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Epigraph



Early one morning,just as the sun was rising,
 I heard a young maid in the valley below.
 Oh dont deceive me, Oh never leave me,
 How could you use a poor maiden so?


Thus sang the young maiden, her sorrows bewailing. Thus sung the poor maid in the valley below.
 Oh dont deceive me, Oh never leave me,
 How could you use a poor maiden so?


Old English folk song













Prologue


England
 1800





The man paused at the brink of the door to the hold. He glanced up, narrowing his eyes against the sun. He breathed deeply, filling his lungs with the brackish air, as though he were about to leap into the sea around him and not just step down into the bowels of the ship.


Take a deep breath, he told the boys at his side. Hold it. Look at the sky. Remember all of it.


The three boys stood still and did as he said. Although they held up the line, the guards didnt react. No one in the long line of prisoners behind them complained either. Many of them were breathing deeply, too. It was, after all, the last breath of fresh air theyd get until the next day. In some cases, it might be the last theyd ever get, and they all knew that too well. The Retribution was bound for the other side of the world with its cargo of miserable souls, in conditions so appalling that many would leave this world before the ship reached its destination.


The guards allowed the man and boys their silent good-byes. An extra minute in the weak spring sunlight was a small enough charity, and the last many of these wretches would get, or deserved to have. They were, after all, a collection of murderers, rapists, thieves, frauds, cheats, and liars. That was why they were about to be expelled from their native land like the indigestible mass of filth that they were. Or so the magistrates had ruled.


The man who paused at the brink of the stair that would lead him down into darkness didnt look savage. He looked filthy and ill used. His clothing was in rags. The once-fine ruffles at his wrists and throat had long since been torn away. His breeches were ragged, his jacket in tatters, his shirt might have once been white, because gentlemen wore no other color. He had been dressed like a gentleman, once. Although gaunt, he still seemed fit, and moved with grace even though he wore no shoes. His hands were fisted; he looked ready to fight if he had to.


Tears cleared long trails down his smudged face as he blinked, squinting up at the sun. Those tears could have been from emotion or because it had been so long since hed seen the light.


Two of the thin and ragged boys at his side looked to be about ten or twelve years of age, the third perhaps a year or two older. They were so dirty it was hard to tell if they were fair-haired or light-skinned. But it was easy to see how worried they were. The mans face registered only anguish. Theirs showed fear.


Or so it seemed to those few onlookers who stood on the dock watching the prison ship prepare to set sail for the antipodes.


When prisoners were to be hanged there were always huge crowds to see them off, along with friends and relatives. Food and drink were sold, songs were sung, it was all holiday on topping day at Tyburn Hill. When convicts were sent to the ends of the earth they were seen off in silence, if they were seen at all. There was, after all, nothing interesting to watch. And no one, least of all the unfortunates themselves, knew when or where they were to go until they were already on their way.


England had too many prisoners to keep and far too many to hang, so many were banished instead. There were hundreds of offenses and only so many ways to punish offenders. Transport was as good a way as any and often just as permanent as hanging. It wasnt that prisoners werent allowed to return from Botany Bay. It was only that few lived long enough to get there, and fewer ever returned.


Time to move on, a guard said to the prisoner who stood at the brink of the stair.


He nodded. But then he straightened, eyes narrowed against more than the sun. He stared at a pair of men on the wharf. He couldnt help but notice them. They could be seen from a distance, especially on such a gray day. One of the men was fat, fair, and overdressed for such a sullen morning; he wore a long crimson cape and carried a silver-headed walking stick that glinted in the light. The other man was older, dressed drably, but well. Both looked back at the prisoner with interest.


One of the boys at the prisoners side noticed who he was staring at.


He gasped. Isnt that Sir Gordon?


His father nodded.


Whos e? one of the other boys muttered, looking at the pair of spectators.


The one who sent us here, the first boy said. The one who said we stole from him. The one who lied!


Softly, softly, his father murmured as he kept staring.


Whos the other? his son asked.


I dont know, though I should, his father said, his voice distant and troubled. It seems importantI will remember.


Here! I said time to move on, the guard said, brandishing the club he held.


Remember his face! the prisoner told his son. Never forget it!


I will! I wont forget, I promise, the boy vowed.


The two other boys nodded, too.


Head high, the man stepped down the stair into the hold. He stopped, because his son held back. His voice gentled. We will be back, he said softly. That, I promise.


Then he continued down the steps, and his son followed. He didnt let go of his fathers hand, nor did he lose his grip on the other boys hand, and that lad held on to the last boy. Linked by circumstance and need, the four stepped down into the darkness together.


The day wore on, though the prisoners couldnt count the hours in the unrelenting darkness of the hold in the great prison hulk. But finally, even they knew it was night. Even so, many couldnt sleep.


Dont worry, the mans voice said to the huddle of boys at his side. They sat on the rocking floor of the ship with the other prisoners, waiting for the morning, when their voyage into the unknown would begin.


Such was the power of his voice and the firmness of their trust in him that the boys obeyed, in spite of their fears. They curled close to him, closed their eyes, and finally slept. Only he sat awake through the night, as he always did, on guard. He was also busy planning. He didnt know where he was going or if he could get there. But if he did nothing else in life, he would see that the boys got there, and then one day, home again.













Chapter 1


England
 1815





The visitor was late, but he would have been unwelcome at any hour. Nevertheless, a stableboy came running to greet his carriage as it rumbled up to the manor house as the first star appeared in a purpling evening sky. Many more eyes watched from behind curtains on the dozens of windows of the great house. The oaken front door swung open, the butler and his footmen stood in readiness.


After a moment, a lean gentleman was seen in the doorway of the carriage. He bent his head, stepped out, and paused on the top of the little stair that had been let down. Straightening, he stood arrested, staring at the huge house, seeing the dark mass of it outlined by the last dim glow of sunset, punctuated by lights that twinkled in the dozens of windows facing the drive. It was too dusky for anyone to make out the expression on his face.


He stepped down and headed for the house, taking the fan of stairs to the front door rapidly and with easy grace, as though he hadnt been confined in a rocking carriage for hours.


I believe Im expected? he asked the butler in a rich tenor voice, as he swept off his high beaver hat and caped coat and handed them to a footman. I am Egremont.


The butler bowed, expressionless. This way, sir, he said.


The gentleman hesitated. A thin eyebrow rose. Sir? he echoed with cool amusement, slapping his gloves against his palm. Maybe you didnt hear me. I am the new earl of Egremont. Id believed I was expected.


The butlers expression didnt change, but his face grew ruddy. Yes, sir, he said. You were indeed expected. As to the other matter, I was led to believe it was not yet settled, sir.


The gentleman laughed. So it hasnt been. I suppose I cant fault you for being precise. Announce me as Sauvage then, if you must. Lead on. Oh, and Id like something to eat. Will you see to it? Its been a devilish long journey.


The butler bowed and led the gentleman into the front hall. The new arrival scarcely seemed to look at the house as he strode over the shining inlaid mosaic marble floors. He didnt pause to study the life-sized Grecian statues that lined the walls, or raise his eyes to the gilded domed ceiling of the great hall to see the rose-and-gold frescoes there. He had hardly a glance for the pair of separate twin staircases that wound their ways to the second level, where they met and embraced in a riot of carved acanthus leaves. He only followed the butler through the hall and down a corridor, seeming as cool and untouched by his surroundings as the servant who guided him.


Youre awaited in the red room, sir, the butler murmured. He threw open a door to an enormous room with crimson stretched-silk-covered walls, Turkey red carpets, red and brown settees and chairs. A massive fireplace with a leaping fire sparked reflections from the gilt edges on the furniture and many picture frames. But the fire only cast murky, ruddy shadows over the quartet of people there.


Mr. Sauvage, the butler said, announcing him.


The four people in the room stared. The visitor looked back at them serenely, only his eyes showing animation, glittering in the firelight as he surveyed them each in turn.


He saw a stout middle-aged balding gentleman, the very model of a country squire, a young blond lady, delicate and perfectly dressed as a china figurine, an older woman, who was obviously her mama, and a square-faced, straw-haired, broad-shouldered young man. They goggled at him from out of the crimson shade.


Their first impression was of a dark, elegantly dressed, extravagantly handsome young gentleman. The high planes on his smooth face were exaggerated by dancing firelight, making him look as though hed just stepped, smiling, from out of the devils own dressing room. He was impeccably clad in a closefitting black jacket, with a white neckcloth, dark skintight breeches, and shining knee-high boots. The gentlemans face was impassive. He had flawless skin, even features, and watchful eyes. The firelight made it impossible to make out the color of those wide, well-spaced eyes, but they were light, and shone with crystalline clarity. The most arresting thing about him was the cool expression on his smooth face. He looked as though no human emotion could touch him or ever had done.


The middle-aged man leapt to his feet. What is the meaning of this? he said. You are not Geoffrey Sauvage!


No, Im not, the gentleman said calmly. Geoffrey Sauvage was my father. I am Christian Gabriel Peter Colinworth Sauvage, now the earl of Egremont, and master of this house. And you, sir? You have me at a disadvantage.


The older man opened and closed his mouth.


The others echoed his expression. It was the fair young man who rose to his feet and spoke.


I am Hammond Sauvage, he said stiffly. This is my fiance, Sophie Wiley, and her father, Squire Henry Wiley and his wife, Martha. You must understand that this is difficult for us to take in all at once.


Christian nodded. Of course, I didnt expect you to believe me right away either, Cousin. You are my cousin, arent you?


Hammond nodded curtly.


But in time, you will believe me, Christian said placidly. He moved toward the hearth. Ive traveled a long way, and its cold out there. If you dont mind, Id like a seat by the fire.


The squire flushed, nodded, and sat again, obviously still struggling for something to say.


The new arrival seated himself and rubbed his slender hands together. I only arrived in this country a few days ago, and came here straight from Londonafter I consulted with my men at law, of course. No one in the room spoke. After a moment, he went on, Ive asked for something to eat, and would be pleased to take it here, by the fire. I didnt stop for luncheon and am famished. The only sound was of the fire crackling in the hearth. Does that offend? he asked blandly. Or is it only my arrival that does? I didnt expect to be met with joy. Yet although youd probably prefer that I starve, and I dont blame you for that, I suppose, I really do need some food. Starvations an inefficient way to dispose of someone, after all, isnt it?


One of the women gasped.


Yes. Inefficient, the squire finally said, harshly. Unlike the way the sixth earl met his end. Falling off a cliff top is more efficient, I agree, he added, staring at the visitor.


Squire, Christian said mildly, you may believe almost anything of me and my father, but be reasonable. However wicked you think we were, I was only twelve years old at the time of the sixth earls death, and my father and I were convicted felons on a prison ship on the way to the antipodes then. Evil has tentacles everywhere, no one knows that better than I do. But we had no power of any kind, criminal or otherwise, so we couldnt have hurt anyone here in England. Apart from the fact that Id no reason to wish the man any harm until he refused to help us, and by then, there was nothing I could do but try to console my father about it. Its true, he added, to the squires disbelieving stare.


Christians smile was as cool as his words. The earl believed the evidence against us without question. But then, he didnt know my father. You see, Geoffrey Sauvage wasnt in exile all his life, though so far as the family was concerned, he might as well have been. Right, Cousin? he asked Hammond.


Hammond shrugged. We never met, thats true. I dont know why.


Christian nodded. Oh, but I do. The family wanted nothing to do with us, even before our conviction and sentence. My father was an educated man, but he worked for a living, doing accounts for wealthier men. That shocked and shamed the family. They didnt have to soil their hands with ink or trade. My father did. He was the younger son of a youngest son in a large family. Much smaller now, of course, he murmured, with the shadow of a smile. There were several healthy heirs to the title. Even if there hadnt been, we were far from the direct line of succession. I suppose I had relatives who lived in expectation of even the remote possibility of inheriting this place one day. Did you, Cousin? Trust me, Father and I never did.


But he did inherit, didnt he? The squire said bitterly. What happened? We hadnt heard of his death.


Now some flicker of emotion showed on the visitors face, gone too soon to read. You hadnt heard of his life either, he said gently. Your sympathies are noted. Please, no apologies, he said, though no one offered any. No one heard about my father because news takes a while to get from the other side of the world to Englandeven if someone was waiting for it. As we know no one was, we didnt send it. In fact, I didnt get the news of the inheritance immediately, though I came soon as I did. Im sorry if that raised other expectations. It was you, Hammond, who expected to inherit, was it? Sorry. Ah, my dinner, he said, before Hammond could answer.


The butler entered the room with footmen carrying a small folding table and trays of meats, breads, and cheeses.


Would you care to join me? Christian asked, as the table was set up in front of him.


The squire waved off his offer. But as Christian picked up a plate, the older man spoke again, harshly. So youre here to claim the title and the estate?


As I said. Yes. And the bank account and the stock holdings, the town house in Marble Arch, and the hunting box in the West County, Christian agreed, selecting a roll, a wedge of cheese, and a slice of beef. The house in the Lake District, too. The mill in Sussex, the distillery in Scotland. The lot, and as soon as it may be done.


He looked up at the stricken company. Mind, he said, pointing with his knife, I realize it isnt the healthiest decision a man could make. Let me see, he said, ignoring the plate hed just filled as he stared into the middle distance. Have I got it all right? Theres such a lot to get, isnt there? As I understand, he said slowly, since we left England, Charles, the sixth earl of Egremont, fell from a horse and down that cliff, striking his head on a stone not a year after succeeding his father, an invalid. The next earl, Godfrey, enjoyed good health for four years, until he, too, fell. But it was love he fell intothen a river, I heard. He drowned in a boating accident before his wedding day, didnt he? So the estate went to Frederick Sauvage, who held it for three years, until he suffered a heart spasm when his coach was stopped by a highwayman. Unfortunately, his pills, usually at hand, werent. The highwayman was never caught.


His only son, an infant, died suddenly soon after, Christian said as he buttered his roll, paying close attention to it as he did. Now, lets see, his widow went to Ireland and stayed there, and who can blame her? The last earl was a bachelor. Well, but his ladylove was herself already married. As I calculate, thats five earls in a row, not even counting the infant, and in fairly close order.


No, Christian said thoughtfully, answering himself, being earl and master of Egremont isnt a very healthy occupation.


There was no foul play, the squire said harshly. Only a series of unhappy coincidences. Each tragedy was investigated, and each had sufficient cause. Charles had vertigo and refused to give in to it; Godfrey never learned to swim properly, Frederick was forgetful and didnt like to dose himself, as he called it, and so on. If the family suffered from anything, it was from stubborn pride.


Id heard otherwise, Christian said blandly, then added, before anyone could speak, Id even heard talk of a curse.


You have no hesitation about taking on the role though, do you? Hammond asked bitterly.


Christian smiled. No, because I dont believe in curses. And, too, I just discovered I have family feeling. I just never realized I did. Until I inherited, that is.


The point is, the squire said, we still dont know if you have inherited.


Your point, Christian agreed. You dont know. I assure you, I do.


And we know nothing about you.


More than I do about you, Christian said cheerfully.


You dont speak with an accent, the squires wife said sharply, speaking up for the first time.


No, unless its an English one, Christian agreed. I was sent abroad on my grand tour of prisons when I was twelve. My accent was set by then. I speak as my father taught me, and he was insistent about my educationuntil it was stopped, by order of His Majesty.


How did you get free? she persisted.


My father was a learned man in a land that knew the value of a fellow with an education, Christian answered calmly. And he made friends quickly. In no time he was as appreciated by his fellow prisoners as he was by those who guarded him, and the man who hired him. When they realized that a man who works for his own improvement as well as his masters does a much better job, he was offered his freedom. Or rather, when he made them realize it. A wise man, my father. Except, of course, not wise enough to see whatever trap it was got him arrested in the first place.


Christian put down his fork. He wasnt guilty of the crimes he was convicted of. Every felon says that, but in this case it was true. He didnt steal Sir Gordons snuffbox or have me lift a silver candlestick. The thought is ridiculous. I went with him that day only because Sir Gordon summoned him to work on an error in his books on a Sunday afternoon. We werent rich, but were doing well enough to have our own house, and food on the table. We had no need to steal. We certainly didnt need the money the pawnbroker swore wed got an hour before we were arrested. By the way, the money we were supposed to have received was never found on either of us. Only in our house. And in a place we had never used for anything but storing ashes. You dont believe me? He shrugged. They didnt then, either.


But that was a long time ago, Christian continued, pushing away his plate and rising. And my weariness is very much todays. Would you excuse me? Im deucedly tired and would appreciate a quiet room and a soft bed. We can continue this tomorrow if youd like. If youd just show me to my room, I wont keep you any longer tonight.


The other four exchanged glances.


Weve arrranged for a room for you at the inn down the road, the squire said gruffly. It has excellent accommodations.


Christians face showed no emotion, but he stood very still.


Well, but you cant stay on here. No one does but the staff, the squire said. And now no one else can, since ownership of the estate is in dispute, he added, scowling at the visitor. We just came here to meet you. We live a few miles down the road. No ones lived here but staff since the earl passed away.


The manors been unoccupied for over six months? Christian asked, turning to Hammond. You hadnt moved in?


Hammonds face turned ruddier than the firelight could account for. Sophie spoke up. There were improvements to be made before we moved in, and they couldnt begin until the papers were signed. We are to be married in the autumn, she added proudly, puffing up her breast like a little white pigeon.


Christian sketched a bow. Congratulations. So, where are you staying, Cousin? he asked Hammond.


Hes our guest, the squire said. Has been since he first came here to inspect the estate when he learned of his inheritance.


Oh, Christian said, eyeing Sophies blush. And thats how the two got so well acquainted, no doubt? Sensible. But dont have regrets, Cousin Hammond. It wouldnt have mattered if you had taken up residence. It would only have been more uncomfortable all around. My claims valid.


It would have been harder to eject him if he was already here! Sophie said truculently.


I doubt it, Christian said. Trust me. I have papers, more than youd think. As a former convict, my life has more documents attached than most men have. Ive presented all the papers to the lawyers. By the way, Ive hired a legion of them myself. It costs a fortune, but I have one. My father was very successful in New South Wales, and investments made me more so. Now, please excuse me. Id like to find that inn. I really am very tired. Good night, he said, bowed to them, and strode to the door.


They didnt start speaking until hed left, then they couldnt stop.


The squires wife turned on her husband. Why didnt you have him tossed out? she demanded.


If it were only that easy, he said. It will take time and money to get to the bottom of this. We cant discount him out of hand.


You believe him? his wife exclaimed. No one heard from him for fifteen years. Yet now, just as dear Hammond here is about to take his legacy, he appears and claims his rights as heir? A man no one knows or has ever seen?


I believe anything until proven differently, her husband said heavily. And so do the courts of the land. But it wont be easy for him. Most wretches who are transported dont even live long enough to return to England. He has to present some very compelling evidence.


Oh, the villain, his wife raged. How diabolically clever! If hed claimed to be Geoffrey Sauvage, someone would have known the truth. A person can lose weight or gain it, grow bald or grow whiskers, have arms and legs lopped off, whatever, she went on wildly, her voice rising. But theres no way a man can actually change his face, apart from cutting off his nose. So this fellow claims to be the villains sonwhom no one knows because he left this country when he was a boy.


Is there nothing we can do? Sophie cried.


Well need more than lawyers, her mother said furiously. They can drag things on for years! More decisive action is needed.


Her husband nodded. And we shall have it. Trust me, he says. As if I would. Trust me, Ill soon give him a solution he deserves!


Sir! Hammond said, shocked.


No I wont kill the rogue, though he doubtless deserves it, the squire said hastily. I leave that for the law to do. I only meant that I hired a Bow Street runner the moment I got word another claim to the title and estate had been made. The runner also undertakes private investigations. Well get to the bottom of this, youll see.


I told you and told you to move in here months ago! Sophie told her fianc, stamping her foot.


It wouldnt have made a difference. He was right about that, Hammond said.


Yes it would have, she insisted. Possession is a great part of the law, and if its not, at least youd have looked like the earl and he like the interloper if youd already been master here.


Hammonds expression grew wary. It wouldnt have been legal for me to move in. But the way you talkyou believe he is the rightful heir?


No, she said, I dont. But I believe hes as evil as he is clever.


Were at a disadvantage, and he knows it, her father said glumly. If his father had come, someone might have recognized him. No one would know this fellow.


No one? his wife asked. Are you sure? There must be someone, a close friend, a near neighbor, a relativeIsnt there anyone in your family who would remember him? she asked Hammond.


Were a small family, especially now. And as he says, no one was close to his father, Hammond answered, frowning. He raised his head, his expression brightened. There is Sir Maurice, up north. Hes the son of a younger son, and isnt in the direct line for the title, but hes the oldest in the family, and always was interested in its history. He collects antiques and loves anything about history, actually. So its only natural that hed become involved with the family geneology.


He may even have met the real Christian at some time. He used to get about more. Hes rich as he can stare, married a fortune. His wife died and left him more. He shook his head, glum again. But hes practically a recluse now. I suppose if it were the eleventh hour, and we had no other option, we might try to summon him, but I dont know if hed come. He lost his only son a few years ago and retired from society.


Wait! Sophies mother cried. Geoffrey Sauvage and his son lived near Slough, didnt they? I remember reading about what had happened to them andthe Wexfordsno! The Lowells! Your cousins, Henry, she told her husband excitedly. They lived there until they inherited that farm. Yes, when the scandal broke, we spoke of them, remember? They had a son who was young Christians best friend, and they were shocked by his arrest, they wrote to tell you so. Well ask their son to come for a visit. He might not recognize Christian Sauvage after all these years, but he certainly could question the fellow better than we can.


Jonathan Lowell fell at Salamanca, her husband said quietly. He was a member of the Fifth and received honors. I saw his name in the reports, and wrote a note of condolence to his parents.


But he had a sister, Sophie said excitedly. Shes my age. She and her family came to that ball we gave for my seventeenth birthday, remember? It was such an event, you invited everyone.


Yes, her mother said eagerly. They did come, though they didnt stay long. She was a nice enough young creature. The familys sound, but they arent quite in our class, financially. Shed be thrilled to be invited to visit again.


But she was years younger than her brother, the squire protested, How much could she remember?


Enough, his wife said. They said she used to follow her brother like a shadow. Any bit of information, however small, might help us.


She was a handsome girl, the squire said reflectively, I remember now. But since shes our Sophies age, theres no telling if shes married with her own family by now. Five years ago, after all. Our Sophie was so finicking, he reminded Hammond quickly, or shed have been snapped up long before you came along.


I know that, and Im grateful for it, he said gallantly.


I didnt keep up with the family, the squire said brusquely. You never encouraged the connection, he told his wife. Id feel a fool suddenly asking the girl here now.


Dont, his wife snapped. Families have these little estrangements, the difference in our situations accounts for it. They arent paupers, but they couldnt have afforded to give the girl a proper Season, and we werent close enough to offer her one. Naturally we grew apart. This will merely be an invitation for a visit with us. If shes married, she can come with her husband. Likely she is, and married a farmer like her father, at that. Theyd be glad of a chance to solder the connection between us. Ill invite her at once.


They left the room, busily making plans.


And so no one but the footmen who came in to clean up after them noticed that their unwelcome guest, for all hed said he was famished, hadnt eaten a thing.





The inn was as comfortable as his reluctant hosts had claimed. Christian finished washing up and yawned. He opened the door and placed his boots outside in the hall for the innkeeper to collect and polish. Then he closed the door and propped a chair in front of it. He went to the window, pulled the shutters closed, and put a glass tumbler on the windowsill, placing it so that if the shutters were disturbed the glass would be knocked off and fall to floor.


He glanced around the room and nodded to himself. Dressed only in his shirtsleeves, breeches, and stocking feet, he padded over to a chair by the bed. He sat, reached into his shirt, and took a small pistol out of the concealed sling that he wore under his arm. He placed it on the table at his side, then bent and removed a leather sheath from under the stocking on his right leg. He slid out the knife that had been hidden there, examined it, slipped it back again, and placed it next to the pistol.


Only then did he sit back and pick up the glass of whiskey that was waiting for him. As he brought it to his lips, his hand shook so badly that the amber liquid spilled over the side of the glass. He carefully put the glass down again.


Whoa, lad, he whispered in rougher accents. This will never do. He laid his head on the back of the chair, closed his eyes, and breathed deeply. He sat a few moments, taking in long, deep, measured breaths. Then he opened his eyes, raised his hand, and looked at it again.


It was rock steady. He picked up the glass again and saw the liquid still as the surface of an icebound pond.


Yes, he murmured. Better. Still as death. Which is what youd be if he knew what you were about. He raised the glass to his lips and swallowed, grimacing as the liquid went down his throat. Better, he repeated. No worries. Only the task ahead. Here we are, and here we stay. Trust no one, not even yourself, and get on with it. And stop talking to yourself like a daft old lag, he added, on a smile.


He yawned, picked up his pistol and knife, rose, and turned his lamp down, but not off, leaving a slight glow that warmed the room. Then he slipped the pistol under his pillow, put the sheath and the knife at his right hand next to it, lay down dressed as he was, closed his eyes, and slept.












Chapter 2





"Of course Im excited, Julianne said. She shivered as she looked out the coach window and saw nothing but darkness. I confess Im also frightened.


You, Miss? her maid asked, astonished.


She nodded. Well, I dont have that many adventures. And you must admit going to visit someone you dont really know is an adventure. She nibbled on the tip of her gloved finger. If I only knew why they asked me, I might feel better. Its been so many years, why should my cousin Sophie suddenly want my company? We havent corresponded, though I remember her, of course. Who wouldnt?


A very pretty young woman, her maid agreed. But not a patch on you, Miss.


Her mistress grinned. Take care youre not struck by lightning, Annie. Loyalty is one thing, blindness is another. Sophie was the prettiest little thing Id ever seen, all blond curls and smiles. Charming, too, with never an unkind word. And I remember her house. Lord! Who could forget? It beat Squire Hobbss house all to pieces, didnt it? Dont pretend not, you queened it all over the neighborhood for weeks after we got back. Like staying in a palace, you said. But the point is She stopped and made a face as she got a taste of the glove she was nibbling.


She put her hand in her lap, and went on, Though they were wonderful hosts and Mother and I wrote to thank them, they never wrote to us again. And now, suddenly, they ask me to come visit and stay with them for a month! Theres obviously some ulterior motive. Ive wracked my brain and cant come up with one, and neither could Mother or Father. Which is why Im here, I suppose. Its not just for the luxury of staying there again. I love a mystery.


She smiled, remembering her mothers words as theyd considered the invitation.


You dont have to make excuses for taking advantage of a wonderful opportunity, her mother had said. Youll meet interesting people and have a chance to enjoy yourself.


You mean, Julianne had corrected her, Ill meet interesting gentlemen there, dont you?


Well, yes, I do, her mother had admitted. And its important, because we cant help you with that. Were not poverty-stricken, you know. We do have a farm, and its a mighty profitable one, theres not a thing about that to concern anyone of good breeding, because we dont run it with our own hands. Or at least, we dont have to. Your gardening and your fathers horses are your own fancies. We come from a good family, too. But the thing is, were not a well-connected family, at least we dont have many relatives in high places.


And so though we try to provide you with everything you need, you havent found a fellow who takes your fancy, and youre rising two-and-twenty. We have balls and parties hereabouts, but not one fellow youve met has ever suited youat least, not above a few visits. And I dont see how we can attract more eligible men for you.


Well, you could always hold a tournament for my hand, Julianne had said on a gurgle of laughter.


Thats closer to a solution than makes me comfortable, her mama had said. Parents can see to it that their children have choices. Your father and I have the means but not the way to take you to London to choose the man you deserve. That is to say we have the funds, I think, but not the entre to Society. We cant just take you to subscription balls and public masquerades; you need to be presented to a better class of gentlemen.


And what better place than Cousin Wileys house? Its not far from London, hes very well thought of, they entertain lavishly. Why, theyre even on the best of terms with their famous neighbor, the earl of Egremont. Or were. Hes passed on, but that means the estate soon should, too. Now, theres an estate! Its in every guidebook on the district. It would be exciting for you to see it, and you might meet the new earl and who knows what connections you could make if you were invited to a party at his house? Oh, Julianne, why not give yourself a chance to meet new people? Your father and I love you and would be happy to have you with us always, but we want you to have at least the chance to have your own family. If Jonathan were still here, of course


Julianne had covered her mothers hand with her own, and the conversation had ended so that it wouldnt end in tears. Five years, after all, was not so very long, not for a mother who mourned her only son, or for the sister who had adored him.


It was then that Julianne decided to accept her distant cousins unexpected invitation.


Shed regretted it once her mothers tears were out of sight. How awkward to stay with a family she didnt know. The invitation, coming out of the blue, and couched in terms of a chance for betterment for dear Julianne had bruised her pride a little, too. Betterment? She wasnt a pauper or a peasant. And she wasnt ugly, awkward, or a fool, she simply wasnt married.


But in that moment, seeing her mothers unending grief, shed longed to be able to give her something, ease her pain. And in a stroke of brilliant realization, shed suddenly seen that she could! She could bring another son to her, a substitute son, in the shape of a son-in-law. And then one day, perhaps, a grandson, too.


Both husband and son could be like Jonathan. It shouldnt be that difficult to find such a fellow. Shed known many such, friends of Jonathans, happy, outgoing, bold young men, who didnt think as deeply as they laughednot that Jonathan had been stupid! But hed been reckless and merry, happier riding than reading, unable to sit still, unwilling to ponder things too long. That was why hed bought his colors and gone riding off to war on a whim, thrilled with his decision, looking forward to action, adventure, and laughter. Hed found only silence and eternal peace.


But now the world was at peace, too, so there was less risk for such headstrong lads. If she could find such an amiable, easygoing, uncomplicated sort of fellow, she could marry him, and in one stroke give her mother a lively lad to fuss over, her father a companion to fish and ride with, and herself a companion who could bring sunshine back into her life.


She couldnt do that if she stayed where she was. Jonathans death had marked her. Shed been seventeen when shed gone into deep mourning for him, and it had taken a while to get over it. Her mother had taken longer. Theyd gone into seclusion, out of local society, and by the time Julianne had been able to go back into the social world, shed grown into an altogether different sort of girl, a bit quieter, a little sadder. And the men who had been available to her no longer were. Not that it mattered much. The local lads bored Julianne.


She had nursed secret infatuations for several of her brothers jolly friends. But theyd gone off to war, too, and either married other girls or gone to their own untimely deaths in battle. And now there was no one shed even consider for a life mate. It was hard enough finding a friend. Her friends had married and spoke of little but their husbands and children. Newcomers seldom came to their village, so she couldnt even meet new women friends. But if she went to her cousin Sophies house


Well, Julianne said resolutely now, as the coach rolled on to her cousins house. I dont know why I was invited but I mean to make the most of it, Annie. A month at a fine manor house, Im a lucky woman.


And a month, she thought, would be over before she knew it, so if it was dreadful, shed be home again soon enough. Only she hoped it wouldnt be unpleasant, and she prayed she could bring home a trophy from her adventure: a merry young man she could call husband, a fellow her parents could rejoice in, too.


Julianne stared out the window, the darkness making it into a sort of black looking glass. She surveyed herself in the dark mirror and patted a wayward strand of hair back into place.


You look a treat, her maid said staunchly.


Thank you, she said. But she wasnt worried about that. She wasnt a monster of vanity, but she knew shed suit, at least for some men. Didnt she look like Jonathan? Her father had proudly called them his two bay ponies. Both Thoroughbreds, hed say, sleek and wild, the pair of them with thick brown hair and big brown eyes that kindled gold in the sun.


Julianne was pleased by the comparison, but thought Jonathan had made a better-looking fellow than she did a girl. She had two straight winged slashes of brows over her eyes, just as hed had. Though her complexion was clear and creamy, her nose straight, and her mouth plump enough to suit her, and her hair curled if she gave it half a chance, she thought her look was too vivid and strong for a proper Englishwoman. She was buxom though slender, and knew fashion preferred women with smaller attributes, whatever men said when they thought women couldnt hear them. But shed do. She just had to find a lad who fancied her sort of looks. And now she might have the chance.


I wish I could see, she murmured as she looked out the window. Wait! Are those lights up ahead? Is that gravel under the wheels now? Are we slowing? Are we in a drive?


Aye, were here, Miss, her maid said excitedly.


Julianne took a deep breath. She didnt let it out until she stepped out of the coach. She had to draw it in again when she stood in the front hall of her cousins house and stared at her cousin Sophie as she fluttered forward to greet her. Sophie wore a fashionable rose-colored frock with a deeper rose shawl over her shoulders. Her hair was drawn up so it could tumble down in golden curls around her face.


My goodness! Julianne breathed. Youre even prettier than you were before, Cousin!


Sophie flashed a smile at her, looking very satisfied by the comment. Just as I remember, she said on a trill of laughter. You were always so straightforward, you and your brother. Oh. Im so sorry about him. Please accept my sympathies.


Julianne ducked her head and murmured a thank-you. It was hard to know what to say to someone offering sympathies five years after the fact.


And here are my mama, Sophie said, and papa.


Julianne curtsied to Sophies mama, noting her resemblance to her daughter. The squire hadnt changed, except for having less hair than she remembered.


And here, Sophie said with pride, motioning to a broad-shouldered gentleman at her side, is my fianc, Hammond Sauvage.


Juliannes head went up. Thered been no mention of a fianc in the letter. And moreover, Hammond Sauvage looked very like the sort of fellow shed just been thinking of and not at all like the kind shed have expected her cousin to marry. He was medium height and squarely built, with a thatch of straw-colored hair, an open, honest face, and eyes that didnt look as though they could hold a secret any more than they could a sneer. Though he was dressed correctly, he looked as though loose-fitted hunting gear would suit him better than the evening clothes he had on.


He bowed. Miss Lowell, he said.


Sophie, having seen Juliannes momentary expression of surprise, raised her little chin, and added, almost defiantly, Ham is actually heir to Egremont. Hell be the new earl, and is only staying on here until he can take possession of the estate and his title.


Really, Sophie her fianc began to say.


Yes, really, Sophie, indeed, her mama interrupted. What a way to greet your cousin after a journey of so many hours! Far better to offer her a room and something to eat by her fireside now. Theres time for you two to get reacquainted later. You must be exhausted, my dear, she told Julianne, taking her elbow and leading her to the stair. How were the roads? Is there still construction at the Applegate Tollhouse? What a bother. Is that your family carriage? How clever. At least that way your coachman didnt make you get out and walk up the hill at Torrance the way the public coachmen do. How thoughtful of your parents. I hope theyre well? Well see your coachman and horses housed for the night, and bring your bags right up. Come, Ill show you to your room.


Julianne followed, her maid in her wake. She didnt say anything, nor could she, because her hostess kept up a steady stream of polite chatter. But she wished she could turn around and hop back in the coach. Whatever had brought her to this house, she began to think that it would be far more complicated than shed imagined.





Juliannes room was delightful, papered and painted in sunny yellow, so that even the night couldnt make it depressing. The big bed had a canopy with filmy gold curtains over it, the firelight made it seem to glow with incandescent light. A person would feel like a pearl in its bed, Julianne thought sleepily as she climbed into it.


Shed eaten and gotten into nightclothes. Her maid was snugged in her own bed upstairs. Julianne felt pampered, but ill at ease, and uncertain.


Cousin? a little voice called from the door. Are you sleeping?


Surely the stupidest question in the world, Julianne thought before she could chide herself for the unkind thought. But there was no way anyone could answer it by saying yes. No, she said. Come in. She climbed out of her bed and went to greet her cousin. Im glad of the company, she told her truthfully. Its a lovely room, but one always feels odd in a new place.


Sophie had changed her pink gown for an even prettier white dressing gown. So I thought, she said comfortably. I came to keep you company. You didnt want to go to bed right away, did you?


Her cousin had a way of asking questions that could only be answered in the affirmative, Julianne thought with amusement. But she was pleased. Maybe she could get some answers, then sleep easier tonight.


Sophie settled herself on a chair by the hearth, tucked her gown under her toes, shook back her head so that the firelight tickled the gold in her curls, and grinned at her cousin.


She really was adorable, Julianne thought as she took a seat near her.


My, dont you look pretty, Sophie said. That blue wrapper is charming. Its a lovely shade for you, it brings out the color of your hair. How lucky you are to have such hair, so thick and rich and earthy. But then, youre a very handsome girl. Im glad my Hammond is the faithful sort. Dont worry, well find a young man of your own as soon as may be.


Julianne smiled but felt even more wary. Her blue wrapper was as old as the earth, and her hair looked like mud when she compared it to her cousins fair tresses. And so far as she could tell, Hammond hadnt looked at her sideways. Thank you, she said, and waited for whatever it was Sophie had really come to say.


So, what did you think of him? Sophie asked excitedly. My fianc, she explained. My dear Hammond.


He seems like a very nice young man, Julianne said. I hadnt known you were engaged. Has it been long?


Oh, months now, Sophie said with a wave of her hand. He came here in September, and we were engaged by December. Her eyes grew wide, she looked as though shed have clapped her hand over her mouth if she hadnt stopped herself in time. Didnt you know? I was sure wed sent your parents the announcement, she added quickly. Didnt you see it in the Times?


We dont get it regularly, Julianne said quietly, feeling both offended and defensive; insulted because she hadnt been considered important enough to notify and inferior because she didnt scan the Times for the social news.


Well, there it is. Sophie shrugged. It hardly matters. You were going to be invited to the wedding, of course.


Of course, Julianne murmured, suddenly not believing that at all. Look, Sophie, she began, and hesitated, wondering how to say it. She couldnt spend a night in this house, however grand it was, without knowing why. She was too tired for intricate reasoning, so she decided to just be honest.


Sophie, she said, I guess I ought to have written to ask before I came. But Mama went on about your wanting to see me again, introduce me to society and such, and I wanted to believe it. That was before I knew you were engaged. Now it makes very little sense at all. You havent seen me in five years, and here you have a fianc, and I suppose more friends than you can count. So, she asked, cocking her head to the side as she studied her cousin, why in the world did you invite me here?


Sophie blinked. Then she giggled. La! But youre so forthright! Just as I remembered.


What a faradiddle! Julianne laughed. Ill bet you did no such thing. I was only here for a week, and we didnt spend that much time together. Oh, I liked you well enough, and I suppose you liked me, but cut line, Cousin, and tell me the truth, would you?


Sophie looked dumbstruck. But Julianne felt the hard knot of tension in her stomach relax, to be replaced by a sad little lump of disappointment in her chest. This whole affair looked less and less palatable and very suspicious. Shed probably be going home tomorrow.


Mama would be disappointed, and so, come to think of it, was she. But all wasnt lost. Marriage to a suitable lad, even if only to heal her parents hearts, wasnt a bad idea, and she wasnt ready to give it up yet. Maybe they could go to London, after all. Werent there people you could hire to introduce you around? Mightnt there be some other long-lost relative they could ferret out?


Sophies smile faded. She looked at her cousin and shrugged. Very well. Mother wanted to talk to you, but I suppose its best that I do first. But you know we never meant anything bad, and in fact, much good could come from this for you, too. Really. Because you can have a good time here with me. Its too bad we never got to know each other better. It isnt too late for that now. I mean, Im engaged, but I dont intend to sit home and sew until my wedding day. There are parties we can go to, a wonderful round of social life we can share until I do marry. And after that, too. It wouldnt be the worst thing for you to be friends with a countess, you know, she added with a sly grin.


But speaking of that, the thing of it is Sophie paused. She raised her cornflower blue gaze. The look in her eyes wasnt at all that of a giddy girl. Do you remember a boy named Christian Sauvage?


Christian Sauvage? Julianne asked in surprise. Of course I do! The scandal made 	sure of that.


Do you remember him well? I mean well enough to know him if you saw him again?


My goodness! Julianne marveled. Christian Sauvage! I havent thought of him in years. He was my brothers best friend before we moved away, so you can imagine how shocked we were to hear what he and his father did. It was so bizarre. My brother was sure it was a mistake. He wanted to leap on a horse and ride to London to talk with Christian and rescue him from what he was sure was some evil plot.


But he was only a boy himself, and though he raged and ranted, he never got farther than the posting inn. He actually packed some things and ran away, hoping to make it all the way to London. My father found him at the local coaching stop and brought him home before he even left the inn yard. Jonathan went away to school soon after. I know he wrote to Christian when he heard he was in Newgate Prison, but then they lost touch, I think. At any rate, I never heard his name again, except the way you do when people rehash old scandals.


Do you think youd recognize him? Sophie asked eagerly. I mean if you saw him again?


Christian Sauvage, Julianne said pensively, remembering. He was a tall boy. So handsome, with such blue eyes. She opened her own eyes and fixed them on her cousin. But I was a very little girl then, Sophie, and so for all I know he wasnt tall at all. And maybe I thought he was handsome because he was kind to me, or at least, he didnt torment me the way some of my brothers other friends tried to do. But Jonathan wouldnt have that, he always defended me


She felt sorrow welling in her heart again and brought herself back to the present with effort. The truth is, Sophie, I dont know if I would recognize him now. But why do you ask? Why is it important?


So Sophie told her.
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