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Synopsis

Amidst the backdrop of a nineteenth century English
country estate, two women struggle to find love--and the truth that
could either bind them together or tear them apart. Despite the
barriers of class and sensibity, Lady Bronte and her groundskeeper
Addison find first friendship and then something far deeper on the
sweeping estates of Markby. Classic Romance at its most
breathtaking.
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Paybacks


Prelude

“Brontë, Brontë? Where are you, girl?”

“I shall be there momentarily, John.” Brontë quickly
handed the remainder of the linens to her servant, Beatrice. She
picked up her skirts and ran down the hall and up the stairs to her
husband’s suite of rooms.

“What took you so long?”

“Forgive me, John. I was helping Beatrice.” Brontë
tried in vain to catch her breath as she approached her husband.
“May I help you with something?” Her practiced eye sought and found
the crop that John used to reach far-off objects. With some relief
she noted that it was safely on the bed and could not be used as a
weapon, this time.

Lady Brontë approached her husband cautiously, aware
of his volatile temper. “Did you need something, John?”

“Yes, I need you to help me with this wheel. It is
stuck in the curtain again.” John gestured angrily at the wooden
spoke of his bath chair.

Brontë quickly approached John’s chair and bent to
free the wheel.

John made her pay for her momentary lapse in
concentration. He quickly leaned over and slapped her across the
face, knocking her to her knees.

“Next time get here faster, girl,” he said.

Brontë had long since ceased to be amazed or hurt by
her husband’s cruelty. Blinking back her tears, she quickly freed
his chair from the fabric it was wrapped in and backed away from
him. She stopped a few paces from John, not wanting to give him
another chance to strike her.

“Will there be anything else, John?”

John didn’t bother to answer, he just waved his hand
much as he would with any of his servants and dismissed her.

Brontë, glad for the reprieve, picked up her skirts
and exited the room hastily. Halfway down the long corridor, she
leaned against the wall and allowed hot tears of anger to creep
down her cheeks.


Chapter I

When she first agreed to marry John Patrick
Baptiste, she had no idea that her life would end up as it had. She
of course suffered no misconceptions about why he had asked her to
marry him. As the last living member of his family, John needed an
heir and her mother had produced four strong boys for her father.
Her friends and family had seen the marriage as a step up in social
status. They had no way of knowing that she was now little more
than a well-dressed servant in her own home.

Brontë did not mind hard work, for she was not by
nature a lazy person. However, whenever he got the chance, John
seemed to delight in hurting her. Although there was never anything
serious enough to leave bruises for long, it did dampen Brontë’s
spirit that her own husband could hate her so for no apparent
reason.

Brontë felt that John blamed her for the injury that
caused him to rely on others for his mobility. She could not, for
the life of her, figure out why.

John’s current hatefulness was never apparent during
his courtship of Brontë. Although he was every bit the spoiled
gentleman even then, he was nothing but polite and courteous when
dealing with Brontë. Brontë had been told by her mother that she
should count herself lucky to be marrying someone as wealthy as the
Lord of Markby.

The Lord wanted heirs and her father needed money to
help him out of a bad business venture. So, Brontë had married John
with the knowledge that she would be saving her family the
embarrassments of having to sell the family estate and assets to
pay off the debt.

 


*

 


Gloom permeated the dark gray skies the day of the
wedding. Brontë thought it was as if the world was in mourning for
her. She pushed the morose thought firmly from her mind. She
accepted the nervous primping from her mother and older female
relatives, while wondering if she should at least attempt to appear
happy. After trying to paste a smile on a face that felt as foreign
as her new home, she decided that perhaps a little nervousness was
more acceptable than the pained smile she now wore.

“You look beautiful, my sweet.” Brontë’s mother
kissed her lightly on the forehead.

“Mother, I…” Troubled green eyes implored for a
reprieve.

Brontë’s mother’s face looked compassionate for a
split second before it hardened into determination.

“You will learn to love him, Brontë.” It was said
with so much confidence that Brontë almost believed her…almost.

Brontë’s father led her down the red carpet toward
John. Even though Brontë thought the area had been decorated
beautifully, she wondered how the world could go on while hers
seemed to be ending.

Finally, she reached John and her father gave her
hand to him. John raised the gossamer white wedding veil and looked
at her face. Putting his hand on her chin in what could have been
misinterpreted as a loving gesture, he tilted her face so that he
could look into moist green eyes. His handsome brow furrowed and
cool blue eyes grazed delicate blond eyebrows and small pale
features as if appraising a prize horse or hunting dog. With an
imperceptible nod, John turned to the priest and nodded again.

“We are gathered here today to join…”

Brontë stared down at the vibrant green grass
beneath her feet, then looked up at the dark skies. A small drop of
water hit her forehead, then another. Brontë wondered if the skies
were weeping for her. Behind the priest, in the thick forest
surrounding Markby Estates, a movement caught her eye. She watched
for a few seconds, but whatever it was, was apparently no longer
there. Brontë consciously made an effort to return her attention to
the words spoken by the priest.

“…love, honor, and obey, so help you God?”

“I will.”

Brontë wondered at her ability to say the words
without them sticking in her throat. She had said them with so much
confidence that one could almost believe her a girl in
love…almost.

Brontë floated through the rest of the day and
evening without much thought to her surroundings. John, ever the
dutiful husband, kept a hand on his new wife’s person at all times.
With each movement of the clock the walls seemed to creep ever
closer. The chill of her mother’s lips as she bid her farewell felt
as final as last rites.

The wedding night was much as Brontë’s mother had
explained. Painful, but for the most part, uneventful. Brontë
stared up at the vaulted ceilings and wondered about the fabulous
artisans that had carved the intricate patterns in the dark wood.
She had just started to make up a whimsical tale in her head about
a family of wood carvers when John had grunted loudly and lay
heavily down upon her. She felt annoyed that her little tale had
been interrupted so soon after she had begun to weave it. Mother
had said it would only be a minute or two, but she didn’t think
John had lasted much past fifteen seconds, let alone a whole
minute.

John groaned again and rolled off of her. Brontë got
up from the bed and looked at her husband, who was still breathing
heavily with an arm thrown across his closed eyes. That was
it? She quickly turned toward the water basin and picked up a
cloth that had been left on a small table in a darkened corner of
the room. Lifting her nightgown with her back to John, she washed
herself carefully at the basin. John had no such compunctions about
cleanliness and had simply rolled over. Low fragmented snores
escaped from his nose and echoed in the darkened room.

Brontë had heard rumors that John had a mistress
living in a small house in a village not far from the estate.
Brontë had always thought that women that allowed themselves to be
used in such a fashion, “outside of marriage,” were sexual
miscreants that could not control their own desires. Now lying next
to her snoring husband, she frowned into the sullen darkness. What
woman would desire that all of the time? Deciding she would never
understand it, she finally turned on her side away from John and
was soon fast asleep.

Brontë was dressed and exploring the large home
before John had even awakened the following morning. She had been
studying the portraits that graced the walls of the estate when
Brontë began to feel the disquiet of the secretly observed.

“Pardon me, M’lady.”

Brontë turned to find one of the servants standing
directly behind her. She felt a moment of annoyance and discomfort
at being caught unawares. “Yes?”

“Lord John asked me to inform you that you should
not expect him for tea.”

“Did he say when he would return?”

“No, M’lady, but he left with Lord Humphries and
Lord Smythe. They took the hounds and I am told they usually do not
return until near dark.”

“Well, thank you…” Brontë shook her head as the
solemn-faced young servant’s name completely escaped her.

“Thomas, M’lady.” With a curt bow Thomas took his
leave.

Brontë was ecstatic at being able to explore her new
home without interruptions. Walking along the great corridors, she
studied the pictures of the men and women of John’s family. Brontë
hoped fervently that her and John’s children took more after her
own family. She stopped in front of one portrait in particular and
stared at what looked to be a man clothed in a diamond tiara and
pale blue ball gown. Leaning closer to the portrait, Brontë read
from the plaque beneath it.

“Emmaline Margarite Baptiste.”

Brontë stared in awe at the image she assumed to be
John’s great-grandmother. She giggled and turned away from the
portrait of the severely unattractive woman.

“Now I understand why John wants all boys.”

Brontë reached the end of the great hall and looked
curiously at a set of large double doors. Turning the knob, she
opened the door and poked her head into the room. Brontë’s gasp of
delight echoed as she looked at what could only be described as an
avid reader’s paradise. Brontë walked into the middle of the large,
cavernous room and turned in a circle, mouth agape as she took in
the thousands of books that lined the walls of the Markby
library.

“My safe haven,” she said aloud.

Hurrying to a narrow set of stairs, Brontë
practically skipped up them to get to the small walkway that
traversed around the entire library. She tentatively pushed against
a tall ladder that allowed one to get to the top level of books.
The ladder moved unhampered on its tracks, as if it had been oiled
recently even though the library had that musty odor that comes
with not having been used recently.

Brontë moved along the walkway, trailing her fingers
along the spines of the dust-bound volumes, unsure where she wanted
to begin. She paused at a volume that had not been pushed back into
its proper place.

“A Compilation Of Greek Myths by Sir Brice
Norton Boyd,” she read aloud. Intrigued, Brontë pulled the volume
from the shelf. She noted the lack of dust on the book while the
spines of its neighbors were so covered that it was nearly
impossible to read the titles embossed in gold.

Opening the book, Brontë gasped with delight at the
colored sketches that graced the thin gold leaf pages. She traced
the strong lines of Pegasus with her fingertips as she read about
how Zeus created the winged creature. Closing the book, Brontë took
her find back down to the main level of the library. She opened a
window, hoping to ease some of the stuffiness in the room, and
settled into a large comfortable leather chair located in a
corner.

She was well into a story about Poseidon when the
sound of shouting reached her from the open window. Brontë put the
book down, and hurried to the window. About twenty hunting hounds
were yapping excitedly around three mounted huntsmen. One of the
horsemen was lying over the back of his horse, his body limp. Not
recognizing the other two men, Brontë realized that the unmoving
form had to be John Baptiste.

Brontë picked up her skirts and ran as fast as she
could down the long corridor, down the stairs, and out the open
front door.

Shocked servants stood rooted in their places as the
two men tried to remove John from his horse. Brontë’s throat closed
in horror as John’s body fell boneless to the ground. The two men,
Brontë, and the terrified servants all stared in horrified
fascination at the unmoving Lord of Markby now lying supine on the
ground. Only the hounds, which were still barking shrilly, seemed
to comprehend the pressing nature of the situation.

Brontë was unaware when another rider appeared out
of nowhere and jumped off his horse. He went quickly over to John
and touched his neck, apparently searching for a pulse. Long dark
hair secured by a piece of leather fell down his back as he stooped
down to look at John’s wounds. As if suddenly becoming aware of the
chaos, he let out a shrill whistle that quieted the dogs almost
instantly. The tall, dark-haired stranger turned shocking blue eyes
on the gaggle of stupefied people.

“You there, Thomas, get those dogs into their pen.”
The voice was deep, authoritative, and demanded immediate
obedience.

“You there, help us get the Lord into the
house.”

The two Lords reacted as if they had been doused
with cold water. They woodenly took up positions on either side of
the unconscious man.

“M’lady, if you would tell us where we should take
Lord Baptiste, we will bring him inside.” Brontë ran ahead as the
two gentlemen, the stranger, and one of the servants brought John
into the house. Noting the length of the staircase, Brontë
determined that bringing John to the room that they now shared
seemed out of the question. She could already hear all three people
laboring under the weight of Lord John’s sturdy six-foot frame.
Brontë instead led them to a small room that served as the quarters
for servants of visitors to the estate.

The four laid John down on the bed and Brontë
approached to survey his injuries. She had first assumed that John
had taken a spill off his horse, but based on the amount of blood
that coated his stomach and trousers, it became obvious that this
was not the case.

“He’s been shot!” Brontë said. “What happened?” She
tore open John’s hunting jacket, unable to stifle a shocked gasp as
she surveyed the damage. “How did this happen?”

One of the gentlemen stepped forward and identified
himself as Lord Humphries. “We had not even set loose the hounds,
M’lady, when out of nowhere a shot was fired. We all scattered,”
his skin darkened and his worried brown eyes looked away from
Brontë, “and took cover. We hid for over an hour. We had no idea
where Lord Baptiste was. We had assumed that he had hidden as we
had.” A thin, graceful hand traced a meticulously groomed mustache.
“We found him behind a tree. He looked as you see him now, except
he had obviously been thrown from his horse after being shot.”

“So neither of you were responsible for this?”
Brontë looked down at her husband’s bloodied chest.

Lord Humphries shook his head from side to side
vigorously. “We had not even drawn our rifles to hunt as of yet. We
were still taking our positions.”

“I beg your pardon, M’lady, should we not send for
the sheriff and Dr. Quimby?” The stranger politely stepped forward
and removed his hat. Brontë blinked in surprise as she realized
that the person she had, in her haste to get John into the house,
assumed was a man, was in fact a woman. A very tall,
broad-shouldered one wearing trousers, but a woman nonetheless.

Brontë nodded her head and turned back to John while
the woman left the room to, conceivably, get the doctor and the
sheriff. Brontë fought down the acrid bile that arose in her throat
as she cleaned the dried blood around John’s wound. She silently
prayed that he made it until the doctor could help him.

It was, however, the sheriff who arrived first. He
collected all three hunting rifles, inspected them carefully and
announced, “Why, none of these rifles have been fired recently.” He
seemed more than a little surprised by his discovery.

The tall, dark-haired woman returned with the doctor within minutes
of the sheriff. The doctor emptied the room as he rolled his
sleeves up and put on what looked to be a butcher’s apron. After
assuring Brontë that he would let her know if John’s condition
worsened, Dr. Quimby shut the door, leaving Brontë, Lord Humphries,
Lord Smythe, the sheriff, and the dark-haired woman to wait in the
sitting room.

The next two hours were spent in virtual silence as
each of them wondered what went on behind the closed door. The
sheriff eyed the two men with suspicion while the two Lords eyed
the strange woman’s attire with disgust and no one except the tall
woman even looked twice at the quiet blonde.

Brontë, for what it was worth, prayed that John
would survive. While it was true that she did not love him, she did
not wish him harmed.

Realizing that she had neglected to introduce
herself to the woman who had helped bring John inside the house,
Brontë approached the stranger who seemed to almost disappear into
the darkened corner. Somber blue eyes glinted for a moment, then
once again dimmed behind half-closed lids.

“Please forgive me. I have been so worried about
Lord Baptiste that I did not think to thank you for your help…I do
not even know your name.”

“My name is Addison Le Claire, M’lady.” Brontë was
quite surprised when instead of a curtsey she received a bow. She
was not so sure that she liked the way this Addison looked at her.
The voice sounded polite and respectful. However, the eyes were
distant at best.

The rotund sheriff cleared his throat and approached
the two women.

Addison’s body tensed as the sheriff effectively
blocked her access to the door. Blue eyes narrowed and the tall
body straightened from its relaxed position. She glared at the
sheriff as he pulled a watch out of his vest pocket and checked the
time, as if bored.

“I…I think I am going to sit down and wait for the
doctor,” Brontë said and hoped that the sheriff followed suit.

The sheriff, who had not been blessed with Brontë’s
brain, had decided it was time to put this creature in her place.
He coughed a few times under Addison’s unwavering gaze. Brontë
thought Addison looked amused though the emotion did not quite
reach her eyes. “I believe you informed us that your name was
Addison?”

“Yes, that is what I informed Lady Brontë.”

“What exactly, is your business here at Markby
Estates?”

“I live here,” Addison said.

The sheriff’s first and third chins quivered as he
guffawed. His rodentlike eyes regarded Addison’s well-worn but
clean attire with condemnation.

“You live here, you say?” He cast amused looks about
the room before returning his unwanted attention back to
Addison.

“Yes,” she said, now glaring at the sheriff as he,
in his amusement, stepped even closer to her, his stomach
protruding so far out that if he was to take a deep breath, he
would no doubt come into contact with her. With a profound
certainty, Brontë felt that the sheriff had waddled his way into a
great deal of danger. Ever the peacemaker, Brontë attempted to give
the sheriff time to escape those flashing blue eyes.

“May I ask what your duties are, Miss Le Claire?”
Brontë inquired before the sheriff could get himself in any more
trouble. Brontë experienced a moment of anxiety in which she feared
her question would not be answered.

“I am the caretaker’s daughter. I help him with the
horses, game, and the livestock as well as anything that needs to
be fixed here in the house or on the grounds.”

“And where is…your father now?” the sheriff asked,
still unaware of his precarious situation.

“He was not feeling well this morning. I told him
that I would check the gardens and the fences on my own. I was on
my way to check the fence on the west side of the property when I
heard the cries for help.”

Although Addison never raised her voice or made any
perceptible move or threat toward the dimwitted man in front of
her, his mind must have realized the danger. He finally backed away
from the cornered woman, who smirked and leaned back against the
wall.

“So, you are the caretaker’s daughter?”

“That is what I said.”

“You and your father must have at least one hunting
rifle, then?” From the sheriff’s tone it was obvious that he
intended to get the information from Addison whether she liked it
or not.

“Yes, we do.”

“Well speak up, woman. Where is it?”

“It is in my cottage.”

“Do you not carry it with you?”

“Why should I? I was not going hunting.”

“Yes, well. I will want to see that gun just so we
can rule it out as being the one that fired the shot that
ki—injured Lord Baptiste.”

“Of course.” Addison and the sheriff stared at each
other for a moment before he turned on his heel and stalked back to
the chair. Brontë released her breath, grateful that the sheriff
had not continued to infuriate Addison.

“You should be taking care of babies, not taking
wages from hardworking men.” Brontë felt the bizarre need to laugh
hysterically as the tension in the room increased. Everyone’s eyes
briefly glanced at the sheriff, who seemed unaware or uncaring that
he had voiced the thought.

Addison straightened from the wall, blue eyes
glinting. Brontë racked her brain for something to say that would
defuse the situation. She looked for help from the other two men
but they were watching Addison nervously. The sheriff, still
unaware of the tension in the room, blew hot air onto the face of
his pocket watch before cleaning it on the front of his vest.

Several things happened at once. Addison took two
steps toward the sheriff, Brontë leaped from her seat, the two
gentlemen each took a nervous step back, the sheriff’s eyes bugged
out, and the doctor opened the door to the room where he had just
finished operating on John Baptiste.

“Lady Brontë, you will be able to see him now. He
has yet to regain consciousness, but I am afraid that I have done
all that I can for him. I will return tomorrow to check on
him.”

The doctor approached the sheriff as Brontë entered
the room to see her husband of one day. John’s large body looked
much smaller than normal. The doctor had pulled a blanket over
John’s now naked frame.

He almost looks asleep. She brushed the hair
back from his forehead and wondered if she would ever get to know
her husband. Deep in the recesses of her mind, a tiny voice
questioned whether she wanted to get to know him. What kind of
person has people trying to kill them?

Brontë frowned, feeling like she was betraying John
for her thoughts, but she could not shake them off. No, it was true
she did not love John, but he was her husband and she would give
him her loyalty for as long as he breathed.

With that determined, Brontë returned to the front
room to question the doctor about the seriousness of John’s
injuries.

The doctor was already writing explicit care
instructions. “I do not mind telling you that I am worried about
him. He was extremely lucky. The bullet passed straight through his
side and out of his back, managing to miss all vital organs. I am
more worried about the swelling around his neck. It could be a
possible neck or back injury caused after he had already been shot.
I have seen injuries like his from people being thrown off their
horses, and it usually does not end with a full recovery.”

Brontë blanched at Dr. Quimby’s dire observation.
She looked up just in time to see Lord Smythe’s pasty complexion
pale even further as he remembered that he and Humphries had
dropped Baptiste while trying to remove him from his horse.

Brontë chose to ignore Lord Smyth’s reaction.
Bringing up such things at this point would help no one.

“Well, then I suppose we should leave the Lady to
see to her husband,” the sheriff said. Strolling over to Brontë, he
gallantly bent over her hand and kissed it. Brontë forced herself
not to wipe her hand on her dress. “I shall meet you at the
caretaker’s cottage, Miss Le Clair. I will, of course, need to see
all the rifles that you may have access to.” He turned and swept
out of the room with the heated eyes of Addison Le Claire burning
into his shoulder blades.

Brontë shuddered. Addison Le Claire was not someone
to be taken lightly, and the sheriff seemed to want to go out of
his way to irritate her.

Addison straightened from her position leaning
against the wall and cleared her throat. “If I am no longer needed
here, M’lady, I will see to the Lord’s hounds and horse.”

“No, I think that should be all, Miss Le
Claire.”

“Very well then, M’lady. Good night.” With a curt
nod to the others in the room, Addison moved toward the door.

Brontë forced herself to remain still as the tall
woman brushed past. There was something very disconcerting about
her. Although Addison was probably no more than a few years older
than she, Brontë felt that Addison just seemed to be much more
knowledgeable. It is as if she knows a secret. Brontë
colored at the directions her thoughts had taken.

“Would you mind if we saw Lord Baptiste before we
left?” Smythe spoke his first words of the evening.

“Of course not,” Brontë said, stepping aside to
allow them to enter the small room. The doctor had just finished
gathering all of his tools and after further assurance that he
would be by the next day, he was out the door. Brontë sank into an
overstuffed chair and closed her eyes.

Both men returned from their visit with John looking
pale and drawn. It was obvious to Brontë that they were thinking
about how close they had come to being in the same position.

They tried to make polite conversation but it was
apparent to Brontë that both men wanted nothing more than to escape
to the safety of their respective homes. When the door closed
behind the two gentlemen, it echoed with finality throughout the
house. Brontë stared after them for a moment before she walked into
the small room and sat in the chair next to John’s bed and tried to
figure out how she would handle the situation.

“You will not panic,” she told herself as her ears
strained for some type of sound. Her eyes focused on John’s
forehead and the house seemed to join her in a macabre deathwatch.
“There is nothing here to be afraid of.” Eventually the muscles in
the back of her neck began to relax and Brontë allowed her mind to
drift. She closed her eyes, intending only to rest them, but she
must have fallen asleep.

“Pardon me, M’lady, I did not wish to wake you.”
Disapproving brown eyes scraped Brontë and settled on John. “I was
told this morning what had befallen poor Lord Baptiste. Is there
anything I can do for him, M’lady?” The servant’s voice had a
humble but oily quality. She wondered if she was just being silly.
There was something about this man that she did not like.

“Thank you, Wesley. I believe that the Lord is as
comfortable as can be expected. Am I needed for anything?”

“Oh no, M’lady, nothing that I cannot handle. Cook
is in need of a signature for the receipt for the food. I will be
happy to do that for you since I know you are very busy.”

Brontë watched as the man backed out of the door
with the humble smile plastered across his face. Brontë frowned.
Perhaps things are done differently at Markby. Just as
Wesley turned to go, she saw what could only be described as
contempt on his controlled face. Brontë caught Wesley before he
entered the kitchen.

“Wesley? Has Lord Baptiste allowed you to sign
Cook’s receipts in the past?”

“Well…no, M’lady, but I had assumed…?”

“Then why would you think that I would want you to
sign for them now?” Brontë studied Wesley with interest, hoping she
had been mistaken about his intent.

Wesley opened and closed his mouth, his hand
fluttering to his chest. “Well, Lady Brontë, surely a Lady of your
stature does not need to be bothered with such issues, especially
with the Lord being so sick.” The oily tone had crept back into his
voice as he commented on the Lord’s obviously serious injuries.

“Nevertheless, as Lady of Markby I will be handling
all of my husband’s affairs for the time being.”

Brontë turned away from the servant to retrieve the
list with John’s care instructions.

“But surely M’lady does not wish to…”

“Enough, Wesley!” Brontë did not have to muster the
anger this time. It was how she truly felt. How dare he question
her authority? She was the Lady of Markby and he would damn well
mind his manners or he would be out on his ear. “I will let it pass
this time, however, I will not have my decisions questioned by you.
Furthermore, if I need your assistance in a matter, I will seek you
out and request it. Is there anything you do not understand,
Wesley, because I will gladly write it down to make sure that you
have reference.”

“Yes, M’lady.” Wesley gave a stiff, slight bow and
turned to walk away.

“One moment please, Wesley. Please take this list to
Cook and ask her to make sure that we have everything on it
delivered by this afternoon.”

“Yes, M’lady,” Wesley said curtly. “Will there be
anything else, M’lady?”

“Yes, now that you mention it, there is. Please have
all of the receipts for the last month delivered to me in Lord
John’s office.”

Looking as though he were close to arguing, Wesley
uttered a strained “M’lady” and exited the room as quickly as he
could.

A low chuckle followed his exit causing Brontë to
whirl to find Addison standing in the open door with a large trunk
at her feet. The smile on her lips seemed strained and did not
reach her eyes, causing Brontë to wonder if Addison Le Claire ever
really allowed herself to smile.


Chapter II

“If I may say, M’lady, you handled that very well. I
believe old Wesley has been allowed to do as he wishes inside this
house for so long that he believes that he is the Lady of
Markby.”

“He would not have lasted ten minutes in my mother’s
home,” Brontë stated before she could catch herself. She realized
that she probably should not be talking to one servant about
another. It was odd but she didn’t think of this self-confident
woman as a servant. Not that she believed in mistreating any
servants. In fact, the sharpest she had ever had to speak to anyone
had been to Wesley tonight.

The tall woman gave Brontë another half smile and
pointed down at the trunks in front of her. “These were delivered
early this morning. With everything that has happened I thought you
might sleep late. I asked that they be left at the door and told
them I would make sure that you received them.”

“Oh ,wonderful! I wondered when the rest of my
belongings would arrive. I will find a few of the other servants
and we can get them moved.” Brontë had already started for the east
wing of the house when Addison called out to her.

“M’lady, if you will just tell me where you want
them, I can move them myself.”

“But surely they are too heavy for…”

Addison had already hoisted the largest of the
trunks onto her shoulder and was waiting for instruction.

“Are you sure you will not need help?” Brontë turned
and led the dark-haired woman to the stairs.

“Yes, I have lifted things heavier than this trunk
all my life,” Addison said as she easily traversed the stairs.

“So much for the whole ‘lifting heavy objects will
stunt your growth’ theory.”

A surprised chuckle from behind caused Brontë to
peer over her shoulder, as she realized the tall servant had
overheard her murmured comment. So, she does indeed have a smile
and a beautiful one at that.

Addison wondered about the new Lady and the chain of
events over the last few days. Perhaps she had been wrong about
this one. Maybe she could trust her. Addison studied the small form
in front of her curiously. No, I cannot. She is like the rest of
them. Addison vowed to stay away from her. She was only here to
find information. After she found what she needed, she would leave
this hellish place and never look back.

Addison followed Brontë into what she assumed was
the suite in which the Lord and Lady slept. Feeling odd in this
room, Addison placed the trunk on the floor and turned to retrace
her steps.

“Oh, Miss Le Claire, would you be so kind as to
leave the trunk marked books in the library?”

Addison turned and looked as if she wanted to refuse
the request. “Yes, M’lady,” she said and all but ran from the room.
Brontë looked after her confused. What was that all about? It is
not as though I asked her to do something difficult.

Brontë went downstairs and, after checking on John,
went in search of Addison. She found her glaring down at the
remaining trunks, back tensed and balled fists shoved deep into her
pockets. Brontë watched as Addison lifted a trunk, shook it gently,
then set it back down. She repeated the process twice more before
she hoisted the largest of the three to her shoulder and then
turned so quickly that she almost ran into Brontë.

Addison waited, her expression unreadable as Brontë
stood with a confused frown on her face. What is wrong with the
servants here? How dare she shake my belongings?

So there they both stood, staring at each other.
Both angry and both inexplicably hurt by the other’s volatile
stance.

“I will…just put this…in the library, M’lady.”
Addison walked past Brontë, careful not to touch her as she
went.

“Addison?”

“Yes, M’lady.” Addison would not meet her eyes.

“Nothing…thank you.”

“You are welcome, M’lady.”

Brontë watched Addison until she disappeared from
sight. Without even realizing she had done so, Brontë moved into
John’s room and sank down into a chair. She felt drained, like she
had been in combat, but strangely invigorated at the same time. “I
am not even sure who won that battle.”

Addison walked quickly up the corridor and down the
long hall toward the library. She’d expected this at some point;
she just had no idea it would be so soon. Addison was not a stupid
person. She was good with figures and even better with her hands.
But when she looked at words they seemed to blend together. Where
everyone else seemed to be able to tell a “b” from a “d,” Addison
could not.

She still remembered how frustrated her father had
been when she was learning to write her name. School had been an
endless source of humiliation at the hands of other students.
Addison had excelled in math and art, but in reading she just could
not comprehend the gibberish in front of her. In frustration,
Addison dropped out of her schooling at the age of fourteen.

Addison opened the door to the library and looked
around for a place to leave the trunk. Spotting an out-of-the way
corner, she sat the trunk down and headed toward the door. Passing
a comfy chair, she spotted a book lying open on a leather chair.
Picking it up, she ran her hands over the pictures.

“Did I leave this out?”

Addison took the stairs up to the narrow walkway
that surrounded the library two at a time and found the open space
for the book. Carefully replacing the book, Addison stroked the
spine deep in thought. She had often wondered what the words there
meant. Though she could not read, Addison was hungry for
information. She came here as often as she could. It astounded her,
the number of books in this quiet place. Several of them had
portraits and interesting people in them. Addison, herself an
artist, found these books the most interesting. She would sometimes
just stare at the text and try to see what others saw, but she
could not. Her Papa loved her but even he had given up on her. It
was the reason that he had taught her how to work with her hands,
for fear that his tall and wide-shouldered daughter would be left
in this world with no one and no way to take care of herself.

Addison knew that as ill as her father had been, he
had hung on because he was afraid for her well-being. Addison had
miraculously led an uneventful life at Markby. The Lord’s family
had only spent half the year at Markby in the past. Addison had
grown up there, so none of the servants thought that the type of
work that she did was unusual. It had simply always been so. When
Lord John’s father passed away, the large house in London for
reasons no one quite understood was sold, leaving all of its nearly
thirty servants without work. The country estate, Markby, was
willed to his only son.

Addison remembered one of the last conversations she
had had with her father before he passed away. Addigo Le Clair had
no doubt in his mind that if not for his knowledge of blooded
horses the senior Lord would have had him removed from the premises
years before.

 


“Addison, please come here,” Addigo called
from his sick bed.

“Yes, Papa,” Addison wiped her father’s dark brow
with a handkerchief. “Are you feeling poorly, Papa?”

“No, I feel much better today.” Addison smiled, that
was always his response to that particular question.

“I am worried for you, Addison. This young Lord is
not as honorable as his father. The father, devil that he was, had
honor. He would keep his promises. This one, I do not know. He has
watched you for as long as I can remember with nothing but hate in
his eyes. He will be trouble to everything he touches.”

Addison held her father’s hand and tried to
understand what he was saying.

Other than handing him the reins to his horse,
Addison had had little to no interaction with the young Lord. She
too had seen his looks of hate and disgust, but she had assumed
that it had been the fact that she was a girl being allowed to do a
man’s job. Addison had ignored it as she had ignored many comments
about her size and how rough she was in the past. It was of no
concern to her if this rich boy looked upon her with disgust.
Addison could take care of herself and she thought her Papa was
worrying for naught.

“Papa, do not worry about…”

“You must listen to me, Addison. Do not
underestimate him. That boy has had it out for you since birth
because of who and what you are. And who or what he really
is. Stay away from him. Promise me, if something should
happen to me, you will go to your aunt in Paris. She has agreed to
help you with your art. You must not stay here in this evil place.
It will take you as it has taken the rest of us.”

“Papa, Papa, I do not understand.” Addison’s father,
exhausted by the effort of talking, fell into deep sleep.

Releasing her father’s hand, Addison had quietly
left the small cottage and started her chores.

 


Addison continued to stroke the spine of the book as
she thought of her father. Over the last year, Addigo had grown
more and more sick, and she had begun to take on more of his
duties. It had been so gradual that no one really thought much of
it. When others would ask after Addigo, Addison would make up some
excuse for his whereabouts. The old Lord, and so far the new one,
rarely took notice of who did what as long as it was done. And
Addison was meticulous about there being no need for complaints.
Even Wesley had to admit that she was an excellent worker. Addison
had, however, caught him sneaking around the cottage on more than
one occasion. She had threatened to tell the Lord of his unwanted
attentions if he did not steer clear of her home. This seemed to
scare Wesley away for the time being.

Addison brushed away the tears that streaked her
sun-darkened cheeks. She unconsciously placed her hand over the
letter that she had carried close to her heart for the last six
months.

The new Lady of the house was not like the Lord
Senior and his spoiled offspring. She seemed to be very observant.
Addison remembered watching from the forest as the wedding vows had
been taken. She wondered why this woman…girl, really, would marry
such a weak-spirited man as the junior Lord. Something had drawn
her to watch the wedding that day. She was unable to turn away when
the veil had been lifted and she caught her first glimpse of Lady
Brontë Baptiste. She felt herself lean forward to get a better
look, her breath coming in shallow gusts only to be halted
completely when the Lady had looked directly at the area where
Addison hid. Addison was sure she had seen her but she had looked
away after a moment, allowing Addison to breathe once again.

Addison had spent all of her twenty-two years on
Markby Estate. She had spoken to his Lordship all of four times
that she could remember. His cocky, almost feminine swagger was
enough to make Addison frown. The way he dressed was also rather
feminine. Both senior and junior had an affinity for bright
colors.

When Addison was fourteen she had taken to calling
them the Peacocks of Markby and had received a hard smack on the
behind from a very irate Addigo.

“Listen to me, Addison Mari Le Claire. You will
not speak in such a fashion about the Lord and his son. At least
not while we live on these grounds.”

Addison frowned even now as she remembered the fear
in her father’s voice as he looked around, fear etched clearly
across his dark, handsome face.

 


“But, Papa, why do we stay? I am told that
you are the best. Why do we stay here when you are barely paid
enough for the work you do? They are taking advantage of you, Papa.
You are worth so much more than this.” Addison had gestured wildly
at the two-room cottage that had at one time been used as a
gamekeeper’s hut.

“This is my home, Addison.” Addigo sat down on the
small cot that he slept on and pulled his boots off. “Where would
you have us go? There is so much more to it than you will ever
realize. I know that you ache to paint and I will write my sister
in Paris when you get older so that you may go there to study. But
as for me, I do not wish to leave here. Not until I find…”

Addison was looking at her father with such utter
joy that Addigo had paused in what he was saying.

“Paris, Papa? Me? Really?”

He had picked her long lanky frame up off the floor
and spun her around as he had when she was a small child. They both
had giggled gleefully at his antics. The young pup Perry barked
along with them. Addigo had sent his daughter off to bed with the
knowledge that one day her dreams of studying art would perhaps
be realized.

 


Addison hurried down the narrow spiraling staircase
as she realized that she had lost track of time. The Lady was
probably wondering where she was. Her long strides carried her to
the front door in no time. She quickly grabbed one of the last two
trunks, carried it up the stairs, set it next to its mate, and
headed back down to get the last one. Addison was on her way up the
stairs with the last trunk when she caught a flash of movement in
the corner of her eye. Victoria was a blond-haired scullery maid
with hands unbefitting one with such a position.

“Good morning, Addison. My, that trunk must be
heavy. You must be very strong to carry it so easily.” The
ever-present grin creased Victoria’s lips and a less observant
person would think the woman quite comely.

Addison shifted the trunk from one strong shoulder
to another so that she could better see the figure of the simpering
maid. Addison smirked for a moment, remembering the soft body
underneath the white and blue dress.

“I am sure you will be sore after you are done
working today. If you like, I would be happy to rub the muscles
that ache tonight. Then we could…”

Addison’s eyes narrowed as the presumptuous woman
went into erotic detail about what she would be willing to do to
help her get over her aches and pains.

In a moment of weakness, nearly a year ago, Addison
had taken the girl up on her offer of unadorned sex. The annoying
little snit had pestered Addison for weeks until Addison, sweaty
and dirty from baling hay, had finally given in to her unwanted
advances. She figured she would teach the little tease about
playing with people and gain some relief in the process. She had
taken her quickly and rather roughly.

 


Addison stared in disbelief at the
promiscuous young woman.

“You know you want me, Addison. I have seen how you
look at women when you think no one will notice.”

“Perhaps I do, but what does my looking at women
have to do with your offering yourself to me like a common
trollop?”

While the insult would have offended most people, it
did not seem to bother Victoria in the least. Addison watched as a
look of amusement passed over Victoria’s features. She had long
since given up trying to pretend that she was something she was
not. Promiscuous? Victoria invented the word. She not only loved
being loved; she used it to give her power over as many people as
she could. Addison had heard her say on more than one occasion that
the only reason that she was still a scullery maid was because she
chose to be; there was no pressure in the job. She loved telling
anyone willing to listen that she could be head of the kitchen if
it was her wish. Addison had often seen Mary, Beatrice, or even
Cook doing Victoria’s job, their hands often chapped and red from
the strenuous work. Victoria came and went as she pleased and was
never reprimanded. She used sex as her tool to get what she wanted
and from what Addison could see she was doing quite well for
herself. To Addison the only difference between Victoria and a
woman who sold her wares on the street was that Victoria was good
at what she did because she liked it. Now she had set her sights on
Addison.

“What is the matter, Addison? Are you afraid that
you will not be able to pleasure me as well as the others
have?”

Addison felt her pulse quicken, then calm, as she
forced herself to ignore the excitement in Victoria’s voice. “I
would rather be alone than bed you,” Addison said as she continued
her work.

The warm hand on her forearm was a shock to Addison,
causing her to react without thinking. She dropped the pitchfork
and grabbed Victoria’s wrist. With a quick tug, Addison pulled her
close and growled, “Did I give you permission to touch me,
Victoria?”

“Come now, Addison. I know I am not wrong about you.
When did you last bed a woman?” Victoria had tossed her head and
answered back in her same taunting tone. “You should be happy that
I want to touch you, it is not likely that anyone else ever would.”
Despite the pressure on her wrist, Victoria viciously continued her
verbal attack, clearly reveling in the fact that she had gotten a
reaction from Addison.

“You know, it really is a shame,” she said as she
moved her hand down Addison’s prominent cheekbones before Addison
could jerk away in disgust. “You really are quite beautiful. All
the men should be clamoring for your hand, but they never will
because you are more a man than any man would ever be. Is that not
true, Addison? But I am sure you do not care, do you, Addison? I am
sure your dreams are not of strapping young men are they, Addison?
You only covet women, is that not true? Tell me, Addison…what would
Addigo say if he knew what…”

Addison picked the maid up, threw her onto the bales
of hay, and took her viciously. Victoria had not only reveled in
it, she had continued to taunt Addison until they both had
reached climax.

 


Addison had regretted her loss of control ever
since. The girl had the most annoying habit of popping up wherever
Addison was. She had no business in the stables or the barn, but
Addison would often look up from baling hay or feeding the animals
and find her
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