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        Dear Reader

      

      

      This trio consists of two novellas and a novel, which are arranged chronologically.

      The Countess’s Groom is set in the 1760s, and explains the origin of the diary in The Spinster’s Secret. It’s not necessary to read this novella before reading The Spinster’s Secret, and many people choose to read it afterwards.

      The events of The Spinster’s Secret and The Baronet’s Bride occur immediately after one another, in 1815. I strongly recommend reading these two stories in chronological order.

      
        
        Happy reading!

      

        

      
        Emily
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      Will Fenmore, horse groom to the young Countess of Malmstoke, watched his mistress as Creed Hall came into view. The Hall crouched on the crest of the hill, a grim building of gray stone with narrow windows and a frowning roof, surrounded by dark trees.

      The countess’s hands tightened on the reins. The mare slowed from a trot to a walk, and then halted.

      Will halted, too.

      The countess’s cheeks had held a flush of color while they’d cantered; now they were parchment pale. Will saw tension in her shoulders, tension in the rigidity of her jaw.

      One more night, he told her silently. You can do it.

      The countess didn’t move.

      The seconds lengthened into a minute.

      Will wanted to reach out and touch her, grip her arm, tell her that she had the strength to do this. He curled his hands into fists to stop himself.

      Another minute passed, and still the countess sat motionless, staring at Creed Hall.

      Will’s unease grew. Is this it? Will she break today? The gelding he rode shifted restlessly, sensing his disquiet.

      “He’ll be gone tomorrow,” Will blurted.

      The countess turned her head to stare at him.

      Will didn’t look away, as a servant should. Instead, he met her gaze. You can do it, Countess.

      The countess took a deep breath. “Yes,” she said. “He will be gone tomorrow.” She lifted her chin and urged the mare into a trot.

      At the great iron-studded door Will dismounted and helped the countess down from her horse. She took another deep breath and entered Creed Hall—very young, very beautiful, and very afraid.

      Will watched the heavy door swing shut behind her. Someone needs to rescue you, my lady.
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        * * *

      

      Will was saddling the countess’s black mare, Dancer, when his ears caught the clatter of hooves and coach wheels. He knew what it was: the traveling carriage departing, bearing Henry Quayle, fifth Earl of Malmstoke, south to Portsmouth.

      For a moment he saw Quayle in his mind’s eye: the pomaded, curling wig, the plump and dimpled cheeks, the full-lipped, pouting mouth, the dark brown eyes framed by lashes as long as a girl’s. A cherubic face—until one saw the cruelty in the soft mouth, the cruelty in the large and liquid eyes.

      The sound of the carriage faded. “Good riddance,” Will said aloud. They could all breathe more easily with the earl on his way to the West Indies, the countess most of all.

      Dancer flicked an ear at him. She was a beautiful creature, as lovely and slender-limbed as her rider, and as gentle.

      Will’s heart seemed to lift in his chest when he settled the sidesaddle on Dancer’s back. I’ll see the countess soon. “You’re a fool, Fenmore,” he said under his breath. “She’s a noblewoman, you’re a servant. Remember that.”

      “Fenmore.”

      He turned. A footman stood behind him in a powdered wig and velvet livery. “The countess won’t be riding today.”

      Will knew what that meant. “He hurt her?”

      “Worse ’n usual. Don’t look for her this week. She’ll send word when Dancer is needed.”

      Will nodded. When the footman had gone, he turned back to the mare. “I hope Quayle gets the fever,” he told Dancer fiercely. “I hope he dies.”
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      The whip had left deep cuts on Rose Quayle’s back. It took the best part of a fortnight for the wounds to close over and heal. She spent most of that time asleep, safe in the knowledge that Henry was gone. She hadn’t slept so well or so deeply since her marriage, eight months ago.

      When she was well enough to leave her bed, she had the servants move her belongings to a room at the far side of the house. It was small and dark, but it felt safe. To her knowledge, Henry had never set foot in it.

      Rose slept even more soundly after that.
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      Rose stood in front of the mirror while her maid, Boyle, dressed her in her cherry-red riding habit.

      She averted her gaze from Boyle’s reflection—the broad, ruddy cheeks, the pale eyes, the grim-lipped mouth, the sandy hair pulled back in a tight knot—and stood stiffly while the woman twitched the riding jacket into place over her shoulders. “My hat and gloves, Boyle.”

      Her maid handed them to her.

      No, Rose corrected herself. Boyle’s not my maid: she’s my gaoler. Guarding her these past six months while Henry had been in the West Indies.

      Rose placed the three-cornered hat on her head, pulled on her riding gloves, and headed downstairs, along the echoing Long Gallery with its portraits of Quayle ancestors, down the staircase lined with suits of armor, across the dark and cavernous entrance hall. A footman opened the front door for her.

      Rose stepped outside, drinking in the sunshine and the cool spring air. She trod briskly around to the stables. The sight of Dancer, glossily black, being led across to the mounting block made her mood brighten still further.

      “Morning, m’ lady,” her groom said.

      “Good morning, Fenmore.” Rose stroked the mare’s arching neck. “How is she?”

      “In fine fettle, ma’am.”

      The groom helped her to mount. Rose arranged her voluminous riding skirt and gathered the reins. They left the stableyard at a trot and took the path through the woods to the lake.

      At the lakeshore, Rose reined in and looked around. Spring surrounded them: budding leaves, birdsong, fresh stalks of grass pushing up from the soil. The lake reflected the blue sky, tiny wavelets lapping the shore.

      She glanced back at the groom. “Let’s go somewhere we can gallop.”

      Rose held the mare to a trot while they rode through the woods and urged Dancer into a gallop once they broke free of the trees. Hedgerows flashed past, leafless trees, muddy fields tinged green with the first growth of spring. She felt a soaring sense of freedom. At this moment, it was wonderful to be alive.

      When she sensed Dancer tiring, she allowed the mare to slow to a trot. Exhilaration tingled inside her. She glanced over her shoulder and smiled at Fenmore following faithfully behind.

      An answering smile lit his face for a second, and then vanished. He was once again the impassive servant.

      Rose turned back towards Creed Hall.

      Hedgerows closed around them. Her joy began to trickle away. Every step Dancer took brought them closer to Creed Hall. Her home. Her prison.

      A blur of movement, small and brown, hit Dancer’s right shoulder with a puff of feathers. The mare shied.

      Rose clutched the reins, fighting to keep her seat—and then Fenmore was alongside, his hand an iron grip on Dancer’s bridle, stopping the mare from bolting.

      “Thank you, Fenmore.” Rose gathered the reins more firmly. Her heart thundered in her chest.

      He nodded, not releasing his grip. A feather spiraled slowly in the air.

      Rose looked down. A song thrush lay on the ground. “It’s still alive!” She slid from the saddle and knelt to look at it.

      Fenmore dismounted and looped the horses’ reins over a branch. He stripped off his riding gloves, crouched, and picked up the bird. Rose watched while he examined it, carefully extending each wing. “Nothing’s broken.”

      The bird lay passive, cupped in his palm, only the movement of its breast showing that it lived. “Likely it has a nest full of eggs, this time of year,” Fenmore said, gently stroking the speckled feathers. “Some may even have hatched.”

      “Will it be all right?”

      The thrush swiveled its head. One wing beat in feeble panic. Fenmore stilled it, laying his other hand gently over the bird. “Hush.” His voice was low and soothing. “We mean you no harm.”

      The thrush seemed to understand him. Its struggles stopped.

      Fenmore carefully laid the bird to one side of the path and stood. He helped Rose to her feet. “It should be able to fly once it’s recovered its wits.”

      Rose stared up at him. Fenmore wasn’t pretty, like Henry. In fact, he was almost ugly. He had a rugged face. Blunt nose, blunt cheekbones, blunt jaw. He looked like a warrior from a Norse legend, with his white-blond hair and sun-browned skin and eyes as blue as the sky. A Viking, young and strong and vigorous, built to fight.

      And yet he’d been astonishingly gentle with the bird. Gentler than she’d ever seen a man be.

      Fenmore’s brow furrowed slightly. “Ma’am?”

      “It wasn’t afraid of you.”

      “Animals trust me.” As if to underscore his words, Dancer nuzzled his shoulder. Fenmore’s hand went up to stroke the mare’s cheek. “They know I won’t hurt them.”
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        * * *

      

      Rose rode out again in the afternoon. She preferred to spend as little time as possible indoors. Henry had been gone six months, but his scent still lingered in Creed Hall and his voice seemed to echo faintly in some of the rooms.

      She cantered around the lake. Fenmore followed, with a blanket and a wicker hamper strapped to his saddle. They halted at the small folly on the eastern side. It was built like a Greek temple, perfectly round, and encircled by a colonnade. The marble gleamed white in the afternoon sunlight. At the pebbly shore, a small rowboat was tied.

      They dismounted. Fenmore spread the blanket on the ground. He opened the hamper and unpacked a flagon of lemonade, a plum cake, a loaf of dark and sticky gingerbread, some nuts and candied fruit.

      Rose stared at the food. “I’ll never eat all that!”

      The groom glanced at her. A smile creased the corners of his eyes, but he said nothing.

      The afternoon passed in slow contentment. Rose nibbled the plum cake while Fenmore tended to the horses, then she lay back on the blanket and stared up at the sky and the drifting clouds. She felt a sense of peace. Whenever she was inside Creed Hall her chest tightened and breathing became difficult, but here, surrounded by trees and water, she could breathe easily.

      Fenmore packed up the picnic as the afternoon drew to its close. Rose sat on one of the shallow marble steps, hugging her knees, gazing across the water to the wooded hills on the other side. I wish I didn’t have to go back to the Hall.

      She looked around for Fenmore. He was scattering crumbs on the ground.

      Rose stood and walked across to him. “Is that for birds?”

      “And squirrels.”

      He towered above her, but she didn’t fear him. Beneath the plain features, kindness was imprinted on his face. And yet Henry, who is far prettier, I fear. Rose shivered at the thought of her husband. “I should like to see a squirrel.”

      “Belike you will, if they know to find food here.”

      “We could put more food out tomorrow,” she said hopefully.

      “That we could.” Fenmore scattered the last of the crumbs, then fetched Dancer and helped Rose to mount. They rode slowly back through the woods. Rose clenched the reins when Creed Hall came into sight. A shudder ran through her. For a fleeting second she thought she smelled the perfume Henry wore.

      Henry’s not here.

      Rose blew out a breath. She relaxed her grip on the reins. The next ten months were a gift to be treasured. She wouldn’t ruin them by thinking of Henry. She would live each day as if he was never coming back.
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      The squirrel approached cautiously. The countess sat as motionless as a statue.

      Will watched the countess, not the squirrel. She was a thousand times more beautiful than when she’d arrived as a bride at Creed Hall all those months ago. Then, she’d been powdered and painted and doll-like. Now, the smooth paleness of her skin, the delicate color tinting her cheeks, the rose-pink of her lips, were entirely natural. She glowed with youthfulness and health.

      The squirrel snatched the nut from the countess’s knee and retreated a few paces to nibble it. The countess sat utterly still, watching. A breeze ruffled her unpowdered raven-black ringlets, ruffled the sparkling surface of the lake, ruffled the grass.

      When the squirrel had bounded away, the countess turned her head, delight shining in her eyes. “Did you see that?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Will allowed himself a polite servant’s smile, while his heart turned over painfully in his chest.

      The countess rose to her feet, almost a dancing movement. “Soon it will eat from my hand!”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The countess picked up the blanket she’d been sitting on. “Tell me about Oscar again, please,” she said, shaking the blanket. “You kept him in your pocket?”

      “That I did, ma’am.”

      She listened, her eyes on his face, while Will packed up the picnic. “He used to run up my arm and sit right here, on my shoulder, and talk to me.” He mimicked a squirrel’s chittering.

      A smile quivered on her lips. “What do you think he was telling you?”

      “Where he’d hidden his acorns,” Will said, strapping the hamper behind his saddle. “Which was in my shoes, mostly. Or sometimes in my hat for church.”

      Laughter lit her eyes. “Truly?”

      “Truly.”

      “I wish I could have met him.” She folded the blanket and handed it to him.

      “Oscar would have liked you.” Will strapped the blanket into place. “He would have sat on your shoulder.”

      She smiled shyly. “Do you think so?”

      Will nodded. “A good judge of character, Oscar was. He’d have known you have only kindness in your heart.” His feelings for her were almost audible in his voice. He cleared his throat. “Are you ready to mount, ma’am?”

      The countess glanced at the low afternoon sun and sighed. “I suppose we must.”

      They rode slowly back to Creed Hall. Will filed the day away in his memory while he groomed Dancer. He’d made the countess smile, almost made her laugh. Maybe one day soon she’d actually laugh out loud.

      He imagined her laughing, imagined her hazel eyes bright with joy.

      “You’re a fool, Will Fenmore,” he told himself, resting his forehead against the mare’s warm shoulder. “She’s a countess. Remember that.”

      But when he saw the countess the next afternoon, Will knew he wouldn’t make her laugh that day. Her face was pinched, pale, frozen. It was a familiar expression; he’d seen it every day before the earl’s departure.

      They rode silently to the folly beside the lake. Will unpacked the blanket and the picnic, but the countess didn’t eat anything. She removed her riding hat and gloves and walked down to where the rowboat was tied and stood looking across the water. The stiffness of her jaw told him that she was trying not to cry.

      A chittering came from the bushes. “The squirrel’s here, ma’am. Do you wish to feed it?”

      “Not today, Fenmore.” She took a letter from her pocket and began to read it.

      Will fed the squirrel. The countess was still at the water’s edge when he’d finished. He walked over to her and halted a few feet distant. Countess, tell me what’s wrong. Let me help you.

      His hand lifted as if to touch her shoulder, his lips parted to utter words of comfort. For a moment he struggled between right and wrong, between what he ought to do as a servant and what he wanted to do as a man—and then Will lowered his hand and closed his mouth. It wasn’t his place to comfort the countess, however much he wished to.

      He turned away.

      “Fenmore.”

      Will turned back. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Have you ever seen a person drown?” The countess glanced at him, her eyes dark and bleak. “Do you know how long it takes?”

      Will’s heart kicked in his chest and then seemed almost to stop. His body moved without him thinking, his feet closing the distance between them, his hand grabbing the countess’s elbow, dragging her away from the water, making her stumble and clutch at him for balance.

      “Fenmore!”

      He ignored her protest and tightened his grip, hauling her towards the folly.

      “Fenmore! Let go!”

      Will halted. He was breathing heavily. His heart thundered in his chest. “I won’t let you kill yourself!” he said fiercely. “Do you hear me? I won’t let you!”

      The countess’s face twisted. He saw despair shine like tears in her eyes.

      “Ah . . .” The panicked fury drained from him. Unthinkingly, he gathered her in his arms and hugged her.

      The countess didn’t pull away. Instead she began to cry, huge, racking sobs that shuddered through her body.

      “Hush,” Will whispered, cradling her head in his hand. “Hush.”

      He held her, rocked her, and when the storm of tears subsided, he didn’t let her go. “Tell me what’s wrong,” he said, gently stroking her hair. “What’s happened?”

      The countess didn’t try to pull away. She leaned against him, limp and defeated, her head resting above his heart.

      “Countess . . . what is it?”

      She gave a shuddering sigh. “Henry wrote. He’s coming back early—” Her voice broke. “I can’t do it again. I can’t.”

      “Leave him,” Will said.

      “I can’t.” The countess pushed free of his embrace and turned away, wiping her face. “I have nowhere to go.” She sat on the marble steps of the folly, hugging her knees, bowing her head.

      Will sat alongside her. “Your family . . . ?”

      She shook her head. “I tried to leave Henry when we were still in London, but Father sent me back. He said he had a contract with Henry and I had to fulfill my share of it.”

      Rage ignited in Will’s chest. “Your father sent you back to him?”

      The countess hugged her knees more tightly. “Father gambled away the Darracott fortune—my dowry, my mother’s jewels, everything. Henry’s settlement . . . it’s all that’s keeping Father out of debtors’ prison.”

      “Then don’t go to your family. Go somewhere else. Build a new life.”

      “How? I have no money.”

      Will looked at her. Her riding jacket was made of damask, the wide cuffs trimmed with a luxuriant froth of gold lace. The lace alone cost more than he’d earned in his life. “Sell your gowns.”

      “I can’t. While Henry’s away I’m forbidden to leave Creed Hall.”

      Will frowned, thinking. Ladies’ maids were given their mistresses’ castoffs to sell. It was one of their perks. “Could your maid—”

      “Boyle is Henry’s creature. Hired to make sure I don’t run away again.” The countess rubbed her face wearily. “And besides, the gowns aren’t mine to sell. They belong to Henry. It wouldn’t be right.”

      “What Quayle does to you . . . do you think that’s right?”

      A spasm of pain crossed her face. She averted her head and was silent for a long moment. “It is a husband’s right to beat his wife.”

      “Not like that,” Will said. Not every night, and not as a prelude to sex.

      This time the countess was silent for even longer. “How much do you know?” she asked finally, in a low, shamed voice.

      “I know that what Quayle does is wrong. Whatever the law says.” And I know he’ll burn in Hell when his time comes. Will tried another tack. “Countess . . . what about your jewels? Could you sell them?”

      “They’re Henry’s.”

      “Even the lowest of servants is paid. If you were Quayle’s servant, not his wife, what sum would you place on the duties he demands of you?”

      A shudder ran through her. “No sum would be enough.”

      “Then sell some of the jewels. It’s not stealing. You’re taking what you’re owed! What you’ve earned with your own blood.”

      The countess turned her head and looked at him, considering his words, then shook her head. “Boyle keeps the jewels locked away. I don’t have the key . . .” She paused and frowned, as if a sudden thought had crossed her mind.

      “What?”

      “My godmother died before Christmas.” The countess sat up straighter, her face brightening. “She left me her ruby set. They came in their own case—and I have the key to that, not Boyle!”

      “Then sell them.”

      Her animation faded. “How? As soon as I leave, Boyle will have people searching for me. I’d be found before I got to the nearest town.”

      “I’ll help you,” Will said. “If you like . . . I could sell one of the pieces. So you’d have some money.”

      Her head tilted to one side. “You would?”

      “Yes.” He reached out and gripped her wrist, trying to infect her with his urgency. “Countess . . . leave him!”

      She studied him, a long and serious deliberation, as if she was trying to see inside him. “Where would I go?” she asked finally.

      “Somewhere Quayle will never find you.”

      She nodded.

      “America.”

      The countess jerked back, pulling her wrist from his grip. “America?” He saw from her face that it was too far away, too frightening.

      “I’ll go with you,” Will said. “I’ll help you.”

      The countess’s mouth opened, and then closed. She stared at him for a long, frowning moment. “Why would you wish to go with me?”

      “I always planned to leave Northamptonshire when my mother died.  Quayle’s not the sort of master a person likes working for.”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly, as if she was thinking. “Mrs. Fenmore, the old housekeeper . . . she was your mother?”

      He nodded.

      “Didn’t she die last year?”

      Will nodded again.

      Her brow creased. “Then why are you still here?”

      Will hesitated. Should he tell her the truth? “Because I couldn’t leave you here,” he said, with the sense that he was plunging off a cliff. “Not with him.”

      The countess blinked. Her face stiffened. She drew back slightly. Had she interpreted his words as a declaration of love?

      “If I go with you to America, I wouldn’t be anything more than your escort,” Will said hastily. He might be fool enough to care for her, but he wasn’t fool enough to believe she could ever be his wife. She was a countess; he was a servant. “I know you’re too wellborn for someone like me.”

      The countess looked away. “If I leave my husband, I shall never remarry.” Her voice was flat, adamant.

      “Countess . . .” Will hesitated—Dare I?—and then threw caution to the wind. He’d already jumped off one cliff. What was another one? “Your marriage . . . what Quayle does to you—that’s not how it’s meant to be. A husband should treat his wife with tenderness and respect, and in the marriage bed he should strive to give pleasure, not pain.”

      The countess didn’t look at him. She stared down at her lap, smoothing a wrinkle in the damask silk.

      “Countess,” he said urgently. “Please don’t say you’ll never marry again!” She was too young to condemn herself to a loveless existence. “One day you’ll meet a man who’ll make you happy.”

      She raised her head and looked at him. Tears shone in her eyes.

      Will swallowed. I love you. “Countess, if you go to America with me, I give you my word of honor I won’t compromise you. I won’t touch you. I won’t—”

      “Thank you, Fenmore.” A faint smile touched her mouth. “I trust you.”

      Her words made something clench in his chest, as if his rib cage had wrapped itself around his heart and squeezed. Will held his breath for a moment, and then exhaled slowly. “You’ll come to America with me?”

      “Yes.”

      “When is Quayle returning? How much time do we have?”

      The countess dug in her pocket for the letter. “Here.” She held it out to him, and then hesitated. “Can you read?”

      “Yes.” Will took the letter and unfolded it. “My mother always hoped I’d start in service as a footman, become a butler one day.”

      “Oh.” The countess blinked, her brow creasing slightly, as if she tried to imagine him in a footman’s wig and livery. “Is that why you speak better than the other grooms?”

      He nodded.

      “But you don’t want to be a footman?”

      “I prefer the stables.”

      She was silent while he read. “September,” Will said, when he’d finished. “Good, that gives us time to plan.  I promise you we’ll be gone before he returns.”

      The countess smiled at him, a smile that seemed to shine right through her, as if she was lit from the inside. “Thank you, Fenmore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            June 1763: Part One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      By the beginning of June, the squirrel was eating from Rose’s hand and Fenmore had permission from the steward to take a week’s leave. He was going to Falmouth—a journey that would use most of his savings—to find out about sailing to America. On the morning before he left, Rose tiptoed into her dressing room and took the case containing her godmother’s rubies down from the shelf.

      Boyle was eating breakfast downstairs with the other servants, but even so, Rose’s chest was tight and her palms damp with sweat. She unlocked the case and raised the ebony lid. Inside, on a bed of white satin, nestled a set of rubies: necklace, brooch, bracelets, and a pair of eardrops. Bloodred stones set in gold.

      Rose removed the brooch hastily, locked the case again, and replaced it on the shelf. She ran on tiptoe back to her bedchamber, hid the brooch in her escritoire, behind the bottles of ink, and slid back into bed, where her breakfast awaited her on a tray. Her heart was galloping in her chest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rose gave the brooch to Fenmore at the lake that afternoon, while the water lapped at the pebbly shore and the folly gleamed white in the sunlight. Now that his departure was imminent, fears churned inside her. What if he was set upon by footpads? What if he was pressed into the navy? “Be careful, Fenmore.”

      “I’ll be back before you know it, Countess.”

      But her fears refused to be quelled. When Rose looked at Fenmore, she didn’t see a servant, she saw a friend, the only person she trusted in this world. If anything happened to him . . .

      She stood on tiptoe and pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. “Please be very careful.”

      Faint color rose in Fenmore’s sun-browned cheeks. “I will, ma’am. Don’t worry your head about me.”

      But once Fenmore was gone, it was impossible not to worry. The week passed with excruciating slowness. Rose’s anxiety intensified as each day crawled by—and alongside the anxiety, growing robustly, a flourishing weed in a garden of pale and anxious blooms, was doubt.

      What if her trust was misplaced?

      What if Fenmore took the brooch and never came back?
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      Will dressed in his new clothes—the shirt with its ruffled cuffs, the double-breasted waistcoat, the frock coat, the brown tie-wig. He surveyed himself in the mirror. He didn’t look like a servant; he looked like a man who had one or two servants himself.

      Will nodded at his reflection, placed the three-cornered hat on his head, and left the inn, stepping out into Salisbury’s bustling High Street. He strolled along the flagway, gazing in the windows, and halted at a jewelers’ shop.

      A bell tinkled as he entered.

      “Good afternoon, sir.” The jeweler was a little man with a creased face like a monkey and an elaborately curled wig. “How may I assist you?”

      Will took the brooch from his pocket and placed it on the counter. “My mother recently died. She left me all her possessions.” Both those statements were true; if the jeweler chose to believe that the brooch came from his mother, it wasn’t his fault, was it?

      The jeweler leaned forward to study the brooch. “You wish to have it valued?”

      “I wish to sell it.”

      The jeweler pursed his lips and scrutinized Will more closely, his gaze flicking from the wig to the embroidered waistcoat to the shoes with their large, shiny buckles. “We don’t usually purchase pieces.”

      “I can take it elsewhere—”

      “No, no,” the jeweler said, his hand closing over the brooch. “We occasionally make exceptions.”

      Will tried to look bored while the man examined the brooch. At last the jeweler laid the piece on the counter again. “I can offer you two hundred guineas. No more.”

      Two hundred guineas.

      Will managed to stop his eyebrows from climbing up his forehead. “That will be fine.”

      The jeweler counted out the guineas, some in gold, the rest as banknotes. Will placed them in his pocket, trying to behave as if he was used to dealing with such huge sums of money. “Thank you.”

      “A pleasure, sir,” the jeweler said, with a bow.

      Will stepped outside. He took a deep breath. Two hundred guineas!
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      Rose’s relief when she saw Fenmore lead Dancer to the mounting block was so intense that her throat closed and for a moment she couldn’t breathe. She hadn’t been mistaken in him; he’d come back.

      Once they were out of sight of Creed Hall, Rose reined Dancer in. “It went well?”

      “It did, Countess.”

      For some unknown reason, Fenmore’s smile, the way his eyes creased at the corners, made her heart lift in her chest. “I’m glad you’re back,” she said impulsively.

      “So am I, Countess.”

      Rose urged Dancer forward. They rode through the woods, the horses’ hooves making soft sounds on the loamy soil. She glanced back at him. He’s my friend. “Fenmore . . . will you please call me Rose?” She felt herself blush, as if she’d done something terribly brazen, and hurried on: “If we’re to travel together, you can’t call me Countess.”

      Fenmore nodded. “Then you must call me Will.”

      The name suited him. A plain, honest, trustable name.

      My friend, Will. Relief at his return rose again, bubbling like joy in her breast. Dancer felt it; the mare’s stride lengthened. Rose laughed. “Let’s gallop.”

      They held the horses at a canter until they were out of the woods, then Rose let Dancer have her head. The mare plunged forward eagerly. Meadows and hedgerows flashed past.

      Rose inhaled the scents of summer, drinking them in. She felt as if she could gallop forever. She was lighter than air, flying, soaring, free.

      Finally, reluctantly, she eased Dancer to a trot and looked back at Fenmore. He caught her glance and grinned.

      They rode back through the fields, scattering sheep, jumping the hedgerows. The dark woods surrounding Creed Hall came closer, until Rose almost felt the coolness of their shade.

      She put Dancer at the last hedgerow. By the time the leaves fell from these trees she’d be in America—

      Dancer landed awkwardly, stumbling. Rose pitched over the mare’s shoulder and hit the ground hard. The impact knocked the breath from her lungs. For a dizzy moment the world spun around her.

      “Countess!”

      Rose rolled slowly onto her back and blinked up at the sky. Ouch.

      “Countess!” Fenmore loomed above her. She heard fear in his voice; saw it on his face as he dropped to his knees.

      “I’m perfectly all right.” Rose pushed up to sit. She gave a shaky laugh, brushing dirt from her riding habit. “That was my fault, not Dancer’s. I wasn’t paying attention.”

      Fenmore ignored her claim to be unhurt. He examined her thoroughly. If he’d been one of the other grooms, she’d have pushed him away, but Will Fenmore she trusted. She let him check her arms, flexing each joint, and then her legs through the heavy fabric of her riding habit. Lastly he ran his hands carefully over her skull and held her face cupped in his hands, examining her eyes.

      “I’m fine. My dignity is damaged, but nothing else. I promise you.”

      “You’ll have some bruises.”

      I’m used to bruises, Rose thought, but didn’t say aloud.

      Fenmore released her. “You’ve scratched your cheek.”

      “I have?” Rose touched her cheek, where it stung slightly. Her gloved fingertips came away bloody.

      Fenmore pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, folded it into a pad, and pressed it to her face. “Hold this. I’ll catch Dancer.”

      The mare hadn’t gone far. She came when Fenmore called her. She trusts him as much as I do.

      Fenmore gathered the trailing reins and stroked Dancer’s neck, soothing her with softly spoken words. His white-blond hair gleamed in the sunlight.

      Rose watched them approach, man and horse. Something tightened painfully in her chest: regret. Will Fenmore, I wish I had married you, and not Henry Quayle.

      Rose shoved the thought aside and stood. She could never have married a man like Fenmore. If not Henry, then she would have been contracted to another nobleman wealthy enough to pay her father’s debts.

      Fenmore looped Dancer’s reins over a branch. “Let me see your cheek.”

      Rose removed the handkerchief.

      Fenmore stroked her cheek with a fingertip. Her skin shivered at the light touch. “It’s stopped bleeding. How do you feel? Can you ride?”
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        * * *

      

      They rode slowly back to the lake and tethered the horses. Rose sat on the marble steps of the little folly while Fenmore cleaned the blood from her face with a dampened handkerchief. “All gone,” he said, sitting back on his heels. His eyes crinkled in a smile.

      “Thank you.” On impulse, Rose leaned forward and kissed his cheek.

      Fenmore colored faintly. He stood, putting distance between them. “I don’t think it will scar.” He walked down to the lake and rinsed the handkerchief clean.

      Rose looked down at her hands. I shouldn’t have done that. “Tell me how it went in Falmouth,” she said into the awkward silence. “Did you sell the brooch?”

      Fenmore came back to the folly. He sat, laying the handkerchief out to dry between them. The white square of fabric felt like a barrier. “I sold it in Salisbury,” he said. “It’s larger, got more jewelers. I thought I’d get a better price.”

      Rose nodded.

      Fenmore reached into his pocket and withdrew a leather pouch. “Two hundred guineas,” he said, holding it out to her.

      Rose took the pouch from him, hesitated, and handed it back. “You keep it.”

      He frowned. “Are you certain?”

      “I don’t want Boyle to find it.”

      Fenmore looked at her for a moment, then nodded and tucked the pouch back into his pocket.

      “Tell me about Falmouth.”

      “Falmouth.” Fenmore rubbed his forehead, and then stared across the lake. “We’ll need a few weeks there before we sail, maybe even a month. There’s a lot needs doing. We have to provide our own food for the voyage.”

      “We do?” Rose stared at him in dismay.

      “Don’t worry. There are ship chandlers in Falmouth. They have everything we’ll need for two months at sea.”

      She nodded, relieved.

      “Should be several ships sailing in July and August. We just need to pick one that’s going where we want. The thing is, Countess, the ships are trading vessels and the passengers are mostly indentured servants who travel in the holds.” Fenmore grimaced. “I had a look at one. You wouldn’t like it.”

      “I don’t mind.” To escape Henry, she’d willingly travel in a ship’s hold, however uncomfortable and dirty it was.

      Fenmore shook his head. “We can get you a cabin, pay an officer to move out for the voyage—you’ve enough money for that. But . . . I spoke with a number of people and they all said it’s not safe for a woman in a cabin alone. You need someone with you, and since I’ll be belowdecks you’ll have to hire a maid.”

      Rose looked down at her lap. She pleated a fold of damask. “Would a woman traveling alone with servants attract more attention than a woman traveling with her husband?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t want us to stand out. I don’t want anyone to notice us.” If Henry finds us, he’ll kill us. Rose shivered. “Can’t we pretend to be married? Can’t we share a cabin?”

      “Countess, the cabins are small. Very small. There may only be one bed.”

      Rose bit her lip. She pleated another fold of damask. “Then I’ll travel in the hold.”

      “With the indentured servants? No.”

      “But—”

      “It’ll be crowded. If sickness breaks out it’ll spread fast.”

      “Then you shouldn’t be down there either.”

      “I’m stronger than you.”

      Rose smoothed the damask over her knee. If Fenmore became ill on the voyage, if he died . . .

      She tried to imagine arriving at an unknown shore, alone. Fear shivered through her again. “No.” She lifted her head. “We’ll share a cabin. And if there’s only one bed, so be it. I trust you, Will.”

      He hesitated. “I’m not sure I trust myself. I like you too much, Countess.”

      Rose stiffened and drew back from him. Revulsion crawled across her skin. He wants to bed me.

      The muscles in Fenmore’s face tightened, almost a flinch. He averted his head.

      A strained silence fell. Rose stared down at her hands, clenched on her lap. Which was the better outcome? For Fenmore to travel in the hold and perhaps die of illness? Or for them to arrive at their destination together?

      I can’t do it without him.

      If being bedded by Fenmore was what it took to be free of Henry, so be it.

      Rose lifted her head and looked at Fenmore, at the sun-browned skin and white-blond hair. He wouldn’t be like Henry. He wouldn’t deliberately hurt her. She tried to recapture the emotion she’d felt earlier—regret that she’d not married him instead of Henry—but it refused to come. She took a shallow breath and forced herself to say the words: “If that happened, it would be all right.”

      Fenmore turned his head and met her eyes. “No. It wouldn’t.”

      She saw on his face, heard in his voice, that it wouldn’t be all right for him—and in that moment she knew that even if he didn’t trust himself, she did.

      “I trust you, Will.” Rose reached out and laid her hand on his forearm. “We’ll share a cabin.”

      He swallowed. “Countess . . .”

      “I know you’d never hurt me.”

      He stared at her, his eyes intensely blue. “No. I would never hurt you.”

      “Then we’ll take a cabin together. It will be all right, Will.”

      He took a deep breath and exhaled. “Yes,” he said firmly, as if trying to reassure himself. “It will be all right.”

      Rose took hold of his hand. I trust you.

      Fenmore hesitated, and then returned the clasp. “There is joy in marriage,” he said in a low voice. “If you find the right person to share your life with.”

      Rose was suddenly breathless. There was such intensity in his eyes that she could almost believe he saw all the way inside her, to her soul. She forced herself to inhale, to speak. “How do you know?”

      “I just know.” His voice was certain, adamant.

      Rose was intensely aware of his hand holding hers—warm, strong, calloused. She swallowed, and tried to gather her wits. “Did your parents . . . ?”

      “No.” Fenmore released her hand. He grimaced and rubbed his left forearm. “Theirs wasn’t a good marriage.”

      “Did your father work at Creed Hall? Was he a butler?”

      Fenmore shook his head and rubbed his forearm again. “He was a coachman.”

      Rose frowned. “Is your arm hurting?”

      “What? Ah . . . no.” He stopped rubbing his arm. “My father . . . when he drank spirits, it was as if a devil took hold of him. He used to beat my mother.” His mouth tightened into a grim line. “Once, when I was eight, I tried to stop him. He broke my arm.”

      “Oh,” Rose said.

      “The old earl dismissed him after that.” Fenmore rubbed his arm as if it still ached. She thought he wasn’t aware he was doing it. “I don’t know where he went, never saw him again. He could still be alive, for all I know.” He stared at the lake for a moment, frowning, then turned his head and looked at her. “You don’t need to be afeared of me, Rose. I never drink spirits. If that devil is in me, too, it’s never getting out.”

      “I know.” She could no more imagine Fenmore hitting her than she could imagine the sun falling from the sky. Impulsively, she leaned over and kissed his lean, brown cheek, a friendly kiss, as a sister would give a brother.

      “Countess, you really shouldn’t—”

      “Rose,” she said firmly. “If we are to be traveling companions.” She clasped her hands around her knees. “When will we leave?”

      “I was thinking about that. Countess . . . Rose, it would be best if Quayle believes you haven’t run away.”

      “Haven’t? But how—”

      “If he thinks you’re dead, he won’t look for you.”

      Rose stopped hugging her knees. She sat up straight. “Dead?”

      “Drowned.” Fenmore gestured at the sparkling expanse of water in front of them. “A suicide.”

      Rose opened her mouth, and then closed it again. She looked at the lake and remembered the despair she’d felt, the questions she’d asked Fenmore. Have you ever seen a person drown? Do you know how long it takes?

      “You’ll come down here one night,” Fenmore said, when she didn’t speak. “And row out into the middle of the lake and throw yourself in.”

      Rose glanced at the rowboat. “What about my body?”

      “Never found.”

      “Do you think Henry will believe it?”

      “No way of knowing. But if he does . . .”

      “We’ll do it.” Anything that might mislead Henry was worth trying. “When?”

      “Next full moon. So you can see to walk here.”

      Rose nodded.

      “It’s full moon now. So, in two weeks I’ll make certain I’m dismissed—”

      “Dismissed? Why?”

      “If both of us vanish the same night, there’ll be suspicion, don’t you think? Especially if your body isn’t found. But if I’m dismissed for bad conduct, and then two weeks later you drown in the lake . . . there’s no connection between us.”

      Rose tugged on her lower lip and thought it through. Fenmore was right. “All right. Let’s do it like that.” She tilted her head to one side and looked at him. “You have good ideas, Will Fenmore.”

      He smiled and shrugged and pushed to his feet. “We should get back. It’s nearly luncheon.”

      Rose stood.

      “Let me see your cheek.”

      Rose held still while Fenmore tilted up her chin and examined the scratch. The light touch of his fingers made her skin tingle. Rose stared up at him. Such blue eyes. Such a plain, kind face.

      Her gaze seemed to be caught in his. She couldn’t look away. She felt the warmth of Fenmore’s fingers on her cheek, saw him squeeze his eyes shut for a moment, heard him mutter “God give me strength” beneath his breath.

      “Will . . .”

      Fenmore bent his head and kissed her.

      Surprise held her utterly still. He’s kissing me! But the gentle touch of Fenmore’s lips didn’t disgust her, didn’t make her afraid. Instead, Rose felt a tiny flicker of pleasure.

      Fenmore lifted his head. His eyes were very blue, very serious, as he stared down at her.

      “Do it again,” Rose whispered.

      He hesitated, and then obeyed. His kiss was as soft and light as a butterfly’s wings brushing over her skin.

      Rose closed her eyes. There was such sweetness in Fenmore’s kiss, such gentleness, that her lips quivered open. Fenmore hesitated, and then kissed her more deeply. Still, fear didn’t come. There was only pleasure humming inside her, warming her skin.

      Rose shyly kissed him back.

      Fenmore’s arms came around her. He gathered her more closely to him. Rose felt a spurt of panic. She stiffened and tried to push free.

      Fenmore released her immediately. He stepped back. Dismay was stark on his face. “Countess—”

      Rose pressed her hands to her mouth. “It wasn’t your fault.” Her voice shook slightly.

      “Yes, it was.” Fenmore took another step away from her. “Countess, I promise it will never happen again.”

      “Don’t promise that,” Rose said, lowering her hands. “Will, it’s all right.” And amazingly, it was. She took a deep breath and walked across to him and tentatively took his hand. “Will . . . I like you, too.”

      Fenmore stared down at her. The emotion in his eyes was raw, intense.

      He loves me.

      Something clenched painfully in Rose’s chest. Sudden, foolish tears came to her eyes. She blinked them away. “Let’s go back to the Hall.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a luncheon of cold meats and fruit, Rose retired to her bedchamber. She looked at herself in the mirror, seeing black ringlets and hazel eyes. She traced the scratch on her cheek with a fingertip. I hope it leaves a scar. It would make her less beautiful.

      If she wasn’t beautiful, Henry Quayle wouldn’t want to own her. You’re mine, she heard his voice whisper in her ear. You belong to me.

      Rose shivered and turned away from the mirror.

      She sat down at the escritoire and took out her calf-bound journal. She hadn’t written in it since Henry had left.

      Rose turned to the last entry, dipped her quill in ink—and hesitated. The journal was a catalog of misery and despair. It seemed wrong to write about Will Fenmore in it, as if Henry would somehow taint him.

      She put the journal back and took out a new one. The calfskin was unblemished, the first page as pristine as freshly washed linen. Rose smoothed her hand over it. This journal would be full of hope, not pain.

      She dipped her quill in ink and began to write.

      Today Will Fenmore kissed me.

      She paused, remembering the moment, remembering the sweetness of Fenmore’s kiss, the gentleness, and then she continued writing. I never thought I could enjoy a man’s touch, but with Will, I did.

      With Will Fenmore, the world became a different place. It became full of hope and promise.

      Will makes me feel safe, she wrote. He makes me feel that anything is possible. He makes me dare to dream again.

      I think I could love him.

      When Rose had finished writing she looked around the little bedchamber. She didn’t want to leave the journal where Boyle might find it.

      The room was paneled in dark wainscoting. Darracott Court, where she’d grown up, had had wainscoting, too—and cunning little cupboards hidden in the walls.

      Rose spent half an hour examining the wainscoting. The panels sounded hollow in the corner between the fireplace and the outer wall, but press as she might, she couldn’t find a hidden cupboard.

      A glance at the clock on the mantelpiece told her it was nearly time for her afternoon ride. She hid the journal beneath her mattress and rang for Boyle. She’d search again tonight.
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        * * *

      

      They took a picnic hamper with them, and after Rose had fed the squirrel, Fenmore spread a map of the American colonies on the ground and told her what he’d learned about each of them.

      Rose listened, and allowed herself to dream.

      “What do you think?” Fenmore asked when he’d finished. “Do you have a preference?”

      Rose shook her head.

      “I’m thinking one of the northern colonies. They have fewer slaves.” Fenmore glanced at her. “I don’t think it’s right to own people.”

      “I agree.” She was Henry’s slave—belonging to him body and soul, his to do what he liked with. No one deserves that.

      Rose looked at the map, picking out the names of the northernmost colonies. Massachusetts. Pennsylvania. New Hampshire. In a few months, one of those places would be home. A shiver of excitement prickled over her skin.

      “Would you like to live in a town or buy a farm?” Fenmore asked, folding up the map.

      “I hadn’t thought about it.” Rose cocked her head and looked at him. “Which would you prefer?”

      “I’d like to buy a farm and breed horses.”

      “Breed horses? What a marvelous idea!”

      Fenmore didn’t smile. His eyes were serious. “You need to think about it, Rose. It’ll be your money that pays for it.”

      She shook her head. “Not mine; ours.”

      “Rose—”

      “Our money.” She reached out and took Fenmore’s hand. “I want you to have a horse farm.” She bit her lip, and then asked: “May I live there, too?”

      “Of course, but Rose . . . it’ll be a simple life. You’d likely be happier in a town.”

      She shook her head. “A simple life is what I want.”

      Fenmore stared at her for a moment, a frown creasing his brow, and then his face relaxed in capitulation. “All right, but if you change your mind—”

      “I won’t.” She couldn’t imagine anything more perfect than a farm with Will Fenmore. She leaned over and pressed a soft kiss to his cheek.

      Fenmore became utterly still. “Rose . . .”

      “If you want to kiss me, you may,” she whispered.

      He hesitated, and then groaned low in his throat and bent his head to capture her mouth.

      Rose closed her eyes. Fenmore’s kiss was slow and gentle. Warmth filled her. This is how it’s meant to be. Joy and pleasure mingling.

      Time ceased to have any meaning. Seconds blurred into minutes. When Fenmore finally broke the kiss, she almost protested.

      “We should stop,” he said.

      Rose gazed at him. She couldn’t seem to find her voice.

      “Rose, if you look at me like that—”

      “Sorry.” She looked down at her lap, feeling heat flood her face.

      “Don’t apologize.” Fenmore put his arm around her, pulled her close, and settled her against him.

      Rose leaned her head against his shoulder. Fenmore smelled of leather and horse and sunshine. “We’ll plant fruit trees,” he said. “A whole orchard of them, and come summer there’ll be apples and peaches and plums for us to eat.”

      Rose nodded, feeling his solidness, his warmth. This can’t be real. It’s too perfect. It must be a dream.

      But Fenmore’s arm around her shoulders was real, just as the taste of him in her mouth was real, and the sound of his voice spinning dreams for them.
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        * * *

      

      That night, after the servants had gone to bed, Rose wrote in her journal. The dreams I had when I was a girl—of heroes rescuing maidens, of true love that lasts forever—the dreams I put aside when I reached adulthood . . . Will makes me dream those dreams again. When I’m with him, I believe that anything is possible.

      I think I could marry him.

      She reread what she’d written and laid down the quill. “Am I being a fool?”

      Will Fenmore was just a man, not a hero out of a tale of long-ago chivalry. Was she imbuing him with qualities he didn’t possess, making him into something he wasn’t?

      Rose rubbed her brow, and then blew out a breath. She pushed back the chair and began searching for the cupboard she was certain was hidden in the corner of the room. As the clock struck midnight, she found it. The wainscoting gave slightly beneath her fingers, a crack appeared, and then a small door opened, revealing a narrow cupboard with four empty shelves.

      Rose placed the journal on the topmost shelf and closed the door. With the tiny snick of the latch came a feeling of certainty. Will Fenmore was who she thought him to be. His birth might be low, but he was as true of heart as Sir Galahad.
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      “It looks like rain. We’d better turn back.”

      Rose glanced up at the sky, where clouds had gathered. “Let’s picnic in the folly.” They’d barely reached the lake. She didn’t want to go back to Creed Hall, with its dark paneling and its painful memories. She wanted to stay outside with Will, as she had every afternoon since his return from Falmouth a week ago.

      She took the hamper and blanket and climbed the marble steps, while Will tethered the horses. The colonnade was Grecian—slender columns crowned with carved acanthus leaves—but the doors were French, delicate and diamond-paned. The gilded handle yielded to her touch. A breeze gusted up from the lake, tugging her riding habit, sending dust scurrying across the marble floor.

      Rose stepped inside. The small, circular room was cool and shadowy and smelled faintly musty. The sole piece of furniture was a marble divan between two of the windows. It had lion-paw feet and scrolled ends and garlands carved along its edges.

      She spread the blanket on the divan and went back outside.

      Will climbed the steps two at a time and stood with her under the colonnade, watching the rain advance. A whisper of sound swept across the lake. Its surface shivered.

      A raindrop struck the marble steps, and then a second drop and a third—and then the sky opened above them. Rain drummed on the pantiled roof and streamed down the marble steps. The lake seethed as if it was boiling.

      “Smell that,” Will said, putting his arm around her.

      Rose leaned against him and inhaled deeply, smelling wet earth and wet grass. The air was cool and fresh; the rain had swept away the sultry heat.

      They stood watching for several minutes, then went inside. Rose removed her riding hat and gloves.

      “Hungry?”

      Rose shook her head. She sat on the divan, tucking her feet under her. The circular room was dark, the roar of rain loud. She felt as if she was in another world, a thousand miles from Creed Hall.

      Will sat alongside her. He touched her cheek, tracing the scratch lightly. “It’s healing well. Shouldn’t scar.”

      I wish it would. She had a flash of memory: Henry staring at her, possessive hunger in his eyes—You’re exquisite, my dear—then turning to reach for his whip.

      Rose swallowed. She pushed the memory aside. “Please, Will . . . don’t ever tell me I’m beautiful.”

      Will lowered his hand. He looked at her for a long moment, frowning, then his lips tightened and he nodded. “I won’t.”

      She smiled, relieved that he’d understood why, that she didn’t have to explain. “Thank you.”

      Will didn’t smile back. His expression was grim.

      Rose tucked her hand into his. “Don’t think about Henry.” And I’ll try not to, too. She leaned over and pressed a kiss to his jaw. You are my Sir Galahad.

      Some of Will’s tension eased. He turned his head and kissed her gently.

      Rose closed her eyes.

      Time slowed down, while rain drummed on the roof and a fresh, cool breeze blew in through the open door. Pleasure built inside her. The only things she was aware of were Will’s mouth on hers, his strong, calloused hands cradling her face, the heat of his body pressed against hers.

      Finally Will dragged his mouth from hers. “Rose . . .”

      Rose opened her eyes and gazed up at him. He looked as dazed as she felt, his eyes dark, his cheeks flushed. She reached up and threaded her fingers through his tousled white-blond hair.

      Will dipped his head and kissed along her jaw, pressed his mouth to the pulse beating in her throat, tasted her skin with his tongue. Pleasure shivered through her. Rose’s fingers tightened in his hair. She arched her neck.

      Realization came suddenly: they were lying on the divan, Will was half on top of her, his weight pinning her down.

      Her pulse gave a panicked kick. Rose shoved away from him and scrambled backwards on the divan.

      Will raised his head and stared at her, his expression bewildered—and then understanding flooded his face. He pushed off the divan and stumbled back several paces. “I’m sorry.” His face was stricken. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      He swung around and hurried outside with great lurching steps, like a blind man trying to run.

      Rose squeezed her eyes tightly shut. Tears choked in her throat. The fear was gone. It had vanished the instant she’d seen Will’s face.

      She blew out a shallow, hitching breath.

      Will wasn’t Henry. He would never take pleasure from her pain. She knew that. So why was she afraid?

      Because Henry had taught her to be afraid.

      Rose opened her eyes. Anger kindled in her breast. Damn you, Henry.

      She scrambled off the divan and went outside.

      Will hadn’t taken shelter under the colonnade—he sat on the lowest step, his head bowed into his hands.

      Rose hesitated. Dare I do this?

      Yes. She had to. Partly to exorcise Henry, and partly because she wanted to marry Will. Because she needed to know whether she was making the right decision. I need to find out if I can bear it, before it’s irrevocable.

      “Will?”

      He stiffened, and then climbed to his feet, not meeting her eyes, looking down at the streaming steps. “Countess.”

      “You’re getting wet.”

      Will hesitated, and stepped up under the colonnade. Not towards her, but away. His white-blond hair was plastered to his skull. Rivulets of water ran down his face.

      Rose took hold of her courage. I know he won’t hurt me. But even so, fear was tight in her chest. Her heart hammered against her breastbone. “Will . . . I would like us to . . . to have union with one another.”
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      Will stared at the countess. “What?”

      He saw muscles work in her throat as she swallowed. “I would like us to have union with one another.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I refuse to allow Henry to win.”

      The words were like a slap across his face. He almost felt the sting on his skin.

      Will turned away from her. “That’s no reason to do it.”

      He heard footsteps behind him, felt her hand on his back, warm through the soaked fabric.

      “In America, I want to live with you . . . as your wife.”

      It took a moment to understand what he’d heard. She wants to be my wife?

      “When we leave here, I want to leave everything about Henry behind. If I don’t learn not to be afraid, then part of him is going to come with us. I want to conquer this, Will. I want to conquer it now.”

      Will stared at the streaming rain. Rose wants to marry me?

      It was what he’d dreamed of. What he thought could never be. The difference between their births . . .

      An honorable man would refuse. An honorable man would insist she marry within her class.

      Will exhaled a ragged breath. “Rose . . .”

      “Please, Will.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut.

      Henry Quayle was a nobleman, and he’d done terrible things to her. If I marry Rose I’ll show her what real love is. A man protected the woman he loved. He kept her safe.

      Will opened his eyes. Rose’s hand was warm on his back.

      He would never hurt her. Never. But by God I’ll hurt anyone who dares try to harm her.

      “Will?” It was a whisper, shy, uncertain.

      “All right,” he said. “We’ll do it.”
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