.”


    She knew she ought to stay until the train was gone, but another moment, and she’d fall apart. So she smiled one last time, waved brightly to her sister, and turned to leave before she could start bawling like a baby.


    Her escape, however, proved very short-­lived. As she started back across the platform, the voice of the stranger calling her name stopped her in her tracks.


    “Hullo, Edie.”


    Even her beloved sister was momentarily forgotten as she turned to the man on the platform. Strangers did not speak to duchesses, and Edie had been a duchess long enough to be astonished by the fact that this one had spoken to her. And when he pushed back his hat to reveal his eyes—­beautiful, brilliant gray eyes that seemed to see straight into her, her astonishment deepened into shock. This man was no foreign stranger.


    This man was her husband.


    “Stuart?” His name was a startled cry torn from her throat, but he didn’t seem to notice that in it was none of the joy a reunion between husband and wife ought to convey. He doffed the hat and inclined his head a bit though it was hardly a bow, for he didn’t bother to straighten away from the pillar, and that almost impudent gesture only served to confirm the ghastly truth that her husband was here, a mere half dozen feet from her, and not the thousands of miles away he was supposed to be.


    Good manners dictated a greeting of some sort beyond that mere cry of his name, but though she opened her mouth, no words came out. Unable to speak, Edie could only stare at the man she’d married five years ago and hadn’t seen since.


    Africa, she appreciated at once, was a hard land. That fact was evident in every aspect of his appearance. It was in his tanned skin, in the faint creases that edged his eyes and his mouth, and in the sun-­torched glints of gold and amber in his dark brown hair. It was in the lean planes of his face and in the long, strong lines of his body. It was in the exotic walking stick in his hand and in his keen, watchful eyes.


    During the years of his absence, she’d wondered on occasion what Africa was like. Now she knew, for in the man before her she could see many aspects of that particular continent—­its harsh climate, its nomadic nature, its wild, adventurous spirit, and the uncompromising toll it took on those who were merely human.


    Gone was the carefree, handsome young man who’d blithely married a girl he didn’t even know, left that girl in charge of his entire retinue of estates, and gone off for parts unknown with happy insouciance. Returning in his place was someone completely different, someone so different that she’d passed right by him without so much as a glimmer of recognition. Never would she have thought five years could change a man so much.


    But what was he doing here? She glanced past him to the black leather trunks stacked on the platform, to the suitcases and portmanteaus around his feet, and the implications of all that luggage hit her with sudden force. When she looked at him again and saw his mouth tighten, that tiny movement confirmed the awful suspicion forming in her mind more effectively than any words.


    Home is the hunter, she thought wildly, and her dismay deepened into dread as she realized that her perfect, husbandless life might be crumbling into dust.

  


  
    

    Chapter 2


    ONLY THE MOST self-­deluded fool would have thought she’d be glad to see him, and Stuart had never been a fool. Nonetheless, even he wasn’t quite prepared for the look of horror on Edie’s face.


    He should have written first, giving her at least a hint of what was in the wind. He’d tried, but somehow, informing her of the situation in a letter had proved to be an impossible task. Each draft he’d attempted was more stilted and awkward than the one before, until he’d given up and just booked his passage home, with the rationale that something this important, this life-­altering, ought to be communicated in person. Yet now, seeing her face, he wished he’d found a way to put it all in writing, for this moment was proving more awkward than any letter would have been.


    It didn’t help matters that of all the versions of their reunion he’d envisioned during the long journey from Mombasa, encountering her here on Clyffeton’s train platform only a few minutes after stepping off the train had never been one of them.


    His leg hurt like hell after the cramped train ride, reminding him—­as if he needed reminding—­that he wasn’t quite the dashing young fellow he’d been five years ago. Standing before her now, he felt off-­balance, askew, terribly vulnerable.


    She hadn’t recognized him, he knew, and if he hadn’t spoken, she’d have walked right by. Had he changed so much? he wondered, or did her lack of recognition just prove how little they really knew each other?


    She’d changed, too, but despite that, he would have recognized her anywhere. Her face had the same arresting quality that had first captivated his attention in a ballroom five years ago and had so insistently invaded his fevered dreams that fateful night in East Africa when he’d almost died. It was a softer face now than the one he remembered, not so sharp and fierce as it used to be, the face of a strong woman rather than a desperate girl.


    He forced himself to speak. “It’s been a long time.”


    She didn’t reply. She simply stared at him, speechless, her light green eyes still wide with shock.


    “I’ve—­” He stopped, cleared his throat, and tried again. “I’ve come home.”


    Her head moved, an almost imperceptible movement of denial. Then, without any warning, she bolted like a startled gazelle, lowering her head and racing past him without a word.


    He turned, watching as she vanished through the door into the station building. He didn’t try to follow her. Even if he wanted to, there was no way he could catch her if she chose to keep running. Stuart’s hand moved to his thigh, and even through the layers of his clothing, he could trace the dent along the side of his leg where muscle and tissue had been ripped apart by a very angry lioness. How he’d survived he still didn’t know, but his days of running anywhere were over. Even walking hurt, even after six months.


    “So you’re Margrave.”


    Stuart turned and found Edie’s sister standing on the platform a few feet away, enveloped in a cloud of steam as the train behind her rumbled out of the station with what he could only assume was a very irate governess still on board.


    He lifted a brow. “Aren’t you supposed to be on that train?”


    She glanced at it, then back at him, and on her lips was a triumphant little smile. “Oops.”


    Stuart did not smile back. He admired boldness and audacity, but he didn’t think he ought to be encouraging those traits in Edie’s little sister. Especially since he sensed she was already quite a handful without any encouragement. “And poor Mrs. Simmons?”


    Her smile widened into an unrepentant grin. “Bound for Kent without me, it seems.”


    “And your luggage with her.”


    She made a face. “A trunk full of hideous school uniforms. I shan’t mourn the loss. Besides,” she added cheerfully, “if I’m here, I can help you.”


    “Help me?” He frowned, puzzled by the offer, for he couldn’t imagine what assistance a fifteen-­year-­old schoolgirl thought she could provide him. “Help me to do what?”


    “Win Edie back.” She laughed in the face of his surprise. “Well, that is why you came home, isn’t it?”


    IT COULDN’T BE him. It simply couldn’t.


    Her heart pounding like the piston of a steam engine, Edie ran through the station and out the front doors, her only thought to get as far away from Stuart as possible. She paused on the steps to locate her carriage, and when she saw the open vehicle, she muttered a frustrated oath to see it standing empty by the corner. Roberts had, of course, followed them inside with the luggage, and she’d have to wait for him unless she wanted to drive the vehicle herself.


    That would certainly cause the tongues of Clyffeton to start wagging, especially in light of the duke’s return and the way she’d bolted from the station like a rabbit. Still, better that than to wait and have Stuart accompanying them back to Highclyffe. She needed time to pull her wits together, time to assimilate the impossible. Her husband was home.


    “Your Grace?”


    Roberts’s voice behind her was like the answer to a prayer. She turned. “Take me home at once, please.”


    A frown of bewilderment crossed the driver’s face. He hesitated, glanced back over his shoulder, and returned his gaze to hers. “Oughtn’t we to wait for—­”


    “No.” Waiting for Margrave was the last thing she wanted. Edie started toward the landau without another word, and after a moment, Roberts followed her. When they reached the vehicle, he rolled out the steps, she got in, and moments later, they were off. As he turned the landau around to take her back to Highclyffe, she glanced at the station, and when she saw no sign of her husband attempting to follow, she sank back against the seat with a sigh of relief.


    Idiotic to dash out the way she had, but . . . bloody hell. She hadn’t known what else to do. Stuart was home. That wasn’t supposed to happen—­ever. They’d agreed on that in the bargain they’d made five years ago, so what was he doing here?


    The image of him on the train platform flashed through her mind, of him surrounded by trunks and crates, and she felt another jolt of the same panic that had sent her running out of the train station.


    Edie took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to think, reminding herself that she didn’t know for certain what had brought him home. He might have just returned for a holiday, to see old friends and family.


    No, not family, she amended at once. His immediate family was all out of the country, and besides, family ties meant little to Stuart. Friends, yes . . . he might have come home to see friends. The vast amount of luggage might be gifts—­ivory or skins or whatever it was he hunted on the African savannahs. She knew about his expeditions, of course, but beyond that, she wasn’t quite clear how he occupied his time in East Africa, for they didn’t correspond and never had. That had been part of the bargain, too.


    Edie turned her head, staring out over sprawling green fields and hedgerows, but in her mind’s eye, a different scene opened up before her—­a dazzling London ballroom half a decade ago, and girls moving across the dance floor like color-­washed rose petals floating on a breeze.


    The years fell away.


    Nineteen and nearing the end of her first season in London, Edie watched the girls on the ballroom floor with admiration and a hint of envy. She’d loved waltzing as a young girl, but even then, she’d never been much good at it. Impossible to be a floating rose petal when you were taller than your partner, and having shot up to a height of six feet by the age of fourteen, Edie always seemed to be taller than her partner. She also had the tendency to lead rather than be led, which generally resulted in smashed toes, embarrassing collisions, and frustrated partners. And even if she had managed to master the waltz, it would have done her little good, for ever since Saratoga, she could hardly bear to be touched. Not that any of that mattered much anyway, for no man ever asked her to dance. By now, every male from London to New York knew she was a giraffe, and at every ball, she spent most of her time lined up along one side of the room with all the other wallflowers.


    Daddy had brought her to London in the hope things would be different for her here. Rich American girls not accepted by the New York Knickerbocker set could often find—­or buy—­a place in London society. He had even hired Lady Featherstone, England’s most successful matchmaker, to assist in the effort to gain social acceptance for Edie. But much to Arthur Jewell’s dismay, even an enormous dowry and the matchmaking Lady Featherstone hadn’t been enough to sway any peer, however impecunious or desperate he might be, to marry his ruined eldest daughter. Of course, Edie knew her mop of curly, carrot-­and-­ginger hair, the splatter of freckles across her face, her towering height, and unprepossessing bosom hadn’t done much to help her chances either. And though the outspokenness and independent spirit of American girls were characteristics that Englishmen seemed to find charming, in Edie’s case, both traits had fallen rather flat. All in all, she was almost as great a social failure in London as she’d been in New York, even before whispers of her sullied reputation had started seeping over from the other side of the Atlantic.


    Now, time was running out. In three days, it would be August 12, a date that marked the official end of the season and Edie’s return to New York. Though Lady Featherstone had suggested they remain a bit longer, Daddy’s business matters back home required his return, and given Edie’s lack of social success so far, he couldn’t see the point of prolonging their stay.


    For Edie, going home meant disaster. It meant going back to the stifling atmosphere of Madison Avenue and the awful shunning at Newport, a return to the smothering shame and the horrid whispers behind her back. But far worse, going home meant seeing again the man who had caused it all.


    Frederick Van Hausen was part of the Knickerbocker set, unquestioningly accepted by MacAllister’s Patriarchs and happily invited by Mrs. Astor to her annual ball. Edie’s family had never been part of the social circle in which the Van Hausens moved, but she would still see him. He lived only a few blocks from her home on Madison Avenue. His family’s house in Newport was less than a mile from hers. Both fathers were members of the New York Yacht Club, and both owned racehorses that ran at Saratoga. Just the thought of seeing him ever again was enough to make her physically ill. To face him, even from a passing carriage or across a bookshop, to ever see again the contemptuous satisfaction in his eyes and the triumphant little smirk on his face would be unbearable. To look into his eyes and know that he was remembering what he’d done to her, that he was reliving the pleasure he’d gained by giving her pain, would be the pit of hell.


    Marriage to an Englishman, she knew, was the only way to avoid what awaited her in New York. In addition, marriage would gain her a measure of control over her own life, and after Saratoga, control was something she desperately wanted. And yet, the idea of marriage was as unbearable as that of going back home, for marriage gave her husband the legal right to her body whenever he wanted it.


    Edie’s white-­gloved hands curled into fists. The lilting music of a Strauss waltz and the hum of ballroom conversation faded as she once again strove to find a way out. But she feared there was no way out of hell.


    “Ooh, look!” Beside her, Leonie Atherton’s voice was an excited squeak that penetrated Edie’s brooding thoughts. “The Duke of Margrave’s just arrived.”


    Glad of the distraction, Edie drew a deep breath and followed her friend’s gaze to the ballroom entrance nearby. When she spied the man standing there, she felt a flicker of surprise to discover there was at least one man in society taller than she was—­a good two or three inches taller, by the look of him.


    With thoughts of Frederick still at the forefront of her mind, she studied the man by the door, struck by the fact that he was as different from Frederick as chalk was from cheese. This man was no fair-­haired Apollo with the face of a choirboy, the clothes of a dandy, and the air of the privileged. No, this man had a lean, tanned face and a devil-­may-­care demeanor, and he wore his impeccably cut clothes with a careless sort of elegance. His white tie was undone, his dark hair was unruly, and though he might be a duke, Edie wondered if he even gave a damn. Having been surrounded by ambitious social climbers all her life, Edie was rather amused by the notion of a man who didn’t care how well-­born he was.


    “He’s supposed to be one of the most charming men in London,” Leonie said beside her. “And handsome, too. Even you, Edie, as fastidious as you are, must admit he’s handsome.”


    She might be chary of men, thanks to Frederick, but that fact hadn’t affected her eyesight. “I suppose he is,” she conceded, “if you like that dark, reckless sort of good looks.”


    “And who doesn’t?” Leonie laughed. “But you’ve got him pegged, that’s for sure. He lived in Africa for two years,” she went on with the knowing air of one who read the scandal rags every day. “He hunted things—­elephants, lions, leopards, all that. Saved the life of some chieftain, I believe. Or maybe it was a British diplomat? Anyway, he’s trekked through the jungles, navigated rivers, had all sorts of adventures. He’s quite wild, so they say.”


    “He looks it.”


    “Doesn’t he, though? It’s said that half the girls in London were in love with him, and he left a trail of broken hearts behind him when he went away. He had to come back when his father died, but he desperately wants to return to Africa. He wants to live there forever. Can you imagine? But I doubt he’ll be able to go.”


    “Why not?”


    “He’s the duke now, and I don’t think a duke could live in Africa, do you? They have to manage their estates, and . . . and things.” She paused, her knowledge of a duke’s actual duties having apparently run out. “Not that being the duke does him much good, for he’s in a difficult position. He’s got heaps of debt. Everything’s mortgaged to the hilt and the papers announced last week that his creditors have called his loans. They’ll probably take everything that’s not entailed.”


    “I see. Not only handsome, but a wrong ’un.”


    “Not him! It was his grandfather who gambled away most of the money, and whatever his grandfather didn’t lose at the card table, his father sank into some very bad investments. Oh, if only he’d ask me to dance! He’s said to dance divinely. But, of course, he can’t do that, for we’ve never even been introduced. But it would be heavenly if he’d look in my direction and be so captivated that he’d march over to Lady Featherstone and request an introduction! She could tell him how rich I am,” she added, laughing, “and he might marry me, and I could solve all his problems!”


    Edie froze at her friend’s laughing words, staring at the tall man with the carelessly handsome face who stood a dozen feet away. Leonie might be joking, but for herself, did it have to be a joke? Mightn’t it be just what she’d been hoping for?


    For the first time since Saratoga, she felt a stirring of hope. Could this man be her salvation? she wondered. Could this Duke of Margrave be her way out of hell?


    As if he sensed her scrutiny, he glanced her way, and when their eyes met, she sucked in a sharp breath. He had beautiful eyes—­piercing, pale gray eyes that seemed to look straight into her soul. She wondered if perhaps she was also looking into his.


    She was staring, she knew, and yet, she couldn’t look away. My escape from hell, she thought, and the air between them seemed to stir, rippling over her skin like a cool breeze. She shivered and turned her head, forcing her gaze to the dance floor, but after a moment, she couldn’t resist another glance at him. To her astonishment, he was still watching her.


    He was smiling a little, head to one side, a quizzical little frown between his dark brows. She wondered what he could be thinking.


    A way out of hell.


    She was mad, she must be, she thought. Mad with desperation and panic. She looked away again and tried to set aside the idea that was running through her mind. Handsome the Duke of Margrave might be, but the angled planes of his cheekbones, the strong line of his jaw, and the hawklike shrewdness of those beautiful eyes spoke plainly of a man who would not be easy to manage. Still, if he was leaving for Africa, that might not matter.


    When he walked by where she stood, he didn’t look her way, but she studied him from beneath her lashes as he passed, noting the easy, athletic grace with which he moved, grace that didn’t come from navigating English ballrooms. When he melded into the crowd, she murmured something to her friend about needing a glass of water and followed him.


    Making her way toward the refreshment table, she watched him as he paused to converse with a group of acquaintances, and she almost groaned in dismay as he led the beautiful and rich Susan Buckingham of Philadelphia out onto the dance floor. Though Edie had five times Susan’s money, she couldn’t hold a candle to her fellow American heiress in looks, and she feared the wild, crazy idea in her head might be doomed to failure before she could even try to implement it.


    But she needn’t have worried about Susan. Though they waltzed beautifully together, though she said things that made him smile and laugh, when the dance was over, the duke did not linger with her. Instead, he returned her to her place, bowed, and moved on, and Edie’s hope flared up once more.


    She knew she needed to get him alone, but she didn’t see how she could manage it. And then, Providence, which had not been favoring Edie much of late, came to her aid. The duke paused at the other end of the refreshment table, lingering over the unopened bottles of champagne that were chilling on ice in an enormous silver bucket. She moved closer, watching as he pulled out, rejected, and returned several bottles. He finally selected one, but he didn’t call for a footman to open it. Instead, bottle in one hand, he took up a glass from the table with the other and turned away, stepping out through the nearby opened French doors that led to the terrace.


    He didn’t seem to be slipping out for a rendezvous. A glance at the dance floor showed that Susan had been claimed by a new partner. He might be meeting someone else, of course, but Edie didn’t think it likely since he’d only taken one glass with him. This was her chance if she had the nerve to take it. It might be the only chance she had left.


    With that thought, she moved to the end of the refreshment table where he’d been standing, took up a champagne flute of her own, and after a
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