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      The bush was so dense and silent that Cleo felt awed. The afternoon was drawing long shadows over the track before her and the sun, shining for the first time in days, was low and golden through the bush. It really did seem like spring, and the golden wattles, bedraggled by the rain, were beginning to dry out.

      Cleo sighed. This morning, it had seemed quite reasonable to set out alone. She had taken one of the new Cobb and Co coaches from Melbourne over a week ago, and since then had been sitting in Bendigo, waiting for the weather to clear and paying exorbitant prices to the innkeeper there. There was a coach service to Nugget Gully, but it did not run every day and it did not run when the weather was wet, and, at the moment, even though the sun was shining, the roads were impassable to any vehicle larger than a wheelbarrow. So Cleo had waited, her funds being eaten up, until she could stand it no more.

      And so, being a girl of quick decisions and high courage, she had set out for the gold fields of Nugget Gully on a newly purchased horse with only her carpet-bag and a saddle-bag for company.

      It had seemed a sensible thing to do at the time, though the Rawlins family, with whom she had travelled to Bendigo, had claimed she was mad. ‘You’ll see, the road will be passable in another week,’ they had said. But Cleo had been waiting a week now for the last part of her long journey and had felt unable to wait another day, let alone another week! Now, with darkness not many moments ahead, it did seem foolish and…yes, even dangerous.

      Cleo took a breath, and brushed tendrils of her chestnut hair back from her eyes, where it kept escaping the firm chignon. She straightened her already ramrod-straight back, and tried to think calmly. She must be nearly at the inn. She had been told that it was halfway along the road between Bendigo and Nugget Gully, and that if she rode at a steady pace she must reach it before nightfall. But it was growing dark now, and she had seen no sign of human life, and certainly not a bustling inn.

      Cleo sighed again, and irritably brushed at the moth which blundered against her cheek. If only Papa were here! But Papa had died and been buried at sea, not two weeks out of Plymouth, and all his hopes of a new life in Victoria had ended with him. But his daughter had travelled on, not believing at first that he was gone, and then determined to make his dreams come true.

      Papa would be proud of me, she thought now, hoping it was so. More likely he would be angry with her for riding out alone into the bush, where there were wild beasts and bushrangers. He had often called her impetuous, and sometimes even pigheaded. Cleo denied them both angrily. She knew she was neither.

      Cleo’s mother had been dead for twenty years, since she was five. As she grew up, she had gradually taken over the job of running the house—cleaning and cooking—as well as dealing with her father’s business accounts. He had been a milliner, and quite successful among the fashion-conscious in the city of Plymouth. Cleo had helped there, too, sometimes sewing late into the evening to finish some lacy concoction for Mrs. So and So’s head or some feather bonnet for Mrs. Such and Such’s daughter.

      ‘You have a flair for it,’ her father had told her with pleasure. ‘I always thought to have a son to leave the business to, Cleo, but I know it could be in no safer hands than yours!’

      But Papa had become ill, and Plymouth had been too cold and too damp. He had needed a drier climate, and Victoria it must be. The decision had been a difficult one, and Cleo knew he would have preferred to end his days in the place where he had been born. But his health had been bad and, after many enquiries and discussions, he had even become enthusiastic about the move.

      Victoria, he had told her, was a forward-moving colony. Gold had been discovered there in 1851, and since then a great number of settlers had arrived to make their fortunes. Although now, in this year of 1858, many had returned home—rich and poor alike—many others had remained to build towns and cities. There was a need for men such as her father. So, the business had been sold, and with it their tidy house, where Cleo had spent her entire life. They had had to uproot themselves from all they had known and travel thousands of miles into the unknown.

      There had only been one moment of doubt, after they had boarded the ship. ‘Am I doing the right thing by you, my dear?’ her father murmured to Cleo. ‘Should my health be the cause of your unhappiness?’

      ‘Papa, I am not unhappy!’ she cried, surprised by this last-minute wavering in such a positive man. ‘We will have another shop, and be rich in no time, you will see.’

      He smiled, but still looked at her pensively. ‘You are twenty-five, Cleo; old enough to be wed with children and a home of your own. Your mother wed me at eighteen! There was no one in Plymouth you will be sad to leave...?’

      She laughed. ‘Papa, you know there is not! I am too old to marry now—I’m on the shelf, and glad of it too. What do I want with a husband and children? I am content to be my own mistress.’

      ‘I was afraid of it,’ he retorted, but gently. ‘I brought you up too much like the son I never had. I fear you frighten your admirers off.’

      Cleo shuddered elaborately. ‘Indeed, I hope so, Papa!’

      And, within a week, Papa had gone—taken off by a simple chill—and their savings belonged to Cleo, who must make her own way in the new land. She thought, then, through her sadness, that it was just as well he had brought her up as a son. How would a weak and clinging woman manage, alone in a strange land, with not a single friend to shelter her?

      When the ship docked in Melbourne, she had found accommodation there at an exorbitant price. All the prices seemed high, and she disliked seeing her money being spent where it did little good. She had met the Rawlins family in Melbourne; a young couple with one child, travelling to relations in Bendigo.

      ‘When gold was first discovered,’ Mrs. Rawlins told her, ‘there were few women on the fields. Life was very hard, and the miners were always moving from strike to strike, looking for gold. But now the camps are more settled—those that remain. They are building in stone and timber instead of living in canvas tents. Bendigo is quite a city now, you know. Much of the gold you could find in the creeks and pick up off the ground has gone. They are digging deeper under the ground now, following the reefs.’

      They all booked on the American coach run by Cobb and Co to Bendigo, and Cleo enjoyed riding in the well-sprung vehicle, watching the scenery flash by. Bendigo was a large, sprawling place, with mining constructions dominating the town whichever way she looked. The buildings seemed wonderfully grand for such a young city, opulent brick and stone, rubbing shoulders with timber verandas. Bendigo seemed to be trying to throw off her rugged frontier image for one of sober respectability.

      The Rawlins were concerned for her safety. That she should be travelling on her own at all seemed to them very shocking. But Cleo merely smiled, and as always did exactly as she pleased. But even she could not fight the weather, and the rain prevented the daily coach from its journey to Nugget Gully. The road quickly became boggy and impassable. A week went by, and Cleo become more and more impatient. Her savings were disappearing fast and she had yet to even reach Nugget Gully!

      ‘But why Nugget Gully, dear?’ Mrs. Rawlins asked her, watching Cleo pace up and down before the windows and the grey drizzle beyond. ‘Bendigo is so much more civilized. You could make your home here. I’m sure you will make many friends, and perhaps in time some nice man will offer for you and... why, then, you will not have to worry about your future at all!’ Mrs. Rawlins smiled at her from the comfort of her own married state.

      Cleo grimaced. ‘As to that… if I sat waiting for some “nice man” to make me an offer, I would probably starve to death.’

      ‘But Nugget Gully is isolated and rough ...it’s still a shanty town, Miss Montague! Not like Bendigo at all.’

      Cleo waved her hand a little impatiently. ‘My father spoke to a man in Plymouth, who had mined there. He said there were many Devon and Cornish folk there. He had his heart set on it. I know he would want me to try there first.’

      ‘But a young woman like yourself, alone... who knows what dangers you might encounter?’

      ‘As to that, I should say I am older than you, Mrs. Rawlins. And I am used to taking care of myself—I have done it since I was five years old.’

      ‘But England, Miss Montague, is quite, quite different from Victoria! I believe people have died only by wandering into the bush and losing their direction...’

      But Cleo had stopped listening. She did not consider herself in need of such advice. She certainly did not mean to let Mrs. Rawlins tell her what she could or could not do, at this late stage. She saw herself as well past marriageable age, and was determined to make her own way in the world, despite the handicap of being a woman.

      ‘Cleo...Cleopatra,’ she had said once to her father. ‘Why such a fanciful name, Papa? I should have been a Jane or...or a Martha!’

      He had smiled. ‘Your mother was a romantic, my dear. After we were wed, I took her to see a play. She had her heart set on it. I don’t remember the name now, but Cleopatra came from that play.’

      Cleopatra for such as she! A tall girl— ‘Junoesque’, someone had once called her—with chestnut curls, thick and riotous, and dark eyes surrounded by thick lashes. She was beautiful, but she disliked her looks—the fashion was for petite blondes—and sought to disguise them with plain clothes and severe hairstyles, making of herself the sort of woman she felt she ought to be. A sensible, middle-aged housekeeper, she considered herself, and so assumed the style. She had never thought of herself as attractive, or wanted to be. She was too big, too brusque and too capable. Beautiful women were like her mother, tiny and delicate, fragile creatures who needed looking after and never seemed to live very long. And if sometimes she would catch herself dreaming or feeling lonely and longing for someone to admire her, Cleo would speak to herself sternly and tell herself such things were not for her.

      So it was not surprising that she had laughed at Mrs. Rawlins’s worries, and bought herself a horse and set out, alone, into the Australian bush. The sun was almost down.

      Cleo found herself thinking that at home now, in September, the weather would be cooler, the

      leaves falling yellow and brown. And here it was spring, with the trees blossoming and the days getting longer and warmer. Somehow it was not right.

      The horse, until now walking slowly but quietly, suddenly jibbed, startling Cleo out of her reverie. She tightened the reins and made soothing sounds, but the horse jibbed again, jolting her and almost unseating her.

      ‘Blast you,’ she whispered. ‘What is wrong with you?’

      But the horse sensed danger and sidled away from the path ahead, try as Cleo might to force it on. A bird, chattering angrily, flew up into the branches, and the sun glinted off bright wings.

      The man seemed to appear from nowhere, a shadow among shadows. He was filthy, and the parts of his face not covered with grime were covered with beard. The horse reared, threatening to toss Cleo off, and she fought to control it, jerking on the reins and making things worse from inexperience. The man was closer now, and she realised he held some sort of makeshift cudgel. She could smell the stale, dirty scent of him, and tried to kick at the horse’s side, and turn it back the way she had come. But the man had hold of her bridle and pulled the animal back around.

      It seemed to recognise the hand of authority, and suddenly stopped struggling, standing quiet with head down. Cleo felt her heart begin to hammer in her breast. The man was even filthier at close quarters, and the warm, rotting odour of him almost made her retch. He was looking up at her, slapping the cudgel against his leg, and when he grinned his white teeth shone strangely through his beard.

      ‘Well, isn’t it my lucky day?’ he said, and his voice grated like a knife on stone. ‘Get down off the horse. Now!’

      Cleo forced herself not to cower. She sat straighter than ever, her fingers gripping the horse’s mane, her face a white blur in the twilight. ‘I should warn you, I have friends travelling close behind me,’ she said in a loud voice which did not waver. ‘They have guns.’

      He looked at her a moment, and then cleared his throat and spat. ‘Friends? Well, even if that’s true, I’ll be well gone before they arrive. Now get down or I’ll knock you down.’ He lifted the cudgel at the words, and Cleo felt the violence like a cloak about him. She slid down on to the soft, debris-strewn roadway. It was still soggy from the rain, and smelled of damp and rotting vegetation.

      ‘What do you intend to do?’ Her voice was husky despite her resolutions, and her fingers were digging into her palms. ‘If you mean to rob me, I will give you what little money I have if you will not harm me.’

      Fool! she thought, for saying such a craven thing. But the man’s eyes were level with hers, and something in the way he was looking at her made her blood run cold.

      The sun was almost gone now, and the air had turned chill. Another bird flapped up, startling them. Cleo stepped back, away from him, but it was too late. The man lunged at her. Cleo, her reflexes heightened by fear, fell to one side and, nearly losing balance, grabbed at the cudgel. But he swung it, and it caught her upper arm. The pain, for a moment, nearly made her faint, and then they were on the ground, rolling over and over in a desperate, silent struggle.

      Silent? Her heart was thudding in her breast, and her breath whimpered through her lungs and throat. Cleo scratched at his face, feeling his own hands tearing at her hair, her clothes. The horse snorted, somewhere to her left. A piece of branch scratched at her cheek. She tried to pry the cudgel from his hand, but he wrenched it away, tearing at her desperate fingers. She felt her life, like a tunnel, receding from her, and Papa’s face flashed into her mind. What an ignominious end! To have come so far, and for what? To be murdered by a bushranger in the lonely bush.

      The foul clothes and body of the man who was trying to kill her were pressed on top of her now, suffocating her. Cleo cried out for breath as much as through terror. He was pulling at her bodice, and she heard the ripping of the cloth, exposing her white chemise. His blackened nails clawed at the soft lace, and it seemed suddenly so obscene for such as he to touch her that Cleo felt dizzy and thought she would faint. Now he was forcing his forearm against her arched throat, and her breath was going. She was a strong woman, but the man had a strength born of living like a wild animal, and Cleo knew that nothing now could save her from the horrors of rape and murder in this lonely place.

      Strangely, it was not of Papa she thought then, or her home in Plymouth, but a dream which often came to her in unguarded moments, and which she dismissed as ridiculous. The dream that there was a man beside her, a lifelong companion, someone to love Cleo and only Cleo. She would never now have the chance to find such a love, Cleo thought, as the clouds formed in her mind. Or even to dream of it.

      A shout. Suddenly Cleo realised that the thundering she had heard growing louder was not her heart, but a horse’s hoofs, coming closer. Her own horse began to stamp its hoofs dangerously close, and snort in reply. The attacker didn’t seem to hear. He had torn apart her chemise now, and she felt his hands on her breasts. The horse reared, whinnying, and at last the man on top of her lifted his head, listening. But it was too late. The rider came out of nowhere, dark, like a nightmare.

      Something struck Cleo’s attacker so hard that he was lifted off her body and thrown several yards away. He hit the ground with a dull, muffled sound, and lay quite still.

      For a moment, Cleo couldn’t believe she was free of the stinking weight of him, and lay on the ground as if she too were unconscious. Her breath was coming in loud sobs, her head was spinning, and wave upon wave of nausea threatened to overwhelm her. She had never felt so helpless, so lacking in control.

      The rider, who had arrived so providentially, pulled his horse to an abrupt halt and dismounted. Running feet approached where she lay, too shocked to move, wondering if this was yet another attack upon her unprotected person, or maybe part of her dream.

      In the gathering gloom, another man looked down at her, and Cleo knew then that it must be part of her dream. For here was the man she had always seen at her side, when her mind wandered into those forbidden thoughts of a future which was not possible for her.

      His face was creased with concern beneath a broad-brimmed hat, and the eyes which met hers were as dark as his hair. She stared back at him, fixed to the spot, and, gradually, as the concern in the dark eyes turned to speculative amusement, she became aware of her skirt rucked up over her lace-trimmed pantaloons and button-up boots, of her hair falling riotously about her, of her torn bodice and sleeve, and dirt-smeared face.

      ‘Are you all right?’ His voice was deep with concern, and Cleo felt the blood rush to her face. This seemed almost worse, this helpless, embarrassing position, than the bushranger’s attack.

      ‘Perfectly, thank you,’ she said, her voice harsh, and started to push herself upright. The pain in her arm was excruciating, and she caught her breath, biting her lip to stop herself crying out in earnest.

      Through her dizzy pain, Cleo felt his arm about her, helping her to sit up. He smelt of horseflesh and sandalwood, so clean and wholesome after the other. Cleo shuddered, remembering, and felt his grip about her tighten. She forced herself to meet his dark eyes, and was shocked at his closeness. He looked weary and unshaven, as though he had travelled a long way in a short time, and his black hair curled at his temple...in short, he was the most handsome man she had ever laid eyes on.

      ‘Did he hurt you?’ he asked, and she shook herself, rebuking her foolish, ridiculous thoughts. She must be delirious!

      ‘I... yes, my arm. He hit me.’

      He hesitated, and then caught her sleeve and, taking what appeared to be a knife from his boot, slit it all the way up to her shoulder.

      ‘Please,’ Cleo said, at her most acid, ‘don’t concern yourself about ruining my gown!’

      The dark eyes slid back to her, and there was a curious, searching look in them. ‘From what I can see, the gown is ruined already,’ he said, and his voice was full of mockery.

      Cleo bit her lip, feeling foolish.

      The stranger was inspecting her arm. There was an angry red mark above her elbow. ‘Does this hurt? Wriggle your fingers.’ And, when she complied, he said, ‘It’s not broken, only badly bruised, I think.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Cleo whispered, ashamed of her earlier sarcasm. She noticed he still held her arm, and his eyes had slid towards the torn bodice. Cleo clutched at the cloth nervously, and looked across to where the prone body of her attacker lay, still and untidy as a bunch of old rags. ‘Is he dead?’

      ‘Does it matter?’ He flung the body a look of contempt. Then, turning back to Cleo, he demanded, ‘Are you alone? Are you travelling alone?’ And, when she didn’t immediately answer his question, the amazement grew on his face, followed swiftly by anger. His eyes narrowed to black slits.

      Cleo lifted her chin as bravely as she was able. ‘I...I could not wait for the coach to run. It was delayed a week already, with the rain and... I had business on the gold fields and—'

      ‘Of all the idiotic things to do,’ he cut in rudely, and rose to his feet. He reached down and, grabbing her uninjured arm, hauled her roughly up beside him. She swayed a moment, dizzy with pain and fright, and he held her steady, with barely concealed impatience, until her head cleared.’

      ‘It’s none of your business,’ Cleo said breathlessly. She pulled away from him, walking towards her horse, trying not to drag her feet. She felt bruised and battered all over, and there was still a curl of nausea in her stomach. As she checked that her belongings were still in place, she tried desperately not to let him see how much her hands were shaking.

      ‘Oh? Not my business?’ he retorted. ‘The fact is that you would be murdered by now, if not for me. And if not murdered, then certainly raped. Don’t women like you consider that to be a fate worse than death?’

      Cleo glared at him. ‘Thank you, sir, for your help. But, as you can see, I am quite all right. If you will just help me to mount I will continue on to the inn...’

      He shook his head at her in amazed anger. ‘If you think I’m going to let you ride off alone, you’re mad,’ he said sharply. Two hands came together at her waist, and, amazingly, he lifted her like a feather up on to the seat of the saddle. Cleo sat, staring down at him, as he brought his horse over. It had been standing obediently waiting throughout the entire incident. He stooped over the prone man, and fetching some rope from his own saddle-bag proceeded to truss him up like a Christmas turkey. When that was done, he mounted his horse and brought it up beside hers.

      The final rays of the dying sun shone, just for a moment, capturing them in light—it had only been minutes since the man had first attacked her and yet it seemed like hours. Cleo looked at her rescuer and saw him properly, for the first time. Dark, thick hair and dark eyes in a brown, handsome face. Broad brow, straight nose and curling mouth. He looked broad and strong enough to be a blacksmith, and his clothes fit him like a glove. Cleo flushed, suddenly aware that he had noted her perusal and it amused him. No doubt he was used to being looked at by women! The thought made Cleo even more angry, and that she could have, even for a second, confused him with her secret dream caused her cheeks to whiten with rage.

      ‘If you’re ready,’ he said with a drawl, ‘we’ll find this inn.’

      ‘There is really no need...’

      But he evidently didn’t think such a foolish protest worth answering, and they passed the body of her attacker in silence. The bush was becoming alive with the hum of crickets and cicadas. Cleo thought she saw a bat flutter past, and hoped she was mistaken. She followed the stranger as best she could, wondering how he knew his way so well.

      ‘What the hell are you doing out here alone?’

      His angry voice startled her, coming as it did out of a long silence. Her arm was aching from the jolting of the horse and she felt dizzy and faint. For Cleo, her own mistress for so many years, it was a confusing and frightening moment. She had never felt less in control of her destiny than she did now, and he had to pester her with his questions!

      ‘I’m going to Nugget Gully,’ she said at last in repressive tones.

      ‘Oh. And you have friends there? Relatives?’

      ‘I...’ She was tempted to lie, but lying was not natural to Cleo. ‘No,’ she admitted, reluctantly.

      She felt him look at her in the darkness, and wished herself a thousand miles away. But all he said, after another moment of silence, was, ‘Where are you from? I mean, originally?’

      ‘Plymouth.’

      ‘How long have you been in Victoria?’

      ‘Almost two weeks.’

      ‘Two weeks.’ And now the mockery was as heavy as the growing darkness. ‘A whole two weeks, and you set out for Nugget Gulley, alone? Good God, that anyone could be so naïve, or stupid, or both!’

      The blood rose to Cleo’s cheeks, but she didn’t answer. The usual words, ‘I can take care of myself’ were bitten back from her lips, because it was plain to this arrogant man that she could not!

      Suddenly, ahead, there was the faint glow of light through the trees. Cleo caught her breath, thinking for a moment it was another bushranger, this time with a lantern. But the mocking, drawling voice beside her said, ‘Your inn, ma’am,’ and Cleo realised that the light was much brighter than that thrown by a single lantern. She had never been so relieved in her life!

      Voices drifted out, as they drew into a clearing and the inn appeared before her. At least, she supposed it was an inn. It was a rough, wooden dwelling, with stables to one side, and an open doorway with a little porch over it. Voices came through the doorway, and the smell of beer was quite strong even at this distance. It did not look the sort of place to which a woman, alone, would be welcomed. Cleo bit her lip.

      ‘Exactly.’

      Her big brown eyes swiveled around to meet those darker ones, gleaming in the light from the inn. There was mockery in them, and they slid over her disheveled appearance like a spoken insult.

      ‘Not exactly a Plymouth inn, is it?’ he went on. ‘Or, come to that, a Melbourne one either!’

      ‘I never expected—’

      ‘The host is respectable enough,’ he went on, ignoring her excuses, ‘but even a respectable man may demur when it comes to welcoming a single woman travelling alone at night.’

      Cleo clutched at her torn bodice, covering her bosom. She knew that her gown was dirty and ripped beyond repair, and her body ached, even, her bones ached. Anger and stubborn pride turned suddenly to despair. She looked down at her fingers, clenched on the reins, and wondered what her father would have said to her. She had a fairly good idea, and shivered suddenly, imagining his anger.

      The softness of cloth about her shoulders startled her. Cleo looked up into dark, mocking eyes in a handsome, grim face. He pulled his jacket closer around her, bending so close for a moment she thought he meant to kiss her. The thought was so sudden and so ridiculous that she blinked back at him like a frightened rabbit.

      A smile quirked up the corner of his mouth. And then he had turned away and slid down from his mount. ‘Wait here,’ he ordered, and strode towards the inn, vanishing inside.

      Cleo held her breath. She felt inclined to take the reins and whip her horse into a gallop, anything to escape the embarrassing mess she had got herself tangled up in. But the darkness beyond the bright, welcoming light of the inn was frightening and alien, and she had lost all of her confidence. Besides, she didn’t put it past her so-called rescuer to come after her and drag her unceremoniously back.

      But there was to be no escape. He had already returned, striding back towards her. A plumper, shorter figure hovered in the doorway behind him. ‘Come on,’ he said, and held out his hands. Cleo hesitated, but plainly there was no choice, and she slid down to the ground. He was taller than she, and bigger, and for a moment she felt overwhelmed and almost—dared she think it?—tiny. He planted his hands firmly on her back and propelled her towards the innkeeper.

      ‘Aaron, this is the lady. An accident a couple of miles south. Send your sons out to fetch that vermin I was telling you about; he is parceled up nicely, so they shouldn’t have any trouble. Is there a back way to the room? No? Well, then, ma’am, we must brave the taproom.’

      They were both looking at her, the stranger with mockery and the innkeeper, Aaron, with some curiosity. Cleo pulled away from his grasp, and tightened the jacket about her bosom, then without looking back she strode boldly on through the door and into the light.

      For a moment, Cleo stood swaying, blinking in the gleam of the lamps, stunned by so many faces turned in her direction. There was a silence in which she could hear her own breathing, and then a murmur started, followed by a few laughs, and she felt ready to sink.

      An arm came suddenly about her waist, and in a moment Cleo was steered on through the stables, and out through another door at the back. They stood in a narrow passageway on to which opened yet more doors. Aaron, who had followed, opened one, and, avoiding her eyes, said, ‘Comfortable bed, miss. I’ll get someone to bring you water to wash and... tidy up.’

      The door closed behind him. Cleo, who had been holding her breath all the while, let it go with a rush. She closed her eyes. It was a nightmare. In a moment, she would wake up at home, with all the chores still to be done, and a house to run, and a life to get on with. A tear of self-pity rolled down her cheek, and impatiently she brushed it away. If only there was someone... someone to hold her, to comfort her, to scold her and yet love her for the foolish thing she had done.

      Her thoughts came to an abrupt halt, and she wiped her face again. How foolish! What need had she of anyone but herself? She might be impetuous, but she did not lack courage. She needed no man to stand guard over her, like a mongrel over a bone!

      A sudden pounding on the door made Cleo start. She tightened her grip on the jacket again, her eyes huge in her white face. ‘Come in,’ she said rather cautiously.

      He did, and dumped her bags on the floor at her feet, with her saddle. ‘Best not to leave it to the temptations of the stable-boy,’ he said, gesturing to the latter. Then, glancing about, he added, ‘Is the room all right?’ Cleo looked about her too, realising that she had not even bothered to view it yet. The lamplight showed it to be small and cramped, but at least warm and dry and, presumably, safe.

      ‘Yes,’ she said, at last. ‘Yes, thank you.’

      A boy appeared in the doorway behind him, and, with a smirk at Cleo, placed a jug of steaming water on the wash-stand, the top covered with a rather worn-looking towel. He paused then, flickering another look up at Cleo. Flushing, she was about to give him a piece of her mind when the stranger fished into his pocket and handed the lad a coin. The boy scampered out, well pleased, and shut the door.

      ‘Thank you,’ Cleo said again, stiffly, ‘but that was not necessary. I’m sure he is being well paid for his work here.’

      The man laughed abruptly. ‘By Aaron?’ Then, before she could argue, he told her, ‘Your horse has been rubbed down and settled. You have water to wash in, and a bed to sleep in. Is there any other service I can perform for you, ma’am?’

      Cleo was sure she must have misheard him, or perhaps was imagining more to his words then he had intended. And yet... the look in his eyes, the lazy smile on his mouth, both gave credence to her incredible belief that he meant... that he could be suggesting...

      ‘You can go away and leave me alone,’ she said in a breathless voice.

      ‘I don’t even know your name,’ he replied, as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘Surely, having rescued you from a fate worse than death, you can tell me that?’

      She was tempted to rebuff him and send him from the room. No man in all her admittedly rather sheltered life had ever spoken to her or behaved to her as this man had. She had never met such a man, and had no experience in dealing with his kind. She feared... she very much feared that he was what was called in hushed voices
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