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      This book is dedicated to all the decent men I know; the ones who stand up for those they love and do their best in all kinds of circumstances.

      ***
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      Their marriage is a fiction. Their enemies are all too real.

      Ella survived an abusive and philandering husband, in-laws who hate her, and public scorn. But she’s not sure she will survive love. It is too late to guard her heart from the man forced to pretend he has married such a disreputable widow, but at least she will not burden him with feelings he can never return. She prays he will learn to tolerate her.

      Alex understands his supposed wife never wishes to remarry. And if she had chosen to wed, it would not have been to him. He should have wooed her when he was whole, when he could have had her love, not her pity. But it is too late now. She looks at him and sees a broken man. He hopes she will learn to bear him.

      In a masquerade of marriage, Ella and Alex soon discover they are more well-matched than they thought possible. But then the couple’s blossoming trust is ripped apart by an enemy determined to destroy them both. Two lost souls must together face the demons of their past to save their lives and give their love a future.
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        “There is something to be said for jealousy, because it only designs the preservation of some good which we either have or think we have a right to. But envy is a raging madness that cannot bear the wealth or fortune of others.”

        

      

      
        
        François, Duc De La Rochefoucauld
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      The funeral of the dowager Lady Melville was poorly attended—just the rector of the village of Henbury, one or two local gentry, her son Edwin Braxton accompanied by a man who was surely a lawyer, and a handful of villagers.

      Alex Redepenning was glad he’d made the effort to come out of his way when he saw the death notice. He and the woman’s younger son, Captain Sir Gervase Melville, had not been close, but they’d been comrades: had fought together in Egypt, Italy, and the Caribbean.

      Alex had not expected Melville’s widow to attend her mother-in-law’s funeral, but was surprised at her absence when he went back to the house. Over the meagre offering set out in the drawing room, he asked Melville’s half-brother where she was.

      “Poor Eleanor.” Braxton had a way of gnashing his teeth at the end of each phrase, as if he needed to snip the words off before he could stop chewing them.

      “She has never been strong, of course, and Mother’s death has quite overset her.” Braxton tapped his head significantly.

      Ella? Not strong? She was her doctor father’s assistant in situations that would drive most men into a screaming decline, and had continued working with his successor after his death. She’d followed the army all her life until Melville sent her home—ostensibly for her health, but really so he could chase whores in peace, without her taking loud and potentially uncomfortable exception. Alex smiled at the memory of a stew laced with a potent purge.

      Melville swore Ella had been trying to poison him. She assured the commander that if she wanted him poisoned he would be dead, and perhaps the watering of his bowels was the result of a guilty conscience. The commander, conscious that Ella was the closest the company had to a physician, found Ella innocent.

      Perhaps it had all caught up with her. Perhaps a flaw in the mind was the reason why she trapped Melville into marriage, why she had not attended Melville’s deathbed though Alex had sent a carriage for her.

      “I had hoped to see her,” Alex said. It was not entirely a lie. He’d hoped and feared in equal measure: hoped to find her old before her time and feared the same fierce pull between them he’d been resisting since she was a girl too young for him to decently desire.

      “I cannot think it wise,” Braxton said, shaking his head. “No, Major Redepenning. I cannot think it wise. What do you say, Rector? Would it not disturb the balance of my poor sister’s mind if she met Major Redepenning? His association with things better forgotten, you know.”

      What was better forgotten? War? Or her poor excuse for a husband? Not that it mattered any more than it mattered that Braxton used the rank Alex no longer held. Alex kept his irritation to himself. It was not Braxton’s fault Alex’s injury had forced him to sell out.

      The Rector agreed that Lady Melville should not be disturbed, and Alex was off the hook. “Perhaps you will convey my deepest sympathies and my best wishes to her ladyship,” he said. “I hope you will excuse me if I take my leave. I have a long journey yet to make and would seek my bed.”

      Out in front of the house Alex’s curricle waited with his man Jonno Price—stripling boy, rather, barely out of his seventeenth year. Jonno was leaning against a tree at the head of the horses and Alex was nearly up to him before he jerked fully upright.

      “Major!” Jonno’s brain woke a second after his tongue, and he corrected himself. “Mr Redepenning, sir. Are we off, then?”

      Alex ignored the slip and the stab of regret it caused. “Back to the inn, Jonno. I’d like to make an early start in the morning. There’s heavy weather coming, they were telling me, and if we have to hole up until it is over, I’d rather do it in a decent town than in an inn at the rear end of nowhere.”

      “Right you are, sir. Close lot they have here, sir.” Jonno kept up a comfortable patter, sharing what had befallen him outside as he waited for Alex. Jonno’s conversational overtures had been rebuffed, no refreshments had been offered to man or beast, and the household servants had directed Jonno to water for the horses only reluctantly, after a direct request. As Jonno chattered, he put down the modified step that allowed Alex to drag his bad leg up into the curricle with the minimum of help from his man.

      Alex let the boy’s words wash over him as he settled into his seat, stifling a groan. Eight hours on the road followed by all this standing around had inflamed his thigh’s constant ache into active knives of pain. Jonno folded away the step and went to leap up, hesitating when he saw Alex in the driver’s seat. The boy’s unconscious ease of movement made Alex’s rebuke sharper than Jonno deserved.

      “I can handle the reins. I’m not dead yet.”

      Jonno wisely said nothing, though his face spoke for him.

      “I don’t drive with my legs, Jonno,” Alex said, trying to sound more conciliatory. With a tired pair of not particularly fine post horses, he was putting less strain on the damned limbs than he would sitting tense beside Jonno fretting about his incapacity. He had a flash of memory: a carriage race in India, every bone and muscle in his body called into glorious service as he and his colonel’s four blood horses swept to victory against the competitors from three other brigades, his own comrades screaming support from every hillock along the track.

      Never again. Those days were behind him.

      Jonno whistled. “What a beauty!”

      The colt paced them in the half light of dusk, whickering at the strange horses on the other side of the stone wall that closed him in, then tired at the lack of response and kicked up his heels, racing off into the gloom.

      Jonno and Alex shared a smile. “A fine colt,” Alex observed, “and bidding fair to be a racer, I would say. Are we still on Melville lands? He has the look of Jove’s Lightning, Captain Melville’s old horse.”

      “It’s a Melville field, right enough,” Jonno agreed. “That old oak we’re passing? Marks the boundary, they told me in the village. We’ll be back at the inn in a few minutes, sir.”

      “He was a beauty, Lightning.” And deserved a better master, but Melville had now gone to a more qualified judge than Alex, and would doubtless be answering for crimes far greater than not appreciating a good horse.

      Not appreciating his wife, for one. Alex had been there when she shipped out for England, looking tired and defeated. Her condition, Melville confided. The expectation of a happy event was the reason he gave for sending her home to his mother. Alex had accepted the explanation at the time, and tried to believe a fall accounted for Lady Melville’s black eye. What kind of villain, after all, would beat the woman carrying his child?

      No child eventuated. Melville, when asked, admitted that Lady Melville had miscarried, and drank another bottle of whatever rotgut they were selling in whatever dive they had taken over to drown his sorrows, such as they were.

      Alex had wondered ever after how much of it was true.

      Henbury village and its inn loomed, and with it a flight of stairs. Jonno had secured a bed chamber and sitting room on the first floor, but still it took Alex several minutes and two rests to scale the obstacle.

      “Should stay put tomorrow, sir,” Jonno suggested as he wrapped the brick he had left warming on the hearth and handed it to Alex to hold against his thigh.

      “No need. A night’s rest will put me right,” Alex insisted, knowing it for a lie. Jonno went through to the bed chamber, muttering something Alex could not quite hear but that undoubtedly encompassed the sentiment: “Stubborn fool.”

      The warmth did not bring its usual relief. Alex picked at the supper Jonno insisted on providing and downed two glasses of brandy (his own; the one the inn offered was execrable). Perhaps the brandy would drown the pain enough for him to sleep.
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      Kerridge was alone when she brought Ella’s evening dose of laudanum. Presumably Constance believed that Ella was still under the influence of the measure forced down her throat this morning and would swallow Kerridge’s without offering a struggle.

      Constance was nearly right.

      Even though Ella had managed to dribble at least part of what she secreted in her cheeks onto the pillow without Constance noticing, she was still mazed. Another dose would take her under, but Kerridge resented being forced to a task so beneath her dignity as a dresser, and would do no more than make sure the liquid arrived in Ella’s mouth. She would not insist on waiting until Ella swallowed, would not pinch her nose and hold her jaw shut.

      Being too meek would be suspicious. Ella turned her head away from the spoon, her teeth clenched shut, but yelped at Kerridge’s sharp pinch and the dresser immediately forced the spoon into Ella’s mouth.

      Glaring sullenly, she stopped struggling, and the dresser withdrew the spoon, stretching her thin lips into a smug smile.

      “There, Lady Melville. This would go more easily for you if you would just do as you are told,” she said.

      She turned to measure a second spoonful, and Ella let the first out of her mouth. The pillow reeked of the pernicious stuff and still had damp patches, though she dried it by the fire at every chance. She accepted the second mouthful without a struggle. Had she swallowed the first, she would be totally compliant by now, and Kerridge did not question her sudden obedience, but picked up the bottle and left the room.

      As soon as the key turned in the lock, Ella slid out of bed to find the chamber pot, and spit the remaining laudanum into it. She washed her mouth once, twice, three times. She had ingested a little—enough to further fog her brain, but not enough to douse the sharp flame of purpose. She had to get away. She had to escape. Her brother and sister-in-law were determined to persecute her. They had kept her alive so far but would that continue?

      The room moved a little, wavering at the edges, and Ella wanted nothing more than to crawl back onto the bed and let the dreams come. Did it matter, after all? What good did it do to struggle?

      No one in this village would help her, as she had discovered when they brought her out to display her before the squire and, on another occasion, the rector. She had been drugged both times, of course. She had been drugged these past four weeks. When she told the visitors, they patted her hand soothingly, looked at her gaolers with sympathy, and went away shaking their heads.

      But this evening, standing in the shadow of the curtain peering out at the funeral goers returning to the house, she had seen him. Major Alexander Redepenning. Alex. She had to escape now. Tonight. Perhaps he was just a dream sent by the opium to torture her with hope, but if he were truly here, he would help her.

      Alex was a stubborn, opinionated, arrogant fool—and what he had said to her last time they met still scalded her with shame and anger. But he had known her since she was a child, and he would not abandon her to whatever the Braxtons planned.

      She could not run away in her shift, but they had left her no clothes. A blanket? She wrapped a blanket around herself against the chill air.

      Now to open this window without making a noise… So. One obstacle overcome. She dropped the blanket to the ground below. Now she needed to climb from the second floor, dizzy and confused as she was, walk to the village, and find Alex. He would be staying at the inn, surely? He would not have gone on tonight.

      She had heard he’d been injured—watched him descend with difficulty from his curricle, leaning heavily on his groom. He would not travel on tonight. He had to be there at the inn. He had to be willing to help her.

      She made it down the ivy without falling, but once she had picked up the blanket and wrapped it around herself, lacked the will to move further. Leaning back against the side of the house, she let the lassitude win and slowly relaxed down the wall until she was sitting on the ground, her head resting against the edge of a window frame.

      Inside, a very long way away on the other side of the gentle fog that embraced her, two people were talking. Constance and Edwin. It did not matter. They were silly people. Gervase had not admired his older half-brother; a matter in which he and Ella were in rare accord. The two men shared a mother, but few of the characteristics of that kind, gentle woman. Perhaps each took after their father: her first husband was a merchant, her second a baronet. The baronet’s son was a bullying, often violent rake; the merchant’s, a sanctimonious Puritan—but another bully for all that. Not as much so as his wife.

      The bully was bullied. Ella suppressed her giggle. Sssshhh. Mustn’t make a sound. She was running away. Soon. First, she would have a little sleep.

      But as she closed her eyes, her own name caught her attention. Constance and Edwin were talking about her? She forced herself to concentrate, to listen.

      “No, Mrs Braxton. Eleanor will not convince them she is sane. I have chosen with care, I tell you. I visited six asylums before this one, and this is perfect for our purposes. The doctor in charge has promised to keep her dosed, and even if he does not, the place itself will drive her insane. If you saw it, heard the noise… Yes, my dear, I can assure you, our plans are sound.”

      Constance answered, the whine in her voice grating against Ella’s eardrums. “But what if you are wrong, Edwin? If she convinces someone in authority that she is sane, prison will be the least…”

      “No, my dove. Not at all. No one at the asylum will listen to her ravings, and if they did, what of it? Who will they tell? Even in the worst case, all we need do is say her mind was turned after Mother’s death and how glad we are that she is well again.”

      “I do not know.” The frown was heavy in Constance’s voice. “But we cannot keep her here. I trust Kerridge, but the other servants may start to murmur. Any one of them might have spoken to that lawyer!”

      “The lawyer is gone, my love. He was no harder to send away this time than last.”

      “It will drive her insane, you say?” Constance asked.

      “It will. I guarantee it. I hesitate to mention it, Mrs Braxton, it not being a topic for a lady’s delicate ears…”

      “Spit it out, Edwin. What?”

      “My own treasure, I am given to understand that the attendants avail themselves of the, er, charms of the patients and even do a– er– trade with the nearby town. Not, of course, with the approval of the medical staff. No, of course. That would be most unprofessional. But it is most enterprising of them and serves our purposes rather well, dear sister being a comely woman.”

      Ella puzzled this out. Surely Edwin did not mean that the attendants forced the women and prostituted them?

      “Ah. Very good,” Constance said. “The woman is horribly resilient. Any decent gentlewoman would have succumbed to madness long since with all your brother put her through and what has happened since. But surely even she is not coarse enough to withstand multiple rapes.”

      “The doctor will be here tomorrow,” Edwin said, with enormous satisfaction. “And she will be safely tucked away where she can do no harm.”

      Their voices faded as they moved away, clearly leaving the room since the window went dark.

      Fear pierced the fog and drove Ella across the carriageway and into the shrubbery beyond. The soft rain of the past few days had left branches laden with moisture and puddles of mud underfoot. Every part of her not covered by the woollen blanket was soon drenched, but the chill kept her awake, kept her from falling back into the false happiness of the dream.

      Every stone and twig bruised her feet. Her soft slippers were not made for outside walking and would be in shreds before she reached the village. At least it was not still raining.

      The carriageway turned onto the village road. She kept to the side, ready to hide in the ditch if anyone came. Alone, in her shift, and still dazed from the drug? Being returned to the Braxtons would be the best she could expect from a casual passer-by, and the worst… She shuddered. She had travelled with the army, worked as her father’s assistant, been Gervase Melville’s wife. She knew the worst that could happen to a woman at the mercy of the merciless.

      A soft whicker caught her attention. Falcon’s Storm. He was a lighter shape above the hedgerow, stretching his neck to reach his mistress.

      “Storm, my sweet, my champion.” Ella stopped to fuss over him for a minute that stretched into a timeless pause, crooning nonsense about having no treats in her pocket for she lacked a pocket. He lipped at her shoulder and her hair, but showed no offence at being denied the expected lump of carrot or apple.

      “I missed you, too,” she assured him. “If only you were old enough, dearest, you would carry me away, would you not?”

      He was solidly built for a two-year old, but so was she, for a woman. She walked away with a deep sigh. He was the one thing in the world that was solidly, legally, beyond a doubt hers; her only legacy from the swine she had married, born of her mare, Hawk of May, and Gervase’s charger.

      But if she took him, how would she feed him? And if they were hunting for a woman and a colt… No, she could not take him with her, and opening the gate to set him loose was also out of consideration. He would follow her, for sure.

      She continued on her way, praying that the Braxtons would leave him to the care of old Jake, the groom, or sell him to someone who appreciated him for the future champion he was.

      Storm followed her to the corner of his field and called after her until she was out of sight. She was hobbling by then. Even though the cold numbed them, her feet shot pain at her from a thousand bruises and cuts.

      Then the rain began again. She pulled an edge of the blanket over her head, which kept off the worst of it, but it still sluiced down her cheeks and brow, gathered on her eyebrows, dripped over her eyes, and streamed down either side of her nose.

      She passed the first house in Henbury village, keeping to the shadows. Then a row of cottages. The smithy, silent in the dark night. Another row, this one with shops on the street face and living spaces above.

      The inn was ahead, the only building showing lights. She paused in the shelter of the last of the cottages, hiding in the doorway while deciding what to do next. Despite the lateness of the hour, people still came and went from the public room; not many, but one would be enough to destroy her escape.

      Above, lights showed in two rooms on the second floor. Surely Alex would not climb the stairs that high? But every room could be full and the occupants asleep. Unlikely in this village off the main way, but possible.

      Slowly, thinking out each step carefully, Ella circled the building. The stables were unlit, everyone either asleep or away. She felt her way into the gloom and waited till her eyes adjusted sufficiently to let her creep along the stalls. Six were occupied, one by the innkeeper’s pony, a stout lady named Posy. Alex had a pair, so only three or four guests, then.

      Unless others had walked or been delivered. Or unless Alex had moved on and none of these were his. No. She would not, could not believe that.

      The best rooms were at the back. Alex… She had no idea of his circumstances now, but he was a lord’s son. Gervase had often complained to her about the privileges Alex expected as his right, because he was well born and wealthy. Jealous nonsense, of course. It was Gervase who wanted special treatment while all the other officers suffered with their men. But Alex was grandson to an earl; that was true enough.

      She would follow her hunch and hope her confidence was not born of the laudanum.

      Only one light showed above the ground floor at the back of the inn. As she watched, it moved along a window, a shape behind it. A person carrying a candle. And two rooms, by the look. Yes. Six of the rooms on that floor were in pairs and could be used as a bed chamber and a sitting room for the travelling gentry, or as two bed chambers if a cock fight or wool sale brought extra custom to the inn.

      Alex would be there, then. Or he would not, and her escape would fail. All Ella had to do was find a way to get inside.
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      As he expected, Alex was unable to sleep. Jonno, after being yelled at for fussing, lay wakeful on his pallet, fretting until Alex apologised.

      “I am a bear, Jonno. But there is nothing to be done about the pain except wait it out, and one of us might as well get some rest. It seems you will be driving tomorrow.”

      “I could heat the bricks again, sir, and we could try to draw some of the pain now you are more relaxed, like?”

      Alex shook his head. “More heat is the last thing I need, lad.”

      “Ice then,” Jonno suggested. “I could see if they have some ice?”

      “In October?” But Jonno wouldn’t rest until he had done all he could. “Go on then. But don’t get them out of bed, Jonno. If no-one is awake, come back here.”

      Jonno took the candle and left Alex in the dark with nothing on which to focus his eyes as a distraction from the pain. He listened instead. Soft patter on the window pane; the rain had started again. A burst of laughter muffled by distance; the public room downstairs? The Alex of another time would have been down there, laughing with his friends and flirting with the bar maid. A thump overhead; something dropped?

      Somewhere close, a door opened and then closed; Jonno returning? No. No light dispersed the darkness, no cheerful voice presaged another attempt to make Alex comfortable. He could have sworn it was the door to his sitting room, but the sound must have come from further along the hall for it was some time before Jonno arrived back, bearing a basin containing a towel wrapped around a block of ice that—he said—came from the inn’s ice pit.

      “Very proud of it they are, sir. Ice all year round, they say. Getting towards the end of it now, of course. But there won’t be much call now, with winter coming on.”

      He chatted away as he applied the brick, and Alex half listened to reports on the local harvest, the charms of the bar maids, and the gloomy forecast from the local weather prophet. His attention sharpened, however, when Lady Melville was mentioned.

      “What was that, Jonno?”

      “Lady Melville, sir? Well, sir, seemingly she dropped out’a sight nigh on a month ago. Stopped going to church, stopped working with ’er horse. That colt we saw? It’s hers. Word was she was nursing the old lady, the one as died, and too busy for aught else. But one of the bar maids is walking out with the colt’s groom, and he says she had been nursing old Lady Melville but then she took sick, or so the groom was told. And she has been locked up in her room ever since.”

      “Odd, Jonno.”

      “Yes, so said one of the other folks in the bar, who is friendly with a maid from the house. She reckons the lady has gone mad and been locked away for her own good. Can’t be let near sharp objects, seemingly. But the groom says not his lady. No sign of it last time he saw her, and she’s not the type. He doesn’t believe it for a minute.”

      “Is there a type, Jonno? I don’t know. I’ve seen strong men break when others one might think weak just keep going. It feels better. The leg. The ice has eased it a little.”

      “Shouldn’t keep it on too long, the doctor said, but if I put the bowl here by the bed, you could try it again if you need it, sir. Or wake me, and I’ll help.”

      “You need your sleep, Jonno. We both do.”

      Jonno fussed a little more, anxious to ensure Alex was as comfortable as possible, but soon he was on his pallet and the candle was out, and Alex faced the dark again. He lay there thinking about Ella. He agreed with the groom. How could Ella be sane one minute and mad the next? But what did he know? Memories of Ella assailed him, and he went to sleep with her striding gaily through his mind: mostly cheerful, always resourceful, usually finding the good in the most dire of situations.
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      The sun was well up in the sky when he woke to the soft sounds of Jonno carefully tidying the room. The leg felt not much worse than usual, until he moved it and winced.

      Jonno heard his involuntary grunt of pain. “Sir?”

      “Good morning, Jonno. What time is it?”

      “Just past ten of the clock, sir, and a fine enough day out, though the roads be… are still wet.” Jonno was working hard on speaking like a proper gentleman’s gentleman, at least when he was properly awake.

      “Will you have a wash and breakfast, sir? Or can you sleep a bit longer?”

      “And waste the whole day? I’ve been thinking Jonno. I believe we must go back to Lady Melville’s house and try again to see her. Something is not right.”

      Jonno nodded, standing watchful as Alex carefully inched himself to the edge of the bed and pivoted on his good side to sit up. He knew better than to offer help. Alex would do what he could for himself, even on days like today when his whole leg throbbed and knives of white heat shot in all directions from a dozen points in his thigh.

      The left leg, broken beneath his fallen and dying horse, had finally healed, though it was shorter than before and ached when he overused it. But the right one was a mess.

      The doctors said it would heal in time: that the metal chunks would either come to an accommodation with his body or work their way to the surface. And he already had a morbid collection of fragments in a leather box inside his trunk—not just lumps and shards of metal, but scraps of his uniform trousers driven deep into his flesh when the metal from the explosion struck.

      There were clearly more to come.

      Once both feet were planted firmly on the ground, Alex rested against the bed until the pain receded a little. He pulled on the banyan Jonno had set ready against the autumn chill in the room. “Right. It’s a stick day today, Jonno. Toss the damned thing here, will you? Then you can organise breakfast.”

      Jonno passed Alex the walking stick, but did not leave the room until Alex had hobbled to the wash stand and was safely propped on the chair Jonno had set there. Alex washed and had lathered up for a shave by the time Jonno returned. “Ten minutes,” he reported. “Do you want me to shave you, sir?”

      “No, damn you.” His hand was steady enough today. Mostly.

      Jonno disappeared back into the small living room, presumably to set up for breakfast. They would eat together. Jonno had accepted his master’s decree on eating lesser meals at the same table when they were travelling and alone, though he baulked at joining Alex for dinner, even if, as had happened once or twice in their travels, they begged a bed in a cottage or hay barn, or slept under the stars.

      “Uncle John would not want me to forget my place,” he insisted, and there was no shifting him. Uncle John, who had served Alex’s cousin and died defending that cousin’s wife, was Jonno’s model in all things.

      Alex had shaved one cheek when his servant returned. “Sir, there is a woman asleep on the couch in the next room.”

      Alex stilled the blade against his cheek, meeting Jonno’s eyes in the mirror. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Thought it were just a blanket. A muddy, torn one, at that. But when I went to move it, there’s a woman wrapped inside. Fast asleep, sir.”

      Alex put down the blade, and reached for the stick.

      “Er. You’ll be wanting your shirt, sir, and your trousers.”

      Alex compromised by slipping his arms back into the banyan, which he had dropped to his waist while he washed and shaved. “I’m decent enough for a trollop who sneaks into a man’s chambers while he’s asleep,” he growled.

      The couch faced the fire, its back to the bed chamber door. The occupant was invisible until they stood right over it, and then there she was, lying on her back, wrapped tightly in a scruffy grey woollen blanket heavily mired at one end with dried mud. Only her head showed and that was somewhat the worse for wear. Her face was far too thin, with dark patches under the eyes and bruise over bruise along her jaw, as if she had been gripped too hard time after time, week after week. She lay in a tangle of long brown hair, escaped from the braid to which it had been confined.

      As they watched, she opened her eyes. For a moment, she stared at them, confused. Then she seemed to recall where she was and sat up in one convulsive movement, clutching the blanket with a bare arm as it fell, but not before Alex had seen she wore nothing but her shift.

      “Alex, thank God. You must help me. Please.”

      “Lady Melville.” Alex bowed as well as he was able, leaning heavily on his stick, hating to show weakness in front of her of all people. But her eyes did not leave his, and she showed no signs of noticing his infirmity.

      “Please,” she repeated, just as someone knocked on the door. She shot off the couch, clutching the blanket, and retreated to the wall, her eyes wide. He had seen such a stance before, people under threat finding a wall for the back, animals at bay, almost dead from fear, but still searching for escape.

      “It is just the major’s breakfast, my lady,” Jonno said, soothingly. But a male voice in the hall belied his reassurance. “Knock again,” it said, loudly, authoritatively. Braxton.

      “Please,” Ella begged, one more time.
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      She remembered Alex’s eyes. A vibrant blue as deep as the ocean. A person could fall into those eyes. Suddenly, they snapped away from her, and he was barking orders, keeping his voice low so it did not carry to those outside the door.

      “Lady Melville, leave your blanket with Jonno and get into my bed. Lie as flat as you can. Jonno, cover Lady Melville with the sheet, then spread the clothes from my trunk out on the bed as if I am choosing what to wear. Put the blanket and my lady’s slippers into the trunk and kick it under the bed. Then come back here and cover or brush up any mud you can.”

      He made shooing movements with his hand, and Ella and the servant both sprang to his command.

      “One moment, please,” Alex called to those in the hall, at a third knock. “My servant will be with you shortly.”

      Ella, hidden under the sheet, with layers of clothes and other items disguising her shape, heard the door open and a number of footfalls.

      “Redepenning. We are looking for Lady Melville.” Her brother-in-law’s voice.

      “The poor lady appears to have run off.” That was the rector, every word rounded and proclaimed as if from a pulpit.

      “Gentlemen, come in.” Alex, sounding bored and sardonic. “Yes, yes, bring half the village, why not. I am but a few minutes from my bed, wanting my breakfast, and half way through my shave. I always entertain company at such moments.”

      A shuffling of feet.

      “Beg pardon for the intrusion.” That was Edwin, sulky at being reminded of his manners. He regrouped quickly. “You will forgive a man beside himself with worry. My poor sister is not in her right mind, you see. We were most alarmed to find her window open, her bed not slept in, and the lady gone.”

      “My sympathies. But what has this to do with me, Braxton?” Alex’s voice was closer, and Braxton, too, when he answered. Both were here in this room.

      “You were asking after her yesterday, Redepenning. Mrs Braxton thought… That is, I wondered if she might have come to you, asked for your help.”

      “Does the lady need help?” Alex’s words were a little distorted, spoken through a clenched jaw. Was he shaving again?

      “She imagines that her dear brother and sister mean her harm,” the rector oiled. “Such a sad case. The effects of moral turpitude. It rots the soul, you know, and then the mind.” He lowered his voice as if imparting a dreadful secret. “She travelled with the army, and nursed soldiers, and we all know what that means.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Alex sounded dangerous, anger crisping his tones. “Lady Melville travelled in the care of her father, and then her husband, and was treated with the respect due a lady. If you have heard otherwise, Rector, you have heard lies.”

      “Oh, but Mrs Braxton assured me…” the rector began.

      “Yes. Well.” Edwin boomed. “That is not to the point. Have you seen Lady Melville, Redepenning? Did she come here in the night?”

      “I had hoped to see Lady Melville last night, as you know, but she was not available when I called after the funeral. After I left your house, Braxton—or is it Lady Melville’s house? I am unclear on that point. I left and came straight back here, to my room. Since then, I have seen no one but my own servant, Price, until a few minutes ago.”

      “And you. Price, is it?” Edwin said. “Have you seen Lady Melville?”

      “That is beyond enough,” Alex hissed. “You burst in here, interrupting my shave and delaying my breakfast, to accuse me of harbouring your family lunatic. And when I tell you plain to look elsewhere, you question my servant? Rector, get this idiot out of here before I punch him.”

      “This way, gentlemen.” That was Alex’s servant, and the footsteps retreated into the next room and then out the door.

      But Edwin was not finished. “Well, Price?”

      “Sir, no one has been in that room except me and my gentleman right up until when you knocked on the door. I can swear to that. But as to your lost lady, sir, I have not been with my gentleman for long. He knew Lady Melville years back, seemingly. Best ask below.” The servant was as clever at concealing secrets in misleading truths as the master.

      A last tramp of footsteps down the corridor outside, and then silence.

      “Ee; I’ll have to wipe this trunk out ’afore I put your clothes back in it, sir,” Jonno grieved. “Looks like the lady went through every mud puddle this side of Manchester.”

      Ella pushed the sheet cautiously back from her face. Alex and his servant were both regarding her with solemn eyes. Alex had finished his shave, and was blotting his face and neck with a damp towel.

      “Jonno, clear some of that clutter so that Lady Melville can get up. Did they manage to serve breakfast in all that commotion?”

      “They did, sir.”

      Alex bowed, with a grace that belonged to ballrooms and a full-dress uniform rather than a tatty inn bed chamber and a banyan, however elegant. “Perhaps you would step through to the next room, then, Lady Melville. You look as if you could do with a meal. If you will give me a moment to make myself decent, my lady, I will join you.”

      Ella blushed and clutched the sheet tighter to her chest. “I… I am not properly attired,” she confessed.

      “Ah.” He pursed his lips as he considered. “Jonno, bring my clothes through to the other room. I shall get dressed in there and then you shall bring Lady Melville my banyan. Will that be satisfactory, my lady?”

      She nodded. It was silly to fuss. In the panic over Braxton’s arrival, she had meekly handed over the blanket and crossed the room in nothing but her shift. Both Alex and his servant had seen far more than any man but Gervase. Her embarrassment had returned now she was safe for the moment. Still, she could not stay in this bed forever, and the banyan would do. On Alex, the banyan showed some calf, but though she was tall, Alex was taller. It would cover her legs and her undergarment.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ella had somewhere learned to manage her face so her thoughts did not broadcast from her features as they had when she was a girl. She nodded her agreement and the blush subsided. Pity. A blushing half-naked Ella in his bed was a surprisingly pleasant experience.

      Down boy, he told himself. This was neither the time or the place for such thoughts, and Ella was not the woman.

      Still, he had forgotten his injury for quite ten minutes, had had a half-hearted physical reaction to an attractive woman, and could look forward to a mystery to solve. He was grinning as he let Jonno assist him through the ordeal that was putting on his pantaloons and boots.

      He tied his own neckcloth and shrugged into his waistcoat while Jonno took the banyan to the lady. Ella glided through the door as he was putting on his coat. Apart from her bare feet—clean now—she was more than adequately covered, the banyan hiding even her trim ankles and wrapped so it fitted high to the neck.

      She had taken the time to comb the tangles out of her hair and to coil it loosely at the back of her neck. She had washed not just her feet, but her hands and face too, leaving those suspicious bruises more starkly obvious under her pale skin. He would not consider what else she may have washed. He kept his eyes studiously turned from her shapely feet.

      Jonno held her chair for her, and Alex seated himself on the other side of the small table.

      “Bring in the stool from the other room, Jonno,” Alex instructed. “Jonno breaks his fast with me, Lady Melville. I trust you do not object?”

      Jonno started to demur but subsided at a glare from his master. Ella just smiled at the servant. “Of course not, Major Redepenning.”

      “Mister, not major. I have sold out.” That was a more bitter growl than he intended.

      “You couldn’t know,” he added, in half apology.

      She said nothing, just nodded, looking down at the two empty plates and the covered dishes.

      “I suggest you and I take the plates,” Alex said. “If we serve what we wish to eat, Jonno will empty the serving dishes.” He grinned at his henchman. “He has a growing boy’s appetite. After we have eaten, you shall tell us your story.”

      “It isn’t right for me to sit with the lady,” Jonno insisted.

      “Please sit,” Ella begged. “We are travellers, are we not? And you have made yourself my comrade-at-arms with your stalwart defence. Standing on ceremony in such circumstances would be silly.”

      That was sweetly said, and Jonno, though he still looked doubtful, let himself be persuaded like a thousand wounded soldiers before him. Ella could always get the men under her father’s care to take their medicine or hold still for treatment or eat their porridge.

      She helped herself to a meagre serving of bacon, an egg, a few mushrooms, some toast. She passed over the other offerings, and—when Alex made to put a sausage on her plate—stopped him with a gesture. “No more, thank you.”

      His hand stilled as her eyes met his. Despite the overcast sky, it was full daylight, and here by the window, sufficient light streamed in for Alex to see her clearly but not enough to shrink her pupils to tiny black dots in a sea of grey.

      “You must not starve yourself for me, my lady,” Jonno protested.

      “Truly, this is all I want,” Ella insisted. And she must have been telling the truth, for she picked at the food while Alex ate his own plateful, and Jonno polished off everything that remained.

      Alex poured the coffee, his rinsed shaving mug doing service for Jonno’s portion. Ella sat and sipped while Jonno cleared the table and pushed the serving trolley out of the way. At Alex’s gesture, he sat on the stool again.

      “Now, Lady Melville. What trouble are you in, and how can we help?” And should he believe a word she said? She did not act like a lunatic, apart from appearing half-naked in his room in the middle of the night. Apart from the panicked response to her brother-in-law.

      That she had taken opium in some form was beyond a doubt. The contracted pupils, the loss of appetite, the shaky hand, the restless shifting in her seat, all spoke to that. Thanks to his injury, Alex had far too close and personal an experience of the symptoms to mistake them. The bruises on her jaw hinted that the drug taking might not have been voluntary, but perhaps her keepers needed to drug her to keep her calm.

      Sane or not, Alex hoped he would not need to hand her back to Braxton. Her fear might be irrational, but when she had stood at bay, begging for his help, he had been thrown back ten years. Not that she begged him then. But he left camp on a short trip for supplies and returned to find Ella married and much changed, her fire banked; her joy extinguished. That time, he had ignored her plight, hardened his heart and left her to the fate she had engineered. And had suffered with her as the consequences quenched her vitality and sucked away the last of her childhood. Suffered, and been powerless to help.

      “I have been drugged,” Ella said baldly. “Twice a day. For weeks now. They won’t tell me why. If I refuse, they force me.”

      “‘They’ being Braxton and his wife?” Alex prompted.

      “And Constance’s dresser.”

      “Go on.” He was careful to show no disbelief, no surprise.

      “I have been kept in my room. They locked the door. They took all my clothes, my shoes. I saw you out the window and so I came. Will you help me, Alex?”

      “I can take you to the rector.” Even as he said it he remembered the plump little man greasing at Braxton’s elbow. Ella would find no help there.

      “No!” Her rejection was instant and panicked. “He will give me back and they will send me to that place. No, Alex. You do not know what they plan for me.” She was weeping. Alex had seen her calm under cannon fire, dry-eyed at her father’s funeral, efficient and unemotional in the midst of the carnage of a hospital tent after a battle. He had never seen her weep.

      He captured her hands and kept his voice low and soothing. “I do not, Ella. Tell me.”

      “I heard them last night. Edwin has found an asylum that will—Constance says I must be driven insane in truth. They rape the women there, Edwin says, and Constance says I am horribly resilient but even my sanity will not withstand multiple rapes.” The last word was whispered around a sob.

      Alex kept his hands still with an effort. They wanted to punch and rend. No wonder she was panicked, but it could not be true, could it? Alex disliked Braxton, but such wickedness? To his own sister-in-law?

      “And you do not know why, Ella?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “The rector and the squire… They both believed Edwin and Constance. They came to see me, and I begged for their help, and they would not, Alex. They believed me insane. You do not believe me insane, do you, Alex?”

      He did not know. That was the truth of it. His gut told him to destroy her persecutors and carry her off somewhere safe. His gut had never been reliable where Ella was concerned.

      “Please, Alex.”

      Alex made up his mind. “Ella, you will be safe here. Jonno and I will go and see what we can find out. Jonno, tell the innkeeper we are taking the room for another day. Then have my curricle brought round.”

      “I will tell them not to do out the room,” Jonno declared. “I’ll say my gentleman won’t have anyone but me handling his stuff. You’ll be safe here, my lady.”

      Alex had not taken his eyes from Ella’s. She was calmer now, the tears drying on her cheeks. “You will not betray me? No, of course not. I trust you, Alex. I know we have not always agreed, but you will not betray me.”

      “I will not betray you.” Though how would he keep his word if she was, in truth, insane? Certainly, her story sounded crazy. But she had bruises on her jaw, and the rector had been lied to. And Alex did not like Braxton or his wife.
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      They left her with water to drink, some bread to toast at the fire if she became hungry. Alex, she noted with some amusement, took a veritable arsenal of knives and firearms piece by piece from various hiding places and carried it away with him. Don’t leave the crazy lady with weapons.

      Her body was beginning to crave the drug, and her thoughts would not settle. What did she have that Constance and Edwin wanted? They had never liked her; had resented how Mother Melville deferred to her and depended on her, had done their best to undermine her standing with the servants and the village.

      But why?

      It was all theirs now, all but her colt. The title had returned to the Crown, and everything Gervase left to his mother would now be Edwin’s, as the only surviving son. If they so resented giving house room to Gervase’s widow, why did they not just tell her so, and let her leave?

      But the village and local society would not approve of the Braxtons simply throwing her out, even after all the rumours the couple had spread since they first took up residence in the household.

      They had arrived not long after word of Gervase’s death. When the doctor said Ella was well enough to leave her bed, she found them already ensconced, Constance giving instructions to the housekeeper and Edwin drinking his way through their small cellar.

      Ella had been slow to recover her strength, and then her mother-in-law had her first seizure and needed careful nursing. The Braxtons had been spreading their poison for a year before the rumours made their way to Ella’s ears. Not everyone believed them, but with Ella spending little time in the village as Lady Melville’s health deteriorated, more and more people began to associate smoke and fire.

      Yes. Had she not been forced to run, she might well have left anyway, now her duty to her mother-in-law was over. But where would she go and how would she support herself?
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