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        An exclusive club, only accessible to the fortuitous few. Those who - no matter their differences in money, titles, background or position - marry for love.

        In an era when status, influence, and wealth are bolstered under the guise of marriage, you are like rare gemstones - admired and envied.

        Let your mutual respect and true affection for one another be the beacons by which you navigate the rough and the smooth of life’s journey.

        Whether your clothing be of the cheapest linen or the finest lace, may the blend of either or both bring the richest and happiest union.
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            Chapter 1

          

          Autumn 1817, somewhere in Hampshire.

        

      

    

    
      Once upon a time, there was an Earl. Yes, of course he was tall, very handsome and far nicer than the average member of the aristocracy. Currently, he enjoyed an ordered ~ although it must be admitted slightly boring ~ existence, dividing his time between his sprawling country estate and parliamentary committees in London.

      Wearied and somewhat jaded from his time on the battlefield, he saw no necessity to change the status quo preferring the company of his estate staff and his horses to that of the social set.

      Although he knew, eventually, he must choose an eminently suitable wife, as yet he had no desire to be so encumbered. Neither did he imagine ever finding a woman who would captivate his soul, to the exclusion of all others.

      

      Then the storm blew in and in a heartbeat all his calm assurance was turned completely on its head.
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      Giles Maximilian Trevallier, fifth Earl of Winchester, was vexed. What had he been thinking? It was lunacy trying to outride this storm. Why on earth didn’t he stop at the last inn he passed? It would only have delayed him one night. The light, already bad, was fading rapidly, and the tempest continued to rage all around him. It was getting worse, not better. It should have blown itself out by now. This had been going on for hours.

      He ought to have stayed in the city, but estate business required his attention, and could no longer be put off. Frustrated with himself and this awful weather, Giles bent low over the horse’s back, hoping his thick cloak would prevent him from getting completely soaked.

      It was cold now too — so cold the rain was turning into sleet. He needed to get home and soon. His horse galloped along the road, and familiar landmarks rose in his vision. Praise the good Lord, he was less than two miles from home. Jagged lightning illuminated the darkening sky and as the thunder crashed, he questioned his sanity again for deciding to brave this ride. Thankfully his horse, Bronte, was not in the slightest perturbed by the storm and kept her fast pace.

      He reached the fork in the road, taking the left which marked the boundary of his lands. When he turned, he noticed a huddle of something in the middle of the track. It looked as though someone had dumped a pile of old clothes. Angry, at this wanton littering of his property and that he would have to stop and move it, Giles reined in Bronte and dismounted. Cursing, he kicked at the pile, grunting when his foot came into contact with something solid. Assuming it to be a piece of wood, he leant down and lifted the material.

      It covered a body.

      Horrified, he took a step backwards, only to get an even greater shock because the bundle moved. It wasn’t dead. Who or what, the heap of dirty red material covered wasn’t dead? The pile shifted, and whoever was underneath tried to stand. Giles stared while it morphed into a tiny woman, white as a sheet, obviously in pain and with an air of fragility about her. Well, he did kick her, he guessed.

      

      She stared at him. Confusion clear in her face. “Where am I?” Her voice was barely a whisper, yet he heard her over the cacophony raging all around them.

      “Near Whiteoaks,” Giles replied, as though this would explain everything.

      She shook her head, her expression blank. “Where is that? Oh dear, I must have lost my way. I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean… I just needed to… I thought… had to rest.” She hobbled back towards the fork in the road. She had taken barely ten steps when she stumbled, collapsing onto the grass verge, where she remained motionless.

      What was she doing, a woman alone in this weather? No sign of a carriage or horse or a chaperone. What was going on? Baffled, Giles waited to see whether she was going to get up, his head trying to come to grips with what his eyes were seeing. Realising she was not, he walked over, dashing the water off his face and shook her shoulder gently. There was no response. He lifted the cloak, which was drenched. She appeared to be unconscious. Not surprising really given her air of frailty.

      There was nothing for it, he couldn’t leave her there, she would die of exposure. Gathering the slight woman into his arms, Giles lifted her carefully up onto his horse and climbed up behind her, holding her to him with one arm, catching the reins with the other. The sleet was turning to hail. He urged Bronte onwards, sighing with relief when the huge wrought iron gates, signalling his driveway and thankfully open to admit him, appeared in the gloom.

      

      They slithered into the courtyard. Will, Whiteoaks’ head groom, ran out of the stables to help Giles with Bronte. The man gaped in astonishment, when his master slid off his horse, lifting down what looked like a bundle of rags, cradling them gently.

      Giles grimaced. “No, I haven’t lost my mind, Will. I found it… this… her, by the fork. She seems ill, and disoriented. I could not in all conscience leave her, especially in this weather.”

      Will grinned and, taking Bronte’s reins, turned towards the stables, throwing over his shoulder. “You wait ’til you get her in there, my Lord.” Nodding towards the main house. “All those women like nothing better than to have an excuse to cosset someone.”

      Giles chuckled and agreed, carrying the woman, who weighed no more than a feather pillow, in through the kitchen entrance.

      The kitchen was full of people preparing the evening meal. He was expected, and the house was a hive of activity. No one was in the least surprised when their master came striding through the back door. He generally used the domestic entrance when he had been riding, aware his staff had enough to do without him adding to their work by trailing mud from the front of the house. He was an unusual man because, despite his position, he rarely stood on ceremony and maintained a friendly relationship with all of his employees from the butler right down to the scullery maid.

      What did surprise them was what he held.

      The woman still hadn’t revived, and Giles was becoming rather concerned.

      “My Lord?” questioned Ellen — Mrs Grey to the staff — his housekeeper, her eyebrows raised.

      “I found her on the road, Ellen. She does not wake and is soaking wet. Can you do something?” Not usually so helpless, Giles found himself at a loss with what to do next. Dealing with unconscious females wasn’t something he came across — ever. Except those who chose to swoon at balls and whom he avoided at all costs.

      The women in the kitchen swarmed around him. Ellen pulled the hood back revealing a woman’s face as pale as a ghost, with dark shadows under her eyes and what appeared to be a rather nasty bruise along her cheek.

      “Please, will you carry her upstairs, your Lordship? The Rose Room is closest and is already made up.” Ellen bustled out, shouting orders to her maids. Towels, hot water, and nightclothes, everything she would need to make their unexpected visitor comfortable. Giles followed; thankful he would be able to hand over this lady to people far more competent than he.

      As they entered the bedroom, the woman in his arms stirred. She was shivering now, and her lips were a worrying shade of blue. Her eyes flickered open for just a moment and she stared up at Giles. He was drawn into their green depths and had the oddest feeling he ought to recognise her.

      The woman relaxed against him, and he dismissed the notion as nonsense. He held her until the bath was filled, unwilling to place her anywhere while she was so wet. Ellen added salts to the warm water, the delicate scent permeating the room. She came over to where Giles stood, dripping all over the floor, his discomfort obvious.

      “Leave her with us, your Lordship, we’ll sort her out.” Ellen smiled and, relieved he could relinquish his burden, Giles tried to stand the woman down. Barely conscious, her legs buckled, and she crumpled to the floor. He bent to pick her up, but Ellen waved him off saying they would look after her and find him when they were done.

      He walked out of the room, strangely bereft without her in his arms and could not help glancing back at this petite stranger, being fussed over by his staff, as they peeled off her sodden clothes.

      Averting his eyes, he hurried to his own rooms where his butler, Thomas, had drawn him a bath. Suddenly aware of how cold he was, from standing around in soggy clothes for what seemed like an age, Giles quickly divested himself of his own saturated attire. He gave in to the luxury of a good soak, washing off the dust of the day and letting the warmth of the water banish the chill from his bones.

      He mulled over the events of the last hour or so, struck by the incongruity of it all. How had this woman ended up virtually on his doorstep, alone and apparently without a clue as to where she was?

      Unable to answer any of his questions, he pushed them aside. Getting out of his bath, Giles dried and dressed quickly for, despite the fire burning in the grate, the room was cool; the temperatures outside plummeting. When not entertaining a house full of guests, he did not require Thomas to assist in his dressing and simply shrugged into a shirt and breeches.

      At the last minute, he swung a banyan around his shoulders. He felt he ought to try to dress a little more formally while this guest was in his home, but the need for warmth outweighed his compliance with etiquette. He’d be surprised if the woman would be able to join him for the meal anyway.

      

      Strolling downstairs, he entered his haven. The library, which he also used as an informal study, and where he usually relaxed until dinner was announced. Thomas followed him, in holding a tray on which stood a glass of brandy. Thanking him, Giles asked his butler how the ladies were coping with the guest.

      Thomas shook his head. “They have yet to come downstairs, my Lord. Would you like me to check?”

      “No, leave them to it. We’ll get into trouble if we interfere.”

      Thomas grinned, nodding sagely. “You may be right, my Lord. I will ask Mrs Grey to report to you as soon as she is finished. Dinner will be served in half an hour. Is there anything else you need?”

      “Thank you, Thomas, not at the moment.”

      Thomas bowed and left.

      

      Giles picked up the brandy, swirling the amber liquid gently round the crystal glass, mesmerised as the glow from the fire caught the facets. Lost in thought, it was several moments before he realised someone was knocking quietly on the door.

      “Come.” Mrs Grey poked her head around the door, and he called her over. “So, what can you tell me, Ellen?”

      “She is quite unwell, my Lord. I think we should summon the doctor.” Ellen was fidgeting, a trait so uncommon to her, Giles began to feel quite anxious.

      “Why do you think it necessary, Ellen? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Well, my Lord, she is terribly thin, and we are unable to warm her. I fear she may have caught a severe chill being out in the cold and wet. Everything she was wearing was soaked right through and her shoes have barely any sole on them. It seems as though she may have been walking for days. Also…” Ellen hesitated.

      “All right, Ellen, out with it,” Giles growled.

      “My Lord, she is badly bruised, as though she has suffered a beating, and there’s one more thing.”

      “Well?”

      “She was clutching this.” Ellen opened her palm and handed her master a strange trinket. Rolling it in his hands, Giles realised it was a clasp, one used to hold the edges of a cloak together. Nestling in the centre of the intricately carved surround was a deep red stone, which appeared to be a ruby and would be worth a fortune if it were. More likely it was a piece of costume jewellery, a mere frivolity.

      “Thank you, Ellen. I will keep this safe until the lady can explain herself. Has she woken?”

      “Barely, my Lord, she seems to be slipping in and out of consciousness, another reason why I think we should call Doctor Elliott. I worry there may be more going on here than meets the eye.”

      Giles nodded almost absently, he was still staring at the clasp, sure he had seen this before as well. What was it about this stranger?

      “My Lord?”

      “Yes, Ellen, by all means send for Elliott. Just make sure whoever goes takes the carriage. The weather is atrocious. It is too awful to venture out on horseback. I will see this woman now. I assume she is not well enough to join me for dinner?”

      Ellen blinked, obviously working out how to tell him in the politest way possible, he was out of his mind.

      “Sorry, Ellen, I wasn’t thinking straight.”

      She smiled and excused herself, hurrying to organise one of the men to go and fetch the doctor.

      Giles sat for a few more minutes enjoying his brandy, the aromatic liquid warming his throat and his stomach. A fine aperitif, he thought. Hauling himself out of the huge leather chair, he went to check on his guest.
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      He climbed the stairs two by two, his long legs stretching out as he made his way back to the Rose Room. Knocking quietly on the door, he waited and was admitted by Sally, one of the housemaids.

      “She’s resting now, my Lord,” Sally whispered. “She might talk to you when she wakes, but she hasn’t said a word yet.”

      “Thank you, Sally. Please, stay here with me.”

      Sally smiled and nodded, taking a seat in the corner of the room. Giles walked over to the bed and got his first real look at the woman he had rescued from the side of the road.

      She was tiny, her countenance — elfin-like. Long dark lashes rested on cheeks that flared red with fever. The rest of her face was white, too white, and an angry bruise along her jawline marred the delicate features. Her hair was dark, a rich chestnut brown, falling in riotous curls over the pillows and down onto the covers. It must reach her waist, Giles thought, frowning when he noticed more bruising along her arms as though someone had held her too tightly. This needed further investigation. Her hands were those of a gentlewoman, soft skin and slender fingers tipped with perfectly manicured nails. These weren’t the hands of a servant or anyone who did manual work.

      “Where are her clothes?” he asked Sally, quietly.

      “Mrs Grey took them to be laundered, Sir, they was in a terrible mess.”

      “Were,” corrected Giles, absently.

      “Sorry, my Lord?” Sally looked confused

      “’Tis ‘were’ in a terrible mess, not ‘was’.”

      Sally blushed and apologised. Giles brushed it aside, sorry to have picked her up on her mistake.

      

      In a time when many of the gentry went about their lives unaware, or more likely uncaring, that schooling was unavailable to most people, Giles Trevallier went to great lengths to help anyone in his household improve their lot. His father, a man ahead of his time, believed everyone, regardless of status, gender and rank, deserved an education. Setting up a schoolroom in one of the old stable blocks for anyone wanting to better themselves, he had conducted lessons in elocution, reading, writing and arithmetic. A tradition Giles continued, proud Whiteoaks was more than just the country seat of an earl.

      

      Dragging his mind back to the current problem, Giles asked, “What were her clothes like, Sally? Were they of good quality?”

      “Oh yes, my Lord, they were. Bit torn, mind, and ever so muddy and wet. Maybe a trifle out of date and quite simple. Not like the flounces some women are starting to wear these days.” Sally bit her lip; aware she might have overstepped the boundaries of propriety with her last comment.

      Giles grinned. “Do not fret, Sally. I happen to agree with you. So, we have a lady of refinement, but one who is a little old-fashioned. One who was wandering the roads on her own, seemingly lost. It is a conundrum, isn’t it?”

      “And what about the brooch, my Lord? ’Tis a beautiful thing so ’tis.”

      “It is, Sally. Maybe she will tell us when she wakes.”

      

      All the while they were talking, he stared at the woman in front of him. He was troubled by her fragility. There was something about her, which made him want to reach out and stroke her hair or hold her hand. Shocked at the nature of his thoughts, Giles stood quickly. His chair scraped on the wooden floor, and the noise jarred through the silence of the room. The woman in the bed shuddered. Giles remained motionless, praying he hadn’t disturbed her. His hopes were in vain, she moved restlessly, and her eyes opened. He was struck again by how green they were and was hit by that jolt of recognition.

      

      She looked up at him, her expression one of bewilderment.

      “Where am I? Who are you?” Panic coursed through her when she realised, she was in a strange bedroom and a tall man — one she didn’t know — was staring at her. Swallowing, she tried to push herself away, but did not have the strength to move.

      A young girl appeared from behind the man.

      “It’s alright, Miss. I’ll help you sit up. This ‘ere’s his Lordship. He brought you in. You were all wet and he didn’t want to leave you out in the storm.” While she talked, Sally plumped the pillows and lifted the woman up on them, tucking the bedclothes around her and generally making her feel comfortable.

      

      The woman glanced around at the unfamiliar room. She was tired and her head ached. Swallowing hurt her throat and her chest was tight. Oh no, she couldn’t be ill, she had to… what was it she had to do? It was important but she couldn’t remember. Her hands fluttered in her anxiety and she looked up at the two people by the bed. She tried again.

      “Where am I? Please tell me.” Her voice was barely a whisper, yet both Giles and Sally could hear the huskiness in her voice brought on by the chill coursing through her.

      “You’re at Whiteoaks, Miss, his Lordship’s country estate.”

      The woman looked no less confused. “Where is this Whiteoaks?” she rasped.

      Giles and Sally looked at each other flabbergasted. Everyone knew Whiteoaks, didn’t they? Apparently not, the woman didn’t appear to be feigning.

      Giles resumed his seat and told her Whiteoaks was in Hampshire, not far from the New Forest. She muttered something about it not being far enough but didn’t elaborate. Giles asked the question, the answer to which they all wanted to know. He had no clue as to her social standing and erred on the side of caution when he spoke.

      “My lady, please, will you give us your name?” He spoke calmly, his voice warm, inviting her trust.

      She stared at him and swallowed, opened her mouth, then closed it again. Her eyes widened and a look of such terror appeared in them, it was all Giles could do not to pull her into his arms. “I can’t remember! I can’t remember! I don’t know my name. How can I not know my name? Oh no! What do I do?”

      Had her voice not been cracked and broken, she would have shrieked the last few words, her expression going from bewildered to wild in a split second.

      “I have to go. I must leave. I can’t stay here.” Tears poured down her face. She threw back the covers and made to stand up, but her strength gave out and she collapsed on the floor.

      

      Giles glanced at Sally in consternation. Without thinking, he gave into his earlier instincts and gathered the woman into his arms and rocked her as he would a child.

      “Hush, sweetheart, hush now, everything will be alright. Just relax, we will sort it out in the morning.” She stiffened in his arms, and struggled to free herself, but Giles kept rocking her, crooning nonsense, anything to soothe her. He never recalled what he said. It could have been nursery rhymes for all he cared. He just wanted her to calm down, to cry out her panic. She sobbed against his chest, soaking his shirt. Obviously, today was his day to get wet, Giles thought ruefully.

      Slowly, very slowly, her tears subsided, and she became calmer; still Giles held her. As she settled, he noticed her breathing was strained. He could hear the ruckles in her chest and wondered what was taking the doctor so long.

      After what seemed like forever, he realised she had fallen asleep. Her head was nestled against his shoulder and it felt as though she had always been there. He knew he should put her back to bed but didn’t want to let her go. What the dickens was wrong with him?

      “Sally,” he whispered.

      Sally came to stand next to him. “Yes, my Lord?”

      “Let us try to get her back into bed, without waking her. She is very distressed and if she has truly lost her memory, we don’t want to scare her anymore.”

      Sally nodded, and between them they tucked her under the covers. Sally filled a bowl with cool water and brought a cloth. Giles took it from her and, rinsing the cloth, carefully wiped the woman’s face, then her hands. Her head felt hot, and her cheeks had lost none of the redness they noticed earlier.

      She muttered incoherently and they listened hoping she might tell them something to help identify her. It was garbled though. The only words they could make out was something about her father, some documents and a carriage. Nothing of which made any sense at all. They gave up and just watched her.

      About an hour later, Doctor Elliott arrived, full of apologies explaining he’d been tied up with another case. Giles told him all he knew of his guest — scarcely anything, by which time Ellen had joined them, telling them what they discovered when bathing her.

      “She seems terribly bruised doctor, more than just from falling and…” she hesitated.

      “Come, Ellen, what didn’t you tell me?”

      She blushed and continued in low tones. “I think she might have been abused.”

      “In what way, Ellen?” Giles waited, a sense of unease building. His housekeeper was unwilling to voice her opinion in front of him.

      She shook her head. “All I will say is there are marks which cause me concern. I would rather let the doctor check her out before I say anymore.

      “Let me examine her, Giles,” the doctor interjected, gently. “I can see she has a fever, we need to treat that, and I will determine what other damage has been inflicted on her while I’m checking her over. Trust me,” as Giles made a reflexive movement, “I will be careful and discreet. I will come and find you when I am done. Go and have your dinner.”

      Ellen and Sally ushered him out of the room. He could hear the woman muttering and was loath to leave her, but he had no choice. Giles made his way to the dining room where his meal, which looked very tasty, was served, and tried to eat. His appetite had left him however, all he could think about was the ailing woman upstairs.

      Why would anyone hurt her? Was her distress anything to do with that clasp? The one Ellen had handed him. Maybe it would help jog her memory.

      Finishing his meal, Giles went back to the library, to find the fire was still burning merrily and a tall goblet of hot chocolate standing on his desk. He found this drink preferable at night; it warmed him more than tea and sleep seemed to come more easily. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to sleep at all tonight. Tacitly thanking Thomas, Giles drank deeply, savouring the rich flavour and waited for the doctor to come down. He tried to look at the papers on his desk, but was unable to concentrate, so in the end just sat in his leather chair and waited for Theo.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      He was nodding off by the time Doctor Elliott knocked and stuck his head around the door.

      “You awake, Winchester?”

      Giles roused himself and waved his friend in. “Come in, Theo. What can you tell me? Would you like a drink?” The doctor nodded his thanks and Giles pulled the bell. Thomas appeared almost immediately, and Giles requested two more hot chocolates as well as two whiskies. They waited until Thomas returned with the drinks. Once the butler left the room, Giles repeated his question.

      “What can you tell me?”

      Theo Elliott stared at his friend, steepling his fingers together, before he spoke, almost contemplatively. “Your guest has not been well treated of late. Her body is covered in bruises and I think it is likely at least two of her ribs are cracked, possibly broken, it is difficult to determine. Her ankle is sprained, and she has bronchitis, which may develop into pneumonia. She is a very sick young woman,” he paused.

      “That must be why she couldn’t walk. She had damaged her ankle. No wonder she fell, poor thing. What of the other fear?” Giles asked.

      “I think Ellen was overly concerned. There are marks, which I grant you might, at first glance, look to have been caused by an attempt to ruin her, upon closer examination I think it more likely she landed awkwardly on something. There is no sign of the damage I would expect to see had it been worse. Giles, this woman may have been walking for days. I certainly don’t think she’s eaten a decent meal in quite some time.” Theo took a sip of his hot chocolate. “Ellen mentioned a clasp or brooch or something, apparently the woman was clutching it?”

      Giles nodded.

      “It must be very important to her. She was holding it so tightly, it has cut into her palm. I have cleaned and bandaged the wound, but we must make sure it does not become infected.”

      Giles stared into the fire, watching the flames dance up the chimney, reflecting on his friend’s words. “She will stay with us. We can look after her, there are enough women on my staff not to raise any questions. Nobody knows she’s here and, for now, I would like it to remain that way. I shall make enquiries and see whether I can trace who she is. She doesn’t remember her name, you know.”

      Theo nodded. “Sally told me. It may be as simple as shock. It appears she is trying to get somewhere or away from something. Whatever that is, may have caused her mind to shut down, but her illness could also play a part. Let’s deal with one thing at a time. Hopefully, as she recovers all the other things will slot into place.”

      “Do you recognise her, Theo?” Giles quizzed, curiously.

      “No, why?”

      “She seems familiar to me, as though we have crossed paths before, but for the life of me I cannot recall who she is or where we met.”
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      The wind howled around the building and the hail lashed against the windows. The two men hardly noticed, trying to work out how Giles could possibly know this woman. They came up with nothing. Giles and Theo grew up together; went to school and then university together. They knew each other’s friends and colleagues, and neither could recall meeting the lady prior to today.

      Accepting they were getting nowhere; Theo turned the conversation to the treatment he would be providing for Giles’ guest. She was seriously ill, and it was likely the household would endure sleepless nights before they knew whether she would survive. They needed to give her a name too, until she could remember her own. They couldn’t continue to call her ‘guest,’ it was ridiculous.

      Giles suggested his friend stay the night. The weather had worsened and there was always a room made up for Theo. The doctor was easily persuaded, and the two men relaxed in the warmth of the study, enjoying each other’s company for the remainder of the evening, accompanied by excellent conversation, a fine port and a platter of cheese.

      It was late by the time they retired. Theo had checked on the woman twice during the course of the evening. She was in the throes of fever, but Ellen and Sally were with her, making sure she was tended to properly. A bronchitis kettle hung over the fire. The steam, with a drop of menthol, permeated the room. Its pungent vapour helped the woman’s breathing, which had become laboured.

      Giles popped his head around the door before he went to bed, asking whether they needed anything else. Theo shook his head; they could only watch and wait. The fever would take its course; they had to hope she was strong enough to fight it. Ellen said she and Sally would sit with her overnight, so she wasn’t left alone.

      Acknowledging he was in the way; Giles thanked them and made his way to his own bedchamber. Shedding his clothes, he realised how tired he was. A long day in the saddle as well as the worry of what to do about his unknown and very sick visitor, made the thought of his comfortable bed most inviting. He fell asleep as soon as his head touched the pillow.
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      Giles was woken by a series of shrieks. Aroused from a deep slumber, it took him several minutes to work out where he was and who the devil could be making such a racket. Recollection returned and, pulling on a warm dressing gown, he hastened along the hall to the Rose Room. The bedchamber seemed full of people, but in actual fact there were only four; Ellen, Sally, Theo and the woman in the bed to whom the doctor was trying to administer something from a vial, which Giles assumed to be laudanum. The woman was thrashing so much, Theo was having no success.

      

      Striding over to the bed, Giles studied his guest. She was screaming from whatever terror stalked her dreams turning them into nightmares. Her hair was damp with sweat, her face so pale she looked more dead than alive. Her frail body was wracked with tremors and her cries sounded raw from the throat infection, not to mention, the screaming. It was a pitiful sight and he could not bear it.

      Without pausing to think and mindful of her broken ribs, he scooped her up as gently as possible. As he had done earlier, he rocked her, crooning softly, trying to break through the fear holding her in its grip.

      The other three stared at him in shock. His behaviour was less than appropriate, but what other choice did they have. The woman was very ill and needed to be calmed before they could hope to give her the medicine, which would help her sleep without nightmares.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, Giles swung his legs up, settling himself against the pillows. The woman began to settle; her screams died away, leaving shuddering sobs in the aftermath. Giles cradled her, talking to her about everything and nothing. His housekeeper and housemaid gaped at him, while Theo took the opportunity to get the woman to drink some laudanum.

      She swallowed it without protest and without opening her eyes.

      She was muttering again. It definitely seemed to relate to her father and those documents, but, as before, nothing was coherent enough for them to make any sense of it. This, along with her name, would have to wait. Theo checked the woman’s temperature. She was burning up and, in an attempt to lower the fever, the doctor placed cool damp cloths on her wrists and forehead as they watched for the opiate to take effect.

      The tremors subsided, and the woman began to relax, her head falling against Giles’ shoulder. He waited until her breathing steadied. Carefully, he tried to place her back on the bed. Even in her state of oblivion, his movements panicked her, and she clung to him. Her slender fingers fisting around the material of his dressing gown. She never opened her eyes or seemed conscious of her actions, but he did not want to disturb her again.

      “It’s all right, Theo. I’ll stay here, I don’t want to cause her any more distress. If this is the only way we can get her to sleep, I am happy to stay. Maybe Ellen or Sally will stay too, so propriety is observed. I would not want to place anyone in an awkward position. Moreover, if she wakes and finds me holding her, she may take fright.”

      Ellen said she would stay, and shooed Sally off to bed. The young girl was almost asleep on her feet and she had duties enough to worry about the next day.

      

      Theo ensured he had done everything he could, instructing them to call him should her condition worsen. He believed the dose of opiate sought give her several hours’ sleep and hoped, by the morning, her fever may have broken.

      Giles thanked his friend, who took himself off to bed. Ellen, tutting under her breath at the situation, nevertheless fussed around for a few moments. She plumped up the pillows behind his lordship, placing another under the arm in which the woman rested, giving him extra support.

      Giles wasn’t overly worried; his guest was no weight. He shuffled against the headboard and brought up the blankets until they were both covered. The fire blazed away merrily making the bronchitis pot bubble and steam. Only two candles remained lit, the light in the room dim, yet cosy. Giles thought about the woman in his arms and wondered how long it would be before they knew who she was.

      A mystery indeed.

      He looked down at her. She seemed so vulnerable, running from something or someone. She could be a murderess for all he knew. Even that thought did not stop the wave of protectiveness flooding through him, and the strange feeling he knew her, teased at his subconscious.
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      It was a long night. Several times the woman woke, battling some inner demons who would not let her rest, as well as the fever, which had her burning hot one moment and shivering with cold the next. It seemed to Giles she was too weak to fight the infection, and he barely slept a wink for fear she would slip away while he held her. He was endlessly relieved when the dawn broke and she was still breathing.

      

      When light began to filter through the curtains and into the bedchamber, highlighting the soft pinks in the room, the woman in his arms stirred. He nodded to Sally, who had taken over from Ellen, allowing his housekeeper to snatch a little sleep. The maid came closer so the woman would see her if she awoke and would not panic at finding herself in the arms of a man she did not know. The woman murmured, her voice croaky, her words unintelligible. Her dark lashes fluttered against her cheeks, but her eyes remained closed.

      They held their breath as she seemed to come to wakefulness, but with a huge sigh she turned and seemingly unaware of what she was doing, snuggled against Giles’ chest. Her small frame fitting neatly into his large one. Her breathing settled into a more natural rhythm and she slept on.

      Giles felt his own breathing hitch and his heart was not beating as steadily as usual. He gazed down at her now peaceful countenance, fighting not only an absurd desire to kiss her, but also the notion she was where she should be. That he had been waiting his whole life for this woman to be wrapped in his arms.

      Shaking his head to clear it of such nonsense, Giles contemplated his life. He never thought to wed, though he knew it was expected. He was supposed to marry a suitable woman. One who would look good on his arm at balls and other social functions; preferably one who could hold a conversation, but he had no mind to do so. Those of his friends who were married did not appear overly content, more resigned. He had enough to do on the estate and in London. He did not need to worry about some hapless female who was unable to function without a man, or who was looking for one with a large purse, which she could fritter away on dresses and hats.

      Giles’ parents had married for love and he grew up in a happy home. One in which both parents enjoyed being with each other and their offspring and, in fact, were rarely apart. As children, he and his two sisters were not palmed off onto nannies or governesses. Their mother brought them up, teaching them, caring for their ailments, playing with them. It had been a home where their lives were intertwined and where the children knew they were secure in the love and support of both parents.

      This was Giles’ example and he would settle for nothing less. He had yet to meet a woman who made his breath catch or his heart beat faster, one without whom life would not seem worth living.

      Until yesterday.

      

      The woman in his arms was causing havoc with his emotions and he had no idea why. Pushing these disturbing thoughts away, he asked Sally whether she would mind ringing for some coffee. He needed his wits about him and had not had enough sleep; coffee would have to do. As Sally went to do his bidding, Giles shut his eyes, just for a minute he thought, and was immediately asleep.
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      The woman blinked. The light in the room was different, it must be daybreak. Her head throbbed and her throat was raw. Her breathing was less restricted, but her chest ached. She had no idea where she was, but she felt safe and warm. Turning her head carefully, she nearly squawked in shock. She was lying in the arms of the same very tall man whom she remembered from the last time she awoke. Shoving her fist into her mouth to stifle the yell, she stared up at him, studying his features in the half-light.

      His black hair fell in an unruly mess as though he kept raking his hands through it, this along with the light stubble shadowing his jawline, combined to give him a slightly piratical appearance. There was not an ounce of excess fat on his body; she could feel the muscles through his night attire and was startled by a sudden urge to track her fingers over them. The beat of his heart, steady and strong, was comforting and a wave of emotion she could not define washed over her. Regardless of the fact she ought not to be there, she was unable to move. The man looked exhausted and she had no wish to disturb him. She would worry about everything later. Drawing the bedclothes up over her shoulders, giving the man extra warmth, she tucked her head under his chin, and went back to sleep.
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      Sally watched this little tableau unfold; her interest piqued at the behaviour of his lordship and their guest. Despite declarations to the contrary, it seemed to her as though they knew each other, had known each other for a lifetime, but at a subconscious, rather than conscious level. Smiling to herself at such flights of fancy, Sally turned her attention to the room, picking up all the cloths and towels, used overnight to cool the woman while she fought the fever. Collecting bowls and water jugs, the young girl was about to take everything down to the kitchens, when the door creaked open. Lucy, one of the kitchen maids, came in carrying a tray on which stood a pot of steaming coffee, two cups and a plate of freshly baked drop scones.

      Whispering her thanks, Sally asked Lucy to take the pile of cloths and stack of bowls downstairs. Lucy nodded and asked how the lady was, adding everyone was worried about her. Sally gave her an update and promised to come down with a more detailed report once the doctor had checked their guest.

      The heady aroma of the coffee roused Giles, who momentarily forgot where he was and that he had a woman asleep on his chest. Sally placed the tray on the bedside table and pressed her finger to her lips, pointing at the women. Memory flooded back. He should lay her on the bed where she would sleep more comfortably. Plus, his body ached from sitting in the same position for so long, he needed to stretch his limbs. He took a sip of the coffee, savouring the rich flavour.

      Placing the cup back on the bedside table, he said, “Sally, please would you help me? She seems much more relaxed and I think she will sleep better in bed instead of on me. She can’t possibly be comfortable, especially if her ribs are broken.”

      “If you pardon my saying, my lord,” Sally grinned, “she has slept like a baby since you have been holding her. Far better than before her nightmare. Seems you have the magic touch.”

      Giles smiled back, thinking in any other household, Sally would probably be reprimanded for being too familiar in her conversation with the master of the household. He was glad his staff were comfortable enough to say what they felt, while maintaining their utmost respect. “That’s as maybe, but I need to move too. I am losing the feeling in my legs.”

      Sally giggled and, between them, they settled the woman comfortably against the pillows, covering her with the sheets and comforter. They studied her for a moment. She was obviously unwell, but Giles surmised her skin was less clammy and her breathing not as laboured. Telling Sally he would return shortly, he went to his
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