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Carlisle, Cumbria, England, 1788 (a leap year)

“My dear, was it necessary to extend an invitation to the entire population of Carlisle?” Lord Salkeld complained from his wing chair by the fireplace.

“Very necessary, Papa,” Edith Meredith replied politely. “But not everyone is here. Just our closest friends and acquaintances.”

His Lordship looked out across the crowded drawing room from under hooded lids and then up at his eldest daughter with mild surprise. He could count his good friends on one hand; as for acquaintances . . . He had no need for superfluous connections.

“Indeed? I was unaware I had so many—friends.”

Edith pretended ignorance of his meaning, mindful that while her irascible father had the respect of the community as was his due as a peer of the realm, he was tolerated rather than liked.

“Had I not invited everyone who mattered, they would have felt justly aggrieved to be forgotten. After all, it is not every day the daughter of a viscount marries. So to receive a gilt-edged invitation to His Lordship’s tea party is an honor indeed. Did you not see how low Mrs. Paley curtsied? She is the wife of an archdeacon to be sure, but her grandpapa was the Bishop of York, so she is very mindful of rank and consequence.”

Lord Salkeld was slightly mollified by this recognition of his superior social standing amongst Carlisle society. His chin went up as he regarded the press of persons who constituted this society: lawyers, merchants, a magistrate or two, vicars, retired military types, and a handful of country squires, and all here with their wives. When his wife and two eldest sons were alive, most of these persons would have gained entry to his house only via the trade entrance. And yet, here they all were, in his drawing room, drinking his Bohea tea from fine porcelain cups.

Somewhere deep in the room someone burst out laughing.

Lord Salkeld grimaced at such boorish behavior.

It was a further reminder that this border town was as far removed from the environs of London’s superior society as it was possible to get without crossing into Scotland. Just ten miles north, Scotland was the outer reaches of civilization as far as His Lordship was concerned. London was where he belonged but did not venture these days due to his infirmity and reduced circumstances. And Scotland was where his daughter was to be married and where she would then reside. His irritability returned.

“But why a tea party? A tea party! Tea. This lot would’ve been well satisfied with small beer and punch.”

“But as your daughter, a tea party is what I deserve, Papa,” Edith explained with a slight flush to her cheeks, aware their guests could not help but overhear her father’s complaints. “Besides, Royston approved, saying cake tastes much better with tea and would be what the wives would want.”

Mention of his heir had Lord Salkeld grinding his teeth. While he might hold the title, it was his only surviving son who held the purse strings. Royston had conspired with the family lawyer to curtail his spending, his travel, and the lifestyle to which he had been accustomed for most of his sixty years. He’d been lectured to like a five-year-old, been told that what he considered the necessities of life were indulgences he could live without, all for the good of the estate. And yet his heir had seen fit to dip into the purse for coin to waste on tea and cakes to feed what amounted to a bunch of savages. His resentment of his son increased tenfold. And what was in fact a gesture of brotherly love in allowing Edith a tea party regardless of the family’s financial constraints, His Lordship construed it as another example of his son’s high-handedness. His voice dripped with sarcasm.

“It is as well then that you are marrying a man who can supply you with as much tea and cake as you want, Edith. Sir James Murray may be a Scot and his grandfather hung for treason for supporting the Young Pretender—”

“Papa!”

“—invading my country and laying siege to my town, but I am prepared to overlook his traitorous ancestor for your sake. And because he is a wealthy young man with a fine estate who is distantly related to the Kinross dukedom, a Scottish duke but a duke nonetheless. And—”

“—because he loves me,” Edith interrupted. “I am marrying James because I love him and he loves me, and that is the only reason.”

“Balderdash! Do you think I’d have permitted a daughter of mine to marry just any man? Egad! If that were the case, your sister would’ve been married three times over by now.”

“But I did not fall in love with just any man, Papa. And Grace is too young to know her own mind. I do not doubt she will fall in love a half a dozen more times before she finally settles on the one.”

“The one—ha! I wish your brother would settle on the one. Any one would do at this late stage. I’m only getting older and more ill, and he is not getting any younger. He’s one and thirty. I—he—needs an heir. By his age I had sired four children, three of them sons. And what has he sired? Eh? Who knows!”

Edith was appalled. “I’m sure I couldn’t say, Papa. It is not something I have ever thought about—”

“Nor should you,” he demanded darkly, and to mask his slip of the tongue alluding to his heir’s nefarious activities, of which he knew nothing and had therefore no right to comment, said, “You can serve up tepid brown liquid and crumbs to this lot, but I want something stronger to toast my eldest daughter’s impending marriage. Have Hale fetch up a bottle of Bordeaux.”

“Yes, Papa,” Edith replied placidly, but did not signal for the butler.

She fixed her smile, hoping Royston would return home soon. Better still, that Cousin Helen joined them. Her father had a soft spot for Cousin Helen. And Edith knew that if anyone could placate the old nobleman, it was she. In the interim she did her best to do so.

“You must not upset your humors, Papa. Remember that tomorrow morning we travel to Comlongon Castle, and you need to save your strength for the journey and the wedding ceremony.”

“I won’t be squeezed into my own carriage to sit shoulder to shoulder with others for hours on end. That would indeed upset my humors.”

“Why would you? Have you forgotten the arrangements? We are going on ahead, and Cousin Helen has her own carriage. And you know very well Royston always rides and is never without his medical satchel.”

Lord Salkeld sat up. He grimaced. “Medical satchel! Pshaw. Carrying it about like a tradesman with his tools. A viscount’s heir a—a common blood spiller and bonesetter. It’s a disgrace.”

“Royston wasn’t your heir when he chose to study medicine.”

“He was not. And I do not need reminding that in losing Thomas and Matthew I am left with a country physician to follow on after me. Matthew at least had the decency to obtain a posting in the Foreign Office. Royston would have served us all better had he gone into the law or—or politics, both suitable vocations for a gentleman. But there is nothing elevating about getting one’s hands dirty with the blood and filth of persons riddled with disease. He should’ve given it away on Matthew’s passing.”

“You cannot mean that, Papa. Royston is an exceptional physician, and the community cannot do without him or his expertise, not now that Dr. Rawlings has retired and—”

“I can and do mean it! If he continues to spend his time around the sick and dying, it stands to reason he will get sick himself. But he doesn’t care for his birthright, or for me, or for the fact that should he die before me, I will have no one to succeed to the title. It will become extinct. Is that what you want, Edith? For the title to die with your dear papa?”

“Papa, you are upsetting yourself for no reason. Royston is as healthy as your best stallion, and as strong. You do him a disservice if you believe he does not think, and think daily, that one day he will be Viscount Salkeld. But he—we all—hope that day is far into the future. So until it arrives he must occupy himself. So why not put to good use his medical training? But I agree with you. He must think of the future and marry, which is why, Papa—” Edith paused for effect and waited for her father to look up at her. She opened wide her eyes. “We both know, do we not, what needs to occur for that to happen, and what you must do to ensure it does.”

His Lordship waved a languid hand. “I do. But I am not convinced this scheme will work. But as I do not have an alternate strategy, I am prepared to be swept along with your matchmaking, and yes, I will be on my best behavior, as promised.”

“Thank you. And . . . ?”

“And what, my dear?”

“Papa! You know very well!”

Lord Salkeld pulled a face and resettled himself before glancing up at Edith, who was staring at him fixedly. He repeated what she had said to him at breakfast.

“I have two eyes and one mouth, and I am to use them in that proportion.”

Edith relaxed and smiled. She swiftly kissed his cheek. “Thank you, Papa.”

He caught at her hand and in a rare show of sentimentality gave it a pat. “I shall miss you, my dear.”

“And I you, Papa. But I will not be so very far away . . . And . . . This is what we both want, is it not?”

“It is.”

Edith nodded. Feeling the tears well up, she made a show of brushing down her silk gown while blinking her eyes dry before looking toward the double doors, which were opening wide.

“Shall I see if it is Cousin Helen who has joined us?”

Her father’s lined face softened. “Cousin Helen is here?”

“She arrived from London yesterday. It was late, and we did not wish to disturb you. She took breakfast in her room. The journey fatigued her.”

Lord Salkeld looked toward the door expectantly, but it was not Helen, Lady Dysart, who came through the crush of guests but His Lordship’s third and now only living son. The smile fell away, and his features hardened. Before his heir had taken more than four steps toward him, Lord Salkeld had lifted his walking stick. This he waved about before pointing it at his son’s top boots.

“Where are your manners, sir? Where are your shoes? This is a drawing room, not a stable! And a tea party, not the hunt!”
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Chapter Two
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Royston Meredith ignored his father and crossed to the sideboard over which hung a full-length portrait of his mother, the late Viscountess Salkeld, in her prime, a most regal and beautiful woman, with dark hair and dark eyes, and whom he, perhaps most of her five children, resembled greatly. He had not only inherited her beauty but her love of animals and the outdoors. He also had her forbearance. Finding the whiskey decanter and glasses, he poured himself out a drop, raised it to her, then downed it in one. He then joined his father and sister, who were looking concerned.

“Forgive my lateness, Edie. I had the muck removed and polish applied to my boots, but there was no time to shave or to change for your party.”

Edith glanced him over, from polished boots to knitted riding breeches, to the slightly crumpled dark wool riding frock coat with silver buttons, and on up to his windswept black curls that were inexpertly scraped back and tied at the nape with a ribbon. Her frown lifted. He was most handsome when slightly disheveled, the shadow of stubble on his square chin and cheeks adding to his manliness. Far from being offended by his appearance as was her father, she was pleased he had not shaved or changed, all because she wanted Cousin Helen to see him at his best.

This tea party might be an occasion for Carlisle society to celebrate her upcoming wedding to the wealthiest Scotsman this side of Edinburgh, but it also proved the perfect excuse to have her brother and Cousin Helen in the same room for the first time in years. And with both attending her wedding, they could not help but be in each other’s company. She only hoped there was enough time to achieve the desired outcome. She would not have been so confident about her matchmaking machinations had she not the help of her father, her sister, and her darling Sir James, with the couple none the wiser.

“You’re here. That’s all that matters,” she said brightly, and quickly schooled her features lest he wonder at her unusual buoyancy. Discussing medicine never failed to divert his thoughts to what truly mattered most. “And the Waugh boy . . . Was it a break?”

“A dislocated shoulder, nothing more gruesome.”

“That is a relief. For everyone. I dare say he won’t be astride for a while?”

“Not for several weeks.”

“If you ask me, the sooner the boy gets back in the saddle, the better!” Lord Salkeld said.

Royston Meredith rolled his eyes at his sister before saying levelly to his father, “We did not ask you, sir. It is as well for Colin I am the physician in the family.”

Lord Salkeld gave a dismissive snort.

“This family does not require a physician, sir. What it requires is an heir thinking about marriage, not gallivanting about the countryside attending on fools and miscreants as if he were their servant. It is your wedding we should be attending—”

“Papa! Remember: two eyes, one mouth.”

Lord Salkeld instantly shut his mouth, but he did not allow his daughter’s chastisement to stop him from grumbling under his breath. Royston was surprised and intrigued to see his cantankerous parent suddenly docile and was about to ask Edith what she meant by two eyes, one mouth, when she made a pronouncement that had him not only forget the question, but that he had a mouth at all.

“Ah, here is Cousin Helen come at last!”

A woman of above-average height with slender limbs and a swanlike grace glided across the carpet, and every head turned to watch her pass by. She wore a pale-blue silk gown à la anglaise with a fringed paisley shawl draped off her shoulders and over her arms. But it was at the messy abundance of bright red curls, piled up and pinned and looking as if at any moment the weight would topple and the long tresses tumble to the small of her back, that Royston’s eyes fixed. His throat dried. He swallowed. The dryness remained. He managed to pull his gaze away from her coiffure to look into her eyes. They were the same light blue as her gown. They stared back at him, bright and unblinking. His cheeks flushed with heat. He dropped his gaze, but not away from her. It fixed on her mouth. If her hair had dried his throat and her eyes made him blush, her slightly parted lips sent him deaf. There was a sudden buzzing in his ears he could not explain.

Finally, he tore his gaze away when she bobbed a respectful curtsy to his father, then leaned in to kiss the old nobleman’s forehead. Royston had no idea what she said to make his father chuckle because the buzzing was still in his ears. She then spoke to Edith before surprising him by turning and addressing him directly.

He did not hear her words, so he could not give a reply. He hoped a curt nod would suffice. He was still in a mental fog. And that fog had him hurtling back to the last time he had seen Cousin Helen. It was a little over a year ago, when his greatest wish had finally come true. She had been made a widow and was free again, free to re-marry, and thus free to be his again. But the truth of the matter was she had never really been his, ever. She might now be a widow and able to marry whomever she pleased, but he was very sure that he would never be that whomever.

On that sudden depressing realization, his ears went pop, and his hearing returned.

“Oh, do not concern yourself, my lord,” Cousin Helen was saying. “I am reconciled to it. Cousin Royston was just as talkative the last time we were in each other’s company, and just as polite. To be fair to us both, that was a somber occasion, whereas this”—she smiled brightly at Edith and affectionately touched the young woman’s arm—“this is something different entirely. It is a joyous occasion and one I am exceedingly happy to celebrate with . . . with—” She glanced at Royston, who still stood as a plank beside his sister. “With you all!” She then looked about her as if she had lost something or someone. “But where is Grace?”
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Chapter Three
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The somber occasion to which Cousin Helen alluded had occurred thirteen months earlier. It was a commemorative service held to celebrate the long life and distinguished career of the Member of Parliament for Carlisle, Sir William Dysart. Sir William had died peacefully in his sleep at the relatively young age of fifty-two, leaving behind five adult children, fourteen grandchildren, and a much younger second wife, Royston’s cousin, Helen. A kind and generous man and a pillar of society, everyone who knew him mourned his passing. Everyone, that is, except Royston Meredith.

Royston had been in London for several weeks attending a series of medical lectures given by the celebrated anatomist Dr. John Hunter, when he heard the news of Sir William’s passing, and in the most surprising of ways. He had accepted an invitation to an inaugural meeting of like-minded gentlemen who wished to form a society for the prevention of cruelty to animals. The meeting took place at Old Slaughter’s Coffee House in St. Martins Lane, and he had been keen to discuss with these men, many of whom he had corresponded with over the years, their enlightened views on the rights of animals, in particular beasts of burden. The meeting had opened with a prayer for one of their founders, Sir William Dysart, who had been instrumental in drawing up a bill for the ethical treatment of horses that he was set to put before the House at the next sitting of Parliament, but who had recently passed away.

There was to be a service for Sir William the very next day at St. George’s, Hanover Square.

Royston attended with two of these like-minded gentlemen and sat as far back in the church as was possible. He could have taken the pew behind the grieving widow as a representative of her family. After all, Helen was his cousin and a Meredith, and she had no immediate family other than his. So it would have been entirely appropriate for him to join her. But he did not. He slid onto a bench behind the assembled congregation of family members, dignitaries, and people connected to Sir William who had come to pay their respects.

He felt a charlatan because he had not come to offer his cousin sympathy for her loss. While he did indeed commiserate with Sir William’s family for losing their father and grandfather, with Sir William’s friends and acquaintances, those who had benefited from knowing the parliamentarian, and with his fellow animal rights advocates who had lost a valuable patron, he had little sympathy for the widow. This was because his overriding emotion was a selfish one.

He hoped by attending this service he could finally eradicate the bitterness he harbored toward Sir William. In marrying Helen, the parliamentarian had robbed him of the only woman he loved. Sir William and his cousin Helen had married two months after her eighteenth birthday. He had learnt about it in a letter from his sister whilst studying in France; it was the most miserable day of his life.

After the service, the congregation had spilled out into the watery sunshine of an inner courtyard to pay their respects to grieving family members, assembled to receive their condolences and sympathies. Royston had gone forward, features schooled in solemn reflection and with heart beating hard. Six years had elapsed since he had seen her, when she had been living in his family home as his father’s ward. As children they had spent every summer together exploring the Cumbrian countryside. She a thin wisp of a girl with a tangle of bright red braids and a dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks. He an awkwardly loose-limbed boy who dreamed of attending medical school and who confided his hopes and dreams in her and most probably bored her silly. Though the little crease between her dark-red brows was evidence of a studiousness far beyond her years.

Remembrance of that tiny detail made him smile, but such nostalgia considerably sobered his mood as he waited in line. His attention was caught by a gentleman at the grieving widow’s left shoulder, whispering in her ear as persons approached. He presumed he was offering up the identities of these people so Helen would not make a social gaffe at not knowing them. And when this gentleman dug deep in a pocket for a handkerchief and gave it to the widow to dab at her eyes, Royston scowled. The scowl was still there when he stepped up to Sir William’s young widow and made her his bow.

How sophisticated she appeared in her black silks, and much older with such dark circles under her eyes, evidence of her sorrow. But then, as now, she had the same effect on him. He swallowed hard. His throat was unaccountably dry, and there was a buzzing in his ears that set him slightly off-balance. And then, as now, he lost the ability to speak, or at least to form a coherent sentence. He mumbled several platitudes and did not give her the chance to respond, instead moving on quickly to speak with Sir William’s heir, who stood on her other side. Whatever happiness he had felt at Sir William’s passing, whatever his selfish reasons for attending this commemorative service, evaporated. One look into Cousin Helen’s pale-blue eyes and he saw the pain and suffering of her loss, and he knew himself for an unfeeling and selfish oaf.

He had been under the delusion that his cousin had married Sir William for any number of reasons but that love was not one of them. But seeing her as a grieving widow, he realized that she had indeed loved her husband. It was a rude awakening. How naive had he been in thinking the love they had for each other as children would mature into something more than cousinly affection. All confidence in the possibility of Helen, Lady Dysart, accepting a proposal of marriage from him now she was a widow vanished. He was so melancholy it left him with a pain in the chest.

Thirteen months should have healed the wound of his disappointment and delusion. But it had not. This was starkly evident when Helen only had to glide into his father’s drawing room for the scab to be torn off the wound, a wound that still festered. Nothing had changed for him since his seventeenth birthday when as a thirteen-year-old orphan Cousin Helen had come to live at Salkeld House. Her arrival was the best birthday present he had ever received. It was love at first sight for him, and he was still in love with her.
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Chapter Four


[image: image]


Helen, Lady Dysart, had entered the drawing room and immediately searched the unfamiliar faces for her cousin Royston. It was not that she was eager to see him, not yet. In fact, she hoped he might still be out and about on his rounds tending to his patients. She needed time to compose herself, to have ready a witty rejoinder to what would surely be a monosyllabic and unemotional response from him to her presence. She’d had endless hours in the carriage ride up from London, even a night at an inn staring at the low ceiling, to practice her insouciance, to hide her true feelings, and to show him she remained indifferent despite an end to her mourning and having cast off her drab widow’s clothing.

Yet, seeing Royston standing by Edith, broodingly handsome and austere as ever, she gave a start, and her knees wobbled. She told herself she was being ridiculous. She was no longer a doe-eyed girl who had pinned all her hopes on marrying him. She was a confident widow, calm and in control, a woman of the world who did not need the support or approval of any man. So she squared her shoulders and stepped up to her family members with all the self-assurance of an experienced dancer making her appearance before an appreciative audience.

And what did she do or say when finally before her cousin? She forgot the rehearsed offhand remark carefully constructed on her journey. Instead she had teased him about the last time they had seen each other, at her husband’s commemorative service. Not the most auspicious of starts to her visit, to throw her marriage in his face yet again. As if marriage to Sir William was a trophy she had won, a triumph of her own making. When in fact she blamed Royston as the catalyst for her accepting Sir William’s marriage proposal. Not that either man had forced her into marriage. But it was Royston who had broken her heart.

Foolishly, as a girl she had believed him when he said he loved her and that he meant to marry her once he’d completed his medical studies and returned to Carlisle and set up practice. Would she mind being the wife of a country physician? She had given him an emphatic yes to the idea of being his wife, and she did not mind in the least he was to be a physician. In fact she was very proud of his strength of purpose. But she did have one worry, and that was his father’s determination to marry her to his brother Thomas. And then when Thomas had died, to marry her to Royston’s other brother, Matthew.

Royston had assured her he would not let that happen. If his father tried to force her into marriage with either of his elder brothers, he made her a solemn promise to run away with her across the border into Scotland and to Gretna Green, which was only ten miles away. He assured her that while the law in England forbade her marrying without parental consent before her twenty-first birthday, the law in Scotland was different. They could marry in Scotland, and no one could stop them. She had to trust in him, and she did.

But he had not asked her to marry him. Not even after the tragic deaths of his elder brothers left him the heir to his father’s title and estate did he seek her out and reassure her they would be married. There was no further talk of running away to Gretna Green. Then one day she discovered he was off to France to further his studies. He had returned to Carlisle from Edinburgh only to collect his trunks and say his farewells to the family. And it seemed he was never going to marry her, here in Carlisle, or across the border in Scotland. This she discovered for herself one afternoon when she was witness to a heated exchange between father and son.

She remembered that day as if it were yesterday. And she remembered it now as she glanced about the drawing room, determined to avoid looking at Royston again—though she knew his gaze never left her for a moment—wondering at the whereabouts of her youngest cousin Grace.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Five
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The incident in Lord Salkeld’s book room occurred a handful of days before Helen’s eighteenth birthday. Her uncle had summoned her. He had important news about her future. When the butler told her that Royston was with his father, her heart skipped a beat, hoping upon hope that the important news was the announcement of their engagement. Finally! The happiest day of her life had arrived.

To the Meredith household it was a forgone conclusion that she and Royston would marry, now that His Lordship had lost his two eldest sons in quick succession. Thomas had tragically died in a hunting accident. Twelve months later Matthew succumbed to pneumonia. That left Lord Salkeld’s third and now only surviving son, Royston, to marry Helen, daughter of His Lordship’s brother who had made a fortune in trade. Helen’s dowry was a staggering £25,000. So it was unsurprising that her uncle would want to keep such a fortune within the family. And the only way to do that was to marry her to one of his sons.

She had arrived at the book room all smiles of expectation of the announcement of her engagement to Royston. What she walked in on was a blistering argument between father and son that left her in no doubts as to her cousin’s feelings on the matter of marriage and about his feelings for her . . . 

Lord Salkeld slammed his fist down hard on the polished wooden surface of his desk, rattling the pounce pot.

“You will marry, sir!”

Royston stared at his father, hands clenched at his sides. His voice was low and resolute.

“And I repeat—sir—I will not.”

“I know what’s best for this family and its future, and it is time you faced up to your responsibilities—”

“I won’t be lectured to by a man who never faced up to his!”

“How dare—”

“All those years spending months away at a time in London, living with your mistress, lavishing trinkets and baubles and God knows what on a pack of whores. Gambling away our future in gaming hells and at the racetrack—”

“Why you—you sanctimonious whelp!”

“—while your wife and children practically starved, living in a house without coal or adequate firewood, its roof in need of repair, with servants who were stealing the plate to feed themselves and their brats. And you dare to call me sanctimonious? You cannot bully and badger or frighten me as you did Thomas and Matthew. It is you who has led us to this sorry state of affairs. It is you who is up to your wig in debt, who has caused this estate to fall down around your shoe buckles. Unless you retrench, there will be nothing left. Edith and Grace won’t have a decent cloth to their backs, least of all a modest dowry to attract a suitor worthy of them.”

“If you wish your sisters to have dowries, for the servants to have a decent meal, and for these rooms to feel warmth again, then you must and will marry Helen. Her dowry will save us all.”

Royston continued as if his father had not spoken.

“You broke our mother’s heart, and her spirit. She died from melancholia—”

Lord Salkeld scoffed. “Spare me the medical diagnosis! Your mother died in childbed.”

“Yes. After Grace was born, she lost the will to live.”

“And if you don’t marry Helen, there won’t be enough coin to feed your sisters! Is that what you want?”

Royston gritted his teeth. “I won’t feel guilty for your sins. And I will not be forced into a marriage with anyone.”

Lord Salkeld regarded his only son under heavy lids.

“Don’t make your mother a martyr, boy. She knew what she was getting into when she married me. She was just as hardheaded and as hard-hearted. She wanted a title, and she got it. We had an arrangement. And it suited both of us very well indeed. You can have the same arrangement with your cousin. Helen will be made a viscountess, and in return you will receive £25,000. Get her pregnant as soon as you can, and God willing, she will give you an heir within the year. The estate and the title will then have a secure future. And there will even be funds aplenty for Edith and Grace to have dowries worthy of the daughters of a viscount.”

“I always wondered if ice ran in your veins. You have confirmed it. You are cold-blooded and calculating, and I want nothing to do with such an arrangement.”

Lord Salkeld stuck his tongue firmly in his cheek.

“Is that so? More fool you are because you do not have a choice. You are my heir, and there is nothing you or I can do about it. Your brothers understood this well enough and were reconciled to doing their duty. And part of that duty is marrying, and marrying well, and that means marrying your cousin.”

Royston stared back at his aging parent with barely concealed loathing.

“It is true. I cannot change fate. I am your heir whether I like it or not. It was forced upon me by tragic circumstance. But you cannot force me to marry Helen. Just as you cannot force me to give up the practice of medicine. I intend to go on helping the sick, be they human, furred, or feathered, and most particularly if they are beasts of burden. It is my calling.”

“Calling? God give me strength! Preaching to a congregation is a calling. Captaining a ship or leading men into battle, they are callings. What you describe—tending to and healing beasts, who were put on this earth by God for man to use as he sees fit, as if these creatures have feelings and need succor, is—is—the stuff of—of—lunacy! You are a lunatic!”

“I don’t care what you think. And you are powerless to stop me. I have the small annuity left me by my mother, and I will use it as she intended me to.” He made his father a small bow of the head. “If that is all you have to say, I must finish packing. I leave at first light for Lyon and Monsieur Bourgelat’s veterinary college.”

“To waste your medical training on learning how to heal animals?” His Lordship snorted his contempt. “What rubbish! A better use of your time abroad would be sowing your wild oats so that you know something about women, then come back here and marry and beget an heir—”

“I don’t need a lecture on women, and certainly not from you!”

Lord Salkeld glanced past his son and straight at Helen, who stood just inside the door, hesitant to come forward. She gave a little jump of surprise that he was well aware of her presence. He held her gaze but for a moment, as if confirming this, and her fingers tightened in the folds of her floral petticoats. He did not beckon her forward, so she remained where she was. He looked back at Royston.

“Let us be clear. You refuse to be guided by me and give up this preposterous notion of becoming an animal healer to settle and marry your cousin?”

“How many ways must I say it to make it clear to you, sir? There is nothing that can induce me to steer away from my course
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