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      When Judith saw her fiancé standing at the end of the street, she prayed that he was not an apparition. It helped that Judith had just emerged from a wedding, so most of the crowd was focused on the wedding party, not the man standing some distance away. In fact, the activity of the happy newlyweds behind them engaged the full attention of everyone except for Judith and her friend Louisa-Margaretta.

      The latter, understanding the nature of the moment, squeezed Judith’s hand before walking away.

      Though she was in company on the church steps, Judith felt quite alone as Morgan approached her. He began to run as he drew near, and by the time he spoke, he was quite out of breath.

      “Judith.” He took her gloved hand in his. “Oh, Judith.”

      She could not take her eyes from his face. He looked concerned, but he was there before her, just as he had been in all of her dreams.

      “Everyone thought you had died,” she managed, squeezing his hand through her glove, wishing she could feel his skin and be absolutely sure he was real.

      His brow wrinkled as if he were confused. “Did you believe me dead?”

      “No,” she whispered. “I knew that you had not died. I could feel it. And if none of the fine lords were willing to send a delegation, I was on the point of going to France myself.”

      “Dear Judith,” said Morgan, and something like a sob escaped his lips. He clutched her hand tighter.

      Judith had never wished more earnestly for an embrace, but even in her very great joy, she was cognizant of the London street on which she found herself and of the presence of friends and family members quite near her.

      So she and Morgan simply stood before each other, the irrepressible smiles on their faces mingling with tears. He wore a set of clothes she had never seen on him before, and she could tell that his hands were leathery and worn.

      He took out a handkerchief she did not recognize, passed it over to her without a word, and after touching her eyes furtively, she handed it back to him.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      He did not let go of her hand as he told her the story of all that had befallen him, and when he had finished, Judith’s only thought was that they should have married long before that ordeal had started.

      She was half tempted to go back into the church and tell the vicar who had performed the previous ceremony to do another one, for she never intended to be parted from Morgan ever again.

      “Oh, my love,” Judith said when he had finished. “I do understand. But let us never again undertake such travels separately.”

      He managed a half smile. “Of course! You have still told me nothing of your time in Russia.”

      Judith sighed. “That is quite a story in itself, though I daresay not quite as terrifying as what happened to you.”

      Morgan shook his head. “What happened to me is in the past. Though it was a trial, I am not ashamed of it and now have only to treasure the blessings of the future.”

      “Of course,” she breathed, and for a moment, neither spoke. They were still unable to embrace, and their surroundings bore little resemblance to Wycliff Castle’s secluded orchards and grounds, the site of their former courtship.

      “You were very brave,” Judith said. “And now, thanks be to God, it is over.”
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      Judith’s family was not nearly as understanding when she told them of Morgan’s troubles.

      Her aunt Leah, sitting with a straight back by the fire, was the first to voice doubt. “So, he claims that he and his party were robbed and that one of those gentlemen killed a robber?”

      “It was an accident,” Judith hastened to explain. “The man was only defending himself, truly. But he hit the highwayman’s head most violently, and the man fell. The other men scattered.”

      “Then they should have just ridden on,” Miriam said decidedly. “They probably could have made it all the way back to England.”

      Miriam was embroidering a handkerchief, keeping it near a candle so she could see her intricate work. She had always made a habit of neglecting her workbasket, but perhaps the time she had spent as the eldest child present with the family had changed her. Though Judith was vexed with Miriam for doubting Morgan’s word, she was secretly pleased to see the small, even stitches her sister was making.

      “If I were set upon by highwaymen, I should not leave!” said Aaron, running in. “I should stay and fight!”

      At ten years old, Aaron was definitely too young for such an account, and Judith had gone to some trouble to ensure that none of her brothers heard anything about her fiancé’s troubles.

      “Off to bed,” said Aunt Leah, shepherding Aaron out of the room.

      “But Moses has stolen my nightcap!”

      “Then you’d best take it back from him, hadn’t you?” said Aunt Leah.

      “Does Mr Ramsbury understand how you worried for him, dear?” asked Mr St Clair as they waited for Aunt Leah to return.

      Judith’s father was thin, but Judith was pleased to see that he appeared to be in very good health. After she had left the country nearly a year ago, she had tried to ascertain his well-being from letters, which was rather difficult. But she could see for herself that he was quite healthy, and he appeared to be happy to have his family gathered about him. Aunt Leah, his sister, often came for long visits, and since Judith was home, she knew that her father would feel relieved from the burden of worrying about her.

      “He knew quite well that everyone would be concerned,” said Judith. “But he and his companion could not very well reveal their identities. They were afraid they would be killed themselves.”

      Aunt Leah came back in, sweeping her long skirts out of the way as she took her seat by the fire again.

      Judith, who had been pretending to work at some embroidery, put it down in her lap.

      “Truly,” she said, “Mr Ramsbury and his friend had no choice. It was very fortunate for them that a farmer took pity on them both and ended up helping them hide with his cousin some ten miles away.”

      Only Mr St Clair nodded. “Of course, my dear. And now, what does he propose to do?”

      Judith blinked. “I’m sorry, Papa?”

      “Well, I believe he will abandon his diplomatic pursuits,” said Mr St Clair. “And I do not blame the boy, to be sure. Now that Napoleon Bonaparte has been defeated, the need for diplomats is not nearly so great.”

      Judith bristled at hearing her beloved referred to as a “boy,” but she kept her countenance serene. “I believe the same, Papa.”

      “Well, then? What is it to be?”

      “If he wishes to be a curate, there will be a post open here soon,” said Aunt Leah, a broad smile on her face.

      “Mr Barnwell is leaving?” asked Judith, genuinely shocked. She could not keep her disappointment from showing. Her father’s health had been troubled before the arrival of Mr Barnwell, but after the young curate took on some of his duties, there had been a marked improvement. Without any assistance, Judith’s father would have to take on all of the onerous work of a busy rector once again, and he might find it very taxing. Though, of course, he would never complain. That was always the trouble.

      Mr St Clair smiled, and in his joy, he looked rather like his sister. Though Leah St Clair had the same piercing blue eyes as her brother, the resemblance was not very marked. Where she was tall and strong, he was given to intellectual pursuits and meek by nature. He was a fast walker but growing a bit stooped with age, and he was exceedingly peaceful by nature.

      “Well,” he said. “Miriam, my dear, would you like to tell Judith your news?”

      “Mr Barnwell and I are engaged,” Miriam said, her tone clipped. “He is to start a new position in the new year.”

      Mr St Clair smiled. “An old friend of mine is leaving a living vacant,” he said. “Judith, you remember Mr Fitzroy? As you know, he is not far from us at all. He thought his flock would take to a young man a bit better if they made the change just at the beginning of the new year. So the living will be Mr Barnwell’s as of Christmas Day, but he and his bride will not leave Derbyshire until January.”

      Judith found herself deeply surprised, but she knew the proper thing to say. “I wish you much joy, Miriam.”

      “Thank you,” said Miriam, but Judith thought her sister did not look at all pleased. Miriam had set her work down in her lap and was glaring out the window, unwilling to even look at Judith.

      “Well,” said their father, “we all ought to get to bed. There is plenty of work to be done tomorrow.”

      “Yes,” said Judith faintly, though she did not quite know what her work should be.

      And her fiancé, it would appear, had the very same problem. He had returned to England but had not yet determined how he was to spend his days.

      And unless Judith was much mistaken, her father did not approve.
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      Louisa-Margaretta Haddington could not bear to wait for the Christmas guests. She had no wish to see any of them, so she stayed in the music room and played on the pianoforte.

      The aria that came to her was one that Ivo Solier had written. When she was far from his presence, Louisa-Margaretta was able to think on him more fondly than she ever had in Russia or London.

      He was an impressive figure, though he had the French curse of snobbery, and his looks were not at all bad. Louisa-Margaretta’s only trouble was that she did not love him. Had she listened to her mother rather than following her own heart, she would almost certainly be married to that gentleman.

      And that would mean she would be spending Christmas in London or perhaps even Paris, with people at the center of the operatic world. They would all be learned, clever, but Louisa-Margaretta’s wealth and beauty would mean that she could hold her own in such a crowd.

      Instead, she was in a drafty Derbyshire castle, trying to avoid her mother’s second cousin and that woman’s family. Louisa-Margaretta had been the only Haddington child to live at home for nearly a decade, and she envied her elder brothers their homes and freedom. For them, marriage was not required for an escape.

      Louisa-Margaretta stopped playing, put her head down on the piano, and moaned.

      “Louisa-Margaretta? Are you unwell?”

      Judith came striding into the room and took a seat next to her friend.

      “I am quite well,” said Louisa-Margaretta, “but I dread this holiday. It is nothing more than an excuse for my mother to bore us to tears with guests and prayer.”

      “It will be a very happy Christmas,” said Judith, though her frown betrayed her doubts.

      “Well, at least we may hope that nobody will be poisoned or shoved into a canal,” said Louisa-Margaretta. “If we all escape with our lives, I suppose we can consider it an improvement on previous years.”

      Judith wore a pale-green gown. Instead of commenting on Louisa-Margaretta’s remarks, she looked nervously at her well-mended gloves. “Do I look silly? I shall feel very shabby next to your guests, I am sure.”

      Louisa-Margaretta shook her head. It was very unlike Judith to complain about what she was wearing, but then, the holiday was to be a rather important one for her.

      “I always think such pale colors do not look well on a lady with brown eyes,” said Judith. “This gown suited Miriam much better.”

      Louisa-Margaretta gave a wicked grin. “Do I think that dear Cousin Morgan will like it, do you mean? Judith, you know quite well that he liked you in your poorest rags. Quakers like my cousin are hopelessly attached to that odd ‘plain dress’ custom. If he could tolerate the sort of horrid dresses we had to wear when we were working in Essex, he will be extremely impressed with your gown.”

      “I hope everyone there is doing well,” said Judith. “I suppose it does not surprise you that I miss having an occupation.”

      Louisa-Margaretta considered that. “There were benefits, I suppose,” she said, remembering how interesting her days had been. “Though I prefer not having to chase madmen through the woods. Imagine how difficult that would be here in Derbyshire!”

      Judith looked down. “You don’t suppose they are in need of anyone, do you?” she asked, referring to the asylum in Essex. “I was thinking of inquiring, but usually, they allow married couples to live together only if they are the superintendents of the entire place.”

      Louisa-Margaretta raised her eyebrows. “Yes, and that did not seem a very pleasant role. Judith, don’t even think of returning! Does not my cousin have some alternative in mind?”

      Judith smiled, but she did not laugh. “He says nothing of a profession,” she fretted. “Do you think your father could be convinced to hire him?”

      Louisa-Margaretta shook her head, playing a series of rather pleasing chords with her left hand while fixing her hair with her right. She had asked Harriet to help her make it stylish, but the weight of it simply felt burdensome. “Cousin Morgan has no head for business at all. Papa would only laugh at me. Besides, does he not have a fortune of his own?”

      Judith frowned. “He gave a great deal of it away. Which I support, of course. The Quakers have certainly been in need of his generosity.”

      Louisa-Margaretta scoffed. “That is a problem I would only ever expect you and Cousin Morgan to have, dear Judith. Becoming paupers for your own good hearts! Well, never fear. Between what he has left and what he can earn, I am sure you will manage.”

      “Without a profession, he can earn little,” said Judith. “We have very great need of my dowry, in fact, but if he is not working, I am afraid my father will not give his consent.”

      Louisa-Margaretta raised her eyebrows. “What is your fortune to be, then, Judith? Do give me the exact amount.”

      The young woman in the pale-green gown blushed. She began tidying the sheets of parchment that Louisa-Margaretta had piled on top of the pianoforte.

      “It is not a fortune, only some money he hoped to settle on me,” she said. “It amounts to five thousand pounds.”

      Louisa-Margaretta shrieked. “Five thousand pounds, Judith! Lord, your family must live on nothing. How could he have managed to save half so much?”

      Judith fingered the material of her gown, swallowing. “To own the truth, I have no idea,” she said quietly. “I am not sure if it is even right for me to take the money.”

      Louisa-Margaretta shrugged. “Would that I had your fortitude, Judith. If I had a fiancé whom I loved, along with a rather healthy sum of money, I would marry in a shot.”

      Judith’s face fell. “Oh, Louisa-Margaretta. I am quite sure that⁠—”

      “I will find someone suitable? I highly doubt that,” said Louisa-Margaretta archly. “With two broken engagements behind me, and at the age of eight and twenty? No, my dear.”

      There was noise outside the window. It was unmistakable—the guests were arriving.

      “Perhaps…” said Judith.

      “Perhaps there will be someone suitable in this party? I highly doubt it,” said Louisa-Margaretta. “Though, knowing my mother, it is very possible that there is someone in the bunch whom she wishes me to marry.”

      With that unhappy thought in her head, Louisa-Margaretta rose to her feet and went to greet the guests.
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      When Judith and Louisa-Margaretta met the party, Judith realised that there was nobody among them whom her friend could marry. But she found herself rather relieved. Perhaps without a suitor, Louisa-Margaretta would be pleasanter to the guests. She always had a tendency to spend a bit too much time with the handsome gentlemen, neglecting those whom she considered unsightly or boring.

      Judith, by contrast, was able to be pleasant without a great effort. As the daughter of the rector, she was ever conscious of her position. And since she had become officially engaged to a relative of Mrs Haddington, she also had the shame of being considered an interloper. She was quite eager to make it clear that she remained humble and unaffected, though her fortunes had certainly changed.

      “Did you have a pleasant journey?” she asked the newcomers after trying her utmost to make out all their names, but nobody appeared to have heard her. As near as Judith could tell, the guests consisted of a young couple, the Blackmores, along with Mrs Blackmore’s parents and sister. Their surname was Guppy. Young Mr Blackmore’s sister had joined the party for the holiday, as had Mrs Crampton, a friend of the family.

      “I’m going to go lie down,” said Mrs Nancy Blackmore, one of the younger guests, without acknowledging that Judith had spoken. She was in a certain condition, though it seemed absurd to Judith to speak in such euphemisms when Mrs Blackmore’s belly was so large that the young woman’s “condition” could not have possibly been mistaken for anything other than pregnancy. “That last carriage ride nearly did me in.”

      The young wife got no support from Mr Reuben Blackmore, her husband, who only sighed. Mrs Blackmore’s mother, Mrs Guppy, seemed more concerned about her youngest daughter. She hardly reacted when the elder one said she was heading to her room to rest.

      “We all ought to eat soon,” she said. “Dear Jessie never eats enough.”

      The young woman she was speaking of scowled, and Judith suppressed a smile. Jessie Guppy, while thin, did not look as if she were starving.

      Mrs Crampton, the elderly friend of the Guppy family who had accompanied them, touched Mrs Guppy’s arm. “Your Jessie will be fine, but you must eat something yourself, Mrs Blackmore. You’ve had almost nothing all day.”

      Mrs Blackmore sniffed. “I do feel rather faint. But we ought to wait until all the parties have arrived, then we shall dine together.”

      Mr Guppy gave a jovial smile. “Derbyshire is rather far, what? All of this traveling has nearly done us in.”

      “I hope you will find that your journey is well worth it,” said Mrs Haddington in soothing tones.

      Miss Rose Blackmore, sister of the scowling Mr Reuben Blackmore, gave a broad smile. “Oh, this beautiful place is the talk of London. I am sure all our friends are quite jealous!”

      “Always a good enough reason to come here,” sniffed Louisa-Margaretta. “Making one’s friends jealous, though if they were to experience an actual Derbyshire winter, they would not be nearly so keen.”

      Miss Blackmore, rather than taking offense, simply laughed. “Oh, how charming! Well, I do feel that many in London do not have the proper spirit for fighting through a winter like this one. But we shall simply have to make very good use of our cloaks.”

      Judith tried to think of a clever response, as Miss Blackmore seemed the sort of young lady whose conversation consisted of trading witty remarks, but she was spared by the next arrival.

      Mr Morgan Ramsbury, Judith’s fiancé, had shared one of the Haddingtons’ coaches with a Mr Pembroke Lush. The two had traveled together from Manchester, with the Haddingtons sending the coach for them so they would not have to travel post. Though reliable, traveling post was a slow and cold way of making the journey, and around Christmas, it could feel akin to torture.

      Judith hardly knew how to look when Morgan kissed her hand, a proper greeting for a visiting acquaintance. Their engagement was not a secret, of course, but she knew that Mrs Haddington disapproved.

      Though Judith tried to speak with him as the party was welcomed into Wycliff Castle, Mrs Haddington shepherded him toward his room with the rest of the guests. Once everyone came down, it was already time to eat. Judith felt many flutterings of agony when she could neither be seated near her love at table nor find a moment to speak with him.

      Louisa-Margaretta was also quiet, Miss Guppy rarely spoke, and Mr Haddington was his usual silent self. Mrs Blackmore had taken to her bed, Mrs Guppy was feeling unwell, and Mrs Crampton seemed to speak only in murmurs. That did not make for a very merry party.

      When someone asked whether any of them had heard of Mostiania, Judith was relieved.

      “I have not heard of it,” she said, feeling a bit ashamed. Geography had always been one of her strengths, and after providing Miriam and all her brothers with so much instruction, she was surprised there was any place that was unknown to her, no matter how remote. “But I would love to hear more about it. Please, do tell me.”
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      Mr Lush was more than happy to hold court at the dinner table, going on about his favourite subject. He was well traveled, and while he had a few stories of his time in Paris and Rome, the land that had captured his heart was plainly very different.

      “Mostiania,” he said. “It is at once the most beautiful country I have visited and by far the richest.”

      Louisa-Margaretta smirked. She was tempted to make a joke that she was also beautiful and rich, though she thought that sad little Jessy Guppy would not laugh, and she certainly could not say such a thing in front of the elderly Mrs Crampton.

      “Do you go every year, then?” asked Papa, peering at Mr Lush with his dark eyes. He seldom contributed much to the conversation, but Louisa-Margaretta knew that he could not resist taking interest in a business proposition. “Seems rather expensive.”

      Mr Lush was only too happy to describe his journey. “Oh, it is! Over a month to get there and almost two to get back. And that is just for the journey to Buenos Aires. After that, one must get another boat. It is quite an ordeal.”

      Mr Haddington raised his eyebrows. “It would be easier to choose somewhere closer. Even getting to Manchester is inconvenient at times.”

      Louisa-Margaretta suppressed a laugh. Only her father would say something like that and remain unashamed. As if one could compare taking a carriage into Manchester with traveling to a far distant land by boat!

      Mr Lush shook his head. “My dear sir, of course not! For Mositania is as yet pure, untamed, a wild land eminently suited for the right sort of cultivation.”

      Why is it that gentlemen always speak of these lands as if they are ladies? thought Louisa-Margaretta. Rather vapid ladies, at that.

      “What do you intend to cultivate there, sir?” asked Mama.

      Mr Lush’s smile, which had been respectful when he was speaking to the man of the house, instantly became softer and rather condescending.

      “Well, the plans are complex, madam,” he said. “Gold will be a primary focus, but it is also excellent land for farming and tobacco. That will help support the mining operation.”

      “I’m always trying to get my son to learn more about farming,” said Mr Guppy. “But I expect he’s more interested in the gold! I can hardly blame him.”

      Mr Lush smiled. “Of course, of course. After having seen the riches of South America, I cannot blame anyone with an interest in extracting them. That has become my primary aim.”

      There were so many oddities in Mr Lush’s speech. Louisa-Margaretta was quite sure that, like most travelers, he was leaving out many of the discomforts he had experienced. He said nothing of biting insects, for example, and she was sure that the “savage native inhabitants” could not be half so gentle as he claimed.

      “It sounds rather dull to me,” she said. “Tell me, did you visit any of the neighbouring territories on your last visit? Was anyone at war?”

      Mr Guppy gave a snort. “That’s all that ladies admire these days, war. I suppose you wish we had not vanquished Napoleon Bonaparte, Miss Haddington? I confess, I prefer to sleep each night knowing his henchmen are not coming to our shores, but perhaps that is my own peculiarity.”

      Louisa-Margaretta’s smile was broad. “I only wondered what Mostiania’s neighbours were like,” she said brightly. “After all, we are so very near France yet not like it in any way.”

      “Have you been to France?” asked Mr Blackmore.

      Louisa-Margaretta scowled. “No.” She had been to Russia, but her parents were still upset that she had gone at all. She knew better than to mention her year there in company. Mr Blackmore’s remark reminded her, most cruelly, of the operatic life she had given up in Paris. Perhaps living with Mr Solier as his wife would have been a trial, but she was fond of the Duke of Ormonde, and she knew that he had gone to the continent with one of his companions. They might even then be waltzing through a French ballroom, not listening to some bore go on about his business prospects.

      Mr Lush gave her his smile, sweet as treacle. “There is no cause, surely. You ladies ought to stay in England. After all, someone must tend to the hearth while the men are away! And though beautiful Mostiania is as lovely a land as I have ever seen, the journey is not suitable for a lady.”

      “I can assure you—” said Louisa-Margaretta, ready to risk her parents’ approbation and describe the cramped sea voyage to and from St Petersburg. But Mama got there before her.

      “My daughter is of an unusually adventurous disposition,” Mrs Haddington said swiftly. “Indeed, she loves hunting. That is one reason we have seen fit to organise a hunt while everyone is here, if the weather suits! Perhaps we could make those plans now.”

      The rest of the dinner passed largely without incident, though Louisa-Margaretta scowled during a great deal of it. It did not escape her that Mr Lush spoke most with her father, then Mr Guppy and Mr Blackmore, and following that, with Cousin Morgan. It was by virtue of their material wealth, then, that he valued them. But he was either very stubborn or very stupid, because he did not think to approach Louisa-Margaretta or her mother, apparently believing them to have no influence at all over the respected Mr Haddington and his business interests.

      By the time the dinner ended and the ladies and gentlemen separated, Louisa-Margaretta was thankful to be rid of him.
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      After dinner, Judith was with the ladies. Though typically she would have been happy, perhaps even relieved to be spared Mr Lush’s loud boasts about his travels, that evening, she longed for Morgan’s company. For months, they had written to each other, and for years, they had been on the edge of marriage! It was maddening.

      Not for the first time, Judith wished she were the sort of young woman who might just rush off and marry in Scotland without her family’s blessing. Were that the case, she would never have rejected Morgan’s suit years ago, and they might well be married with a child or two.

      And nothing to live on, she reminded herself. They required either an impressive profession for the husband or the dowry of the wife. Without either, there was no way forward for them.

      “This is a welcome change from the London gatherings,” said Miss Blackmore, taking a seat beside Judith and smiling animatedly. “At some of those parties, I scarcely got to speak to any of the other ladies! Too much noise and too many people.”

      “I am sure it was exciting,” said Judith, and her companion nodded sagely.

      “It was, rather,” said Miss Blackmore, her beautiful dimples showing again as she grinned. “But the longer one remains unmarried, the worse it gets!”

      “Indeed,” said Judith, her stomach lurching as she thought about her feeble attempts to win her father’s blessing for her marriage. “There is such a great
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