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        To my wonderfully caring, supportive, patient, funny, tenacious, and irrepressibly crazy Bards ~ this book is for you.

        May your rails never stop rattling!
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        Author’s Note

      

        

      
        The quote from Shakespeare of which Duncan is reminded every time he sees Jessica, is from Hamlet Act 2: Scene 2.

      

      

      

      
        
        When trying to come up with the title for this book, I came across several quotes about love. The which resonated with me, was by of all people, Bruce Lee (possibly inspired by an earlier quote from Henry Ward Beecher). Yes, I know Lee wasn’t even a figment of his grandparents’ imaginations in the Regency era, but his words hold.

        I hope you think so too.

      

      

      

      
        
        Love is like a friendship caught on fire.

        In the beginning a flame, very pretty, often hot and fierce,

        but still only light and flickering.

        As love grows older, our hearts mature and our love becomes as coals, deep-burning and unquenchable.

      

      

      
        
        Bruce Lee
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        The Linen and Lace Clan

      

      

      

      
        
        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

          

          December 1818

        

      

    

    
      From her vantage point on the terrace, everything around her as far as the eye could see was painted in innumerable shades of white. Snow blanketed the landscape, muffling sound and, despite a wintry sun doing its best to warm the frigid air, all remained frozen. Jessica Drummond was mesmerised. She had never seen so much snow. Her home was in London and, although the city experienced harsh winters, it was nothing like this. It took her breath away.

      She had enjoyed a morning constitutional every day since her arrival, and there was no way she was going to let the snow stop her. Lifting the hood of her cloak over her head, and slipping cold hands into thick gloves, Jessica strode out across the glittering expanse of white. It was still early, and the outdoor staff hadn’t cleared the pathways, so she didn’t know on what, precisely, she was walking. Hopefully she wasn’t damaging precious garden beds.

      Jessica followed, roughly, the same path she took every day, straight out into the Great Park and off into the wilds. She could walk for miles and see no one, relishing the utter nothingness of being on her own away from everything. She speculated whether this was something she inherited from their father who had loved being on board ship in the vast emptiness of the ocean. Odd really as she had lived her whole life in the centre of a bustling city always surrounded by people and noise, yet Jessica found the silence both a solace and a restorative.
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      The previous day had seen the wedding of her brother, Hugh, to Helena — sister of the Earl of Winchester, on whose estate she was currently staying. It had been a wonderful day, as had the week beforehand. She would be returning to London soon, but this short break had been splendid. Just the place to unwind and let the cares of everyday life fall away.

      The last couple of months had been fraught. The Drummond family’s shipping company, Trentams, had been targeted by Lord Faversham. An unscrupulous earl, intent on taking the business by fair means or foul — although foul seemed his preferred modus operandi. After a lengthy investigation, his machinations were uncovered. Regrettably, not before he had tried to kill Helena and Hugh, as well as cause damage to the shipyard itself. The man was obviously taken by madness and, ultimately, his actions cost him his life.

      Jessica had not witnessed Faversham’s death, but she worked at Trentams and had been involved in the effort to reveal the perpetrator of the events leading to the final confrontation. The aftermath had also been difficult. The repairs required for the two ships crippled by the earl’s henchmen would be both costly and lengthy, the court case, never mind the injuries inflicted upon her own brother and his betrothed. Mercifully, it was in the past now and life had begun to move on.

      These things were running through Jessica’s head when realised she had walked much further than usual. Disorientated, she spun around trying to assess where she was. It appeared to be the middle of nowhere. Her footsteps left a neat trail in the direction from which she had come. In the distance, she could make out tendrils of smoke against the pale sky. That must be Whiteoaks — goodness she had come a fair way.

      Shivering a little, Jessica was about to turn back, thoughts of a warm fire and a hot breakfast most inviting, when she heard an odd sound. Pushing back her hood, she stopped, listening intently. Nothing, all was still, not even the twitter of a bird broke the quiet. Shrugging, and presuming it had probably been the sound of snow slithering from the trees, she turned and began to head home.

      She had not taken two steps when she heard it, louder this time. There was no doubt; this definitely wasn’t the sound of falling snow, more a sort of mewling cry. Jessica waited. On cue it came again, somewhere off to her right. Without stopping to think, she scuffed through the thick whiteness towards a copse of trees, well they were more like scrubby bushes, scarcely higher than she was tall. When she reached them, the noise stopped; frustrated Jessica called softly,

      “I’m here. Where are you? Let me help,” she cooed. “Gracious Jessica,” she admonished, “how old are you? ’Tis likely an animal of some sort and it cannot understand what you’re saying. Good thing no one is listening.” She snorted on a giggle, biting her lip in realisation she was now talking to herself. Here, at the edge of the Great Park, the snow was much deeper. She was up to her knees and walking was difficult. Not one to let such a hindrance prevent her from discovering the source of the noise, Jessica pushed on into the copse, fighting her way through the briars, which caught at her cloak and tore at her hair.

      “Dear me, this had better be worth it,” she muttered, coming to a small clearing. At the far side, apparently trapped in the same type of thorny bush she had just fought her way through, Jessica spied a furry bundle. Definitely an animal of some sort. Suddenly aware it was no longer alone, the creature lifted its head, spotted the cloaked human and let out a pitiful howl. Jessica hurried over, falling to her knees next to the little mite, startled to see it was a dog. No more than a puppy, it was the scruffiest dog she had ever seen, although to be fair she hadn’t seen many. The one or two owned by friends were all perfectly groomed, never made a sound and were hardly ever allowed to make an appearance.

      She stroked its shaggy head, crooning softly while trying to work out how the dickens it had become stuck. All she could think was it had run into the bush, but realising it couldn’t get through, tried to back out, its matted fur becoming caught in the sharp thorns — a most effective trap.

      Crouching closer, Jessica flipped the edges of her cloak over her shoulders, pushed up her sleeves in the hopes they wouldn’t get torn, removed her gloves and began the painstaking task of untangling the wretched creature. It seemed to understand she was trying to help and stopped whimpering, instead just stared at her with soulful brown eyes. Jessica trembled with cold and her teeth chattered, but she was determined not to abandon the tiny scrap, knowing it would perish in such icy temperatures.

      It took a long time, and despite being as careful as possible, the barbs from the bushes raked along Jessica’s arms, leaving angry scratches. Finally, after what felt like an age, she managed to free the puppy, lifting it away from the bush and into the relative warmth of her cloak.

      “Now we must get you home,” Jessica informed her grubby charge, who licked her chin before burrowing deeper into the folds of her cloak. Grinning to herself, Jessica rolled down her sleeves, shoved chilled hands into the warm gloves and wrestled her way back through the gnarly bushes, soon coming out onto the Great Park. “I expect people will be wondering where I am,” she said to the puppy, “although perhaps they will assume, I am still asleep.” Jessica found her trail of footsteps and began the long walk home.

      

      She was almost halfway when two horses appeared over a rise, thundering towards her and, for a moment, she felt frightened. Although most knew of Jessica’s penchant for an early morning walk, today, what with rescuing the puppy, she had been out far longer than usual, had walked much further than she intended and was currently alone in the middle of a country estate. Then common sense reasserted itself. She Her mother had likely felt moved to comment on Jessica’s tardiness, concerned her absence at the breakfast table would seem impolite to their hosts. “Oh bother, doubtless Mama has said something,” she grumbled. “Anybody would think I was still a child not a grown woman of almost two and twenty.”

      She continued walking and, seconds later, the riders reined in alongside her. Jessica glanced at them. They seemed vaguely familiar, but she could not be certain and so, not really knowing what to do, ignored them.

      “Miss Drummond?” one of the men spoke, his voice gentle. Resignedly coming to a halt, Jessica raised her head, focusing on the kindly faced man addressing her. She nodded and he continued. “As we were saddling the horses. Your brother came into the courtyard, about to head out to find you. Apparently, you were missed at breakfast and he recalled seeing you set off for your walk well over two hours ago. I think he was worried for you in this cold weather.”

      “Oh, please don’t tell me he asked you to help look for me?” She beseeched.

      “He didn’t need to, we offered. More snow’s forecast. A city lady such as yourself might easily get lost hereabouts.” The second man countered, derision in his tones.

      Jessica spun to face him. “I have been walking this same path every day for a week now, sir. I think I can manage to find my way back despite the snow. Whiteoaks is just there,” flinging her arm in its general direction. “I am sorry Nick felt the need to send out a search party, but as you can see, I am absolutely fine and will be home forthwith.” Jessica replied, more tartly than was warranted, bearing in mind these two men had been kind enough to come and find her. She sighed, “I do beg your pardon, that was rude of me, but I have just spent the last I don’t know how long trying to rescue this…” digging inside her cloak, Jessica withdrew a most bedraggled specimen, presenting her now snoring bundle to the two men. The one who had spoken first shouted with laughter, while his morose companion gawked.

      “Where on earth did you find him, her, it?” The first man enquired mirth still twitching at his lips. “My name is Ralph Montgomery by the way,” he introduced himself. Jessica, unsure of their status, tried to drop a curtsy.  Difficult when you’re holding a puppy, but she managed a sketchy one, to the continued amusement of Ralph.

      “I am glad to make your acquaintance, sir,” she managed, through a jaw clenched in an attempt to stop her teeth chattering.

      Ralph frowned and, realising Jessica was colder than she appeared, hurriedly dismounted.

      “I think you should hop up behind me and we can get you home faster.” He noticed the slightly blue tinge to her lips and the shivers she couldn’t suppress.

      Jessica stared at him in horror. “N-no, p-please, I’m fine. I c-can walk. It w-won’t take m-me long. M-maybe you could take the puppy though?” She stammered, optimistically.

      “Come now, surely you are not afraid of a horse,” the second man bit out. “Get on with you, Miss Drummond, ’tis too cold and too far for you to walk, puppy or not. We have call on our time today, time I have no thought to waste.” His gaze bore into her and Jessica did not understand what she had done to cause such displeasure. She straightened her shoulders and glared back. Their eyes clashed — glacial blue against fiery topaz.

      “I beg your pardon, sir. I do not wish to keep you from your busy day, and I apologise my brother saw fit to waste your time unnecessarily. Please, go, I can see the chimneys of Whiteoaks. I will make my own way.” She turned to the man beside her. “Thank you for your concern, Mr Montgomery,” politely emphasising his name, deliberately excluding his angry friend. “Might you be so kind as to inform my brother I shall not be long?”

      She tossed her head and began to stomp homewards. She was behaving badly but whoever this man was, he seemed furious with her, for no reason she could think. Yes, he and Mr Montgomery had come to look for her, but there was no need to treat her like a naughty child. She didn’t ask to be rescued, and it wasn’t her fault Nick didn’t seem able to trust her to be on her own for more than ten minutes.

      

      Jessica was tired, cold and hungry. She was covered in scratches from the briars and was worried about the puppy, which had not stirred since she had tucked him into her cloak. She looked a mess. Any number of twigs and leaves were likely stuck in her hair from her battle with the bushes and she did not need some self-righteous busybody telling her off.

      What the two men did not know, which had they done, might have elicited a more sympathetic response, was only a couple of years previously, Jessica had been tossed by her horse. She had been out riding with friends, when something spooked her mare. The creature reared, throwing Jessica who had landed badly, breaking her leg and bruising her back. It took her a long time to heal and she had never plucked up the courage to get back on her horse. Thus, even knowing it would take her a good half an hour to get home, she much preferred to walk.

      Seething with indignation, she didn’t hear the heated exchange behind her, which began immediately she trudged away.

      

      “Duncan, what the devil is the matter with you? Look at her, she is exhausted, and I know the creature she carries is a mere pup, but it will feel heavy long before she reaches Whiteoaks. I have never seen you take on so.”

      Duncan Barrington couldn’t explain himself either. He was not usually so churlish and certainly not with a young woman he had not yet met. There was just something about her that frustrated and intrigued him. When she lifted her head to look up at Ralph, Duncan had felt his world teeter. It was the most peculiar sensation but made him want to take himself as far away from Miss Drummond as humanly possible. He conceded, the young woman did look fatigued and to ignore her plight was plain rude, something Duncan had rarely, if ever, been.

      “Beg pardon, Ralph. I don’t know what came over me. Mayhap I’m tired.”

      Something in Duncan’s voice gave Ralph pause and he shot his friend a speculative glance, keenly aware, despite outward appearances, Duncan still struggled with trauma from the war and occasionally suffered from acute melancholia. Injured by canister shot on the battlefields of the Peninsula, Duncan had lain for over a day covered in mud, flies and the blood of his fallen comrades before he was found. A wound to his leg had proved less devastating than originally thought and had been saved by a clever military surgeon who, thankfully understood cleanliness, but the damage to Duncan’s left arm had been so severe, the same surgeon had no alternative but to amputate below the elbow. Such injuries resulted in Duncan being discharged from the army, his life’s ambition of being a career soldier cruelly snatched away.

      It had taken a long time to come to terms with his disability and more than once, in his darkest hours, Duncan had contemplated taking his own life. Theo Elliott, doctor, friend and fellow Peninsula veteran, was wise to such thinking and had worked with Duncan. Persuading him to talk about his time on the battlefield, drawing him out of his shell and making him appreciate what he did have instead of what he had lost. Giles, the Earl of Winchester and owner of Whiteoaks estate, knowing Duncan had always been clever with his hands, had offered him work as the estate carpenter. To Duncan’s surprise, he discovered a knack for working with wood, the loss of his lower left arm no impediment. The quiet of the workshop, along with the love and the support of his friends, had helped to heal his broken soul but to those he did not know he remained austere and remote.

      Duncan, aware of Ralph’s scrutiny, offered an apologetic smile and drew a calming breath.

      “I know you have a meeting with the stewards this morning. Here, take Orion, I will walk with the girl since she seems incapable of getting on a horse.” Duncan grunted as he dismounted. Ralph started to speak. “Fear not, Montgomery, I’ll apologise.” Duncan appeased his friend.

      Ralph looked at him for a moment. Dipping his head in acknowledgement, he took Orion’s reins. mounted Leon, his own stallion, and trotted off.
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      Duncan observed the rigid bearing of Miss Drummond as she marched, or tried to, towards Whiteoaks through the snow. Deliberately pushing aside the confusion of thoughts — pride, irritation and frustration — fighting for dominance in his head, he strode after her. He saw her look up at the sound of the two horses. When they passed with no sign of slowing, her shoulders sagged. He smiled grimly. It appeared Miss Independence didn’t want to be left to walk home alone after all.

      “Miss Drummond,” he called.

      She half-turned, dithered but then carried on.

      “God’s teeth, she is a madam,” he ground out under his breath. “Miss Drummond, please oblige your brother and wait for me.”

      Jessica stopped, shuffling her feet awkwardly as she waited for him to catch up.

      “You should not have bothered, sir, I am perfectly capable of making my own way home. ’Tis clear you think me a waste of your time.” Jessica, although attempting an air of vexation, sounded dejected. Her tones pulled at something deep inside Duncan. Shaking it off, he forced a cheery note into his voice.

      “Come now, no more of that talk. I am sorry I was brusque. I am feeling out of sorts today and should not have taken it out on you.”

      Jessica raised her head to look at him, eyes shimmering with tears. She blinked rapidly, refusing to let them fall, and nodded her acceptance of his apology. Duncan noticed she was still shivering. Her skirts were wet from the knees down and the little of the one arm he could see was covered in scratches.

      “Miss Drummond are you hurt?” he inquired, solicitously.

      “No, ’tis but a few scrapes. I’m sure Lady Winchester will have something I can rub on them when I get home. I’m more worried about this poor scrap. He hasn’t woken since I got him out of the b-briars and I-I’m afraid to ch-check in case he…” Jessica couldn’t finish that thought. Her composure was quickly unravelling, and she had absolutely no intention of weeping in front of this man who still seemed so very angry.

      Under normal circumstances, Jessica was a sunny soul. Not much got her down and she never cried. She enjoyed her job at the shipyard, had a loving family and a small but close group of friends. Her life was blessed, and she appreciated all she had, but at this precise moment everything seemed too much. She just wanted to be where it was warm and for her mama to tell her everything was all right.

      Duncan didn’t really understand women. In fact, other than his mother and sister — who no longer lived in Oak Stanton, the hamlet attached to the Winchester Estate — the only other females he ever spent more than a brief interlude with, were Billie Trevallier, Grace Elliot and Tessa Montgomery. The latter two he had known since childhood. What he did understand was fear and exhaustion, both of which were manifesting in the young woman standing before him.

      “Might I check him… it?” he asked, gentling his tone and holding out his hand.

      Biting her lip anxiously, Jessica extracted the puppy from the depths of her cloak and handed it over. Wedging the creature between his bad arm and his body, Duncan ran his large hand over the dog. Examining it carefully, he concluded it was a female and fast asleep.

      “He is actually a she and, she sleeps maybe more deeply than a pup ought. I expect she has had a bit of a fright today.”

      Jessica smiled tentatively and Duncan could she was relieved.

      “Thank you, sir. I, too, am sorry my absence caused you to break your routine. It was never my aim to interfere in the running of the estate. I would surely have been back before anyone noticed, if not for…” she nodded at the puppy.

      Listening to her explain her delayed return, Duncan had the oddest notion that he would always notice her absence. Annoyed by his whimsey, he concentrated on hustling Jessica along.

      Tucking the puppy into one of the enormous pockets of his riding coat, Duncan offered Jessica his arm. She accepted gratefully, and the two continued their walk to Whiteoaks. For want of something to pass the time, they began to chat. Nothing of any substance just this and that. Duncan asked about London, interested to discover Jessica worked in the offices of her family’s shipyard. He was amazed by her breadth of knowledge about the shipping industry… unexpected in a lady.

      Jessica managed to wheedle a few titbits out of Duncan. He told her about the carpentry and answered all manner of questions about the estate and how it was run. Without realising it, he opened up to this inquisitive young woman, whose eyes kept fixing themselves on him while they talked, as though she could see right inside his soul. Ordinarily taciturn, he even found himself explaining how hesitant he had been when Theo Elliott first suggested he try woodwork.

      “I was a soldier. What did I know of creating something functional from a piece of old wood? As long as I can remember, I wanted to be in the army. It sounds far more glamorous than it is, but I thrived on it and was well versed in military discipline, battle tactics and campaign strategies. None of which are of much use in a quiet village in the middle of Hampshire, especially when you only have full use of one arm.” He shrugged, somewhat deprecatingly. “Thankfully, Theo wasn’t prepared to let me wallow in self-pity and, recalling I used to enjoy whittling wood, persuaded me to try.”

      Duncan remembered how embarrassed he had been the first few times he attempted the tasks. In time, his naturally analytical mind took over. He began formulating better and more efficient methods of anchoring the wood or manipulating it while he worked.

      “I have to admit being surly and not particularly grateful when it was first proposed. Somewhere along the way, I forgot to be angry. I enjoyed the work, managing to make solid, sturdy items of furniture. That wasn’t enough, I wanted each piece to look good too and now, five years on, ’tis my whole world. To create something beautiful from a lump of unyielding wood is a skill I never expected to have…” he trailed off, astonished at how much he had revealed to this woman he did not know.

      Jessica’s naïve enthusiasm had crept under his defences and he was aware of an unusual lightness of being as they chatted. Somehow, she persuaded him to show her his workshops, which were situated behind the stables. He had no idea how she had done it, but, to his consternation, found he was looking forward to it.

      Too soon, or so it seemed to Duncan, they were on the edge of the Great Park and into the formal gardens, although currently the only delineation of such was the fence. Jessica disengaged herself and thanking him politely, a mischievous grin curving her lips, bobbed a curtsy and started for the house at a dead run.

      “Miss Drummond,” he called after her. She skidded to a halt and spun on her heel staring at him in puzzlement. Duncan, eyebrows raised, lifted the furry bundle out of his pocket.

      Jessica gasped an apology. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I was thinking about breakfast and not this poor little mite. What a horrible person I am.” She dashed back, grabbed the wriggling puppy and without thinking, brushed her lips to Duncan’s cold cheek. “Thank you, sir, thank you. I don’t believe you are as angry as you appear, are you?” Jessica smiled and fled, without so much as a backward glance.

      Duncan was rooted to the spot. He put his gloved hand to his cheek expecting to feel the warmth of her kiss right through the thick wool. A phrase from Shakespeare’s Hamlet flickered through his mind but was gone before he could pin down which one.

      “The devil with her.” He groused to no one in particular and stomped off to the kitchens, where Sarah was certain to have something tasty for him.
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      Jessica rushed into the house to be met by Thomas, the Winchester’s butler.

      “I understand you found a puppy, Miss Drummond,” he stated in his usual unflappable manner.

      “I did. How on earth did you know that?” she asked in astonishment, panting a little from her exertions.

      “Mr Montgomery apprised us of your… errr… discovery, and suggested we might like to bath the poor creature then get it warm and fed.”

      “Oh, you are the most wonderful man, Thomas. Apparently, it is a she,” she gushed, handing over the wriggling puppy who, now totally fed up with being held, had decided exploring her new and drier surrounds might be next on her list of how puppies get into trouble.

      “Leave her with me, miss. We’ll get her sorted and bring her to you later. If you pop into yonder room, there’s plenty of breakfast still to be had.” Thomas nodded towards the elegant dining room. “Give me your cloak, I’ll make sure it gets dried.” He held out his hand.

      Thankful, Jessica shrugged out of her heavy cloak and handed it over, flapping her gown, which was damp and muddy.

      “Perhaps I ought to change first,” she muttered, “I do not wish to upset anyone else today.”

      Thomas took one look at her attire which was as bedraggled as the puppy, and smiled benignly. “I think that might be a good idea, miss. We don’t want you to come down with a chill.”

      Jessica agreed wholeheartedly and fled up the stairs. Lucy, one of the maids, arrived almost immediately to assist her out of the wet dress, and into a fresh gown. Then tidied her hair, removing the odd twig still caught in her tousled locks. Jessica’s stomach rumbled loudly while Lucy was finishing up, causing the young maid to giggle and Jessica to blush.

      “Go on with you, miss. You will feel better after a decent meal.” Lucy gathered up the damp article of clothing and headed off to the kitchens. Jessica ran down the stairs, the smell of hot food irresistible. She tumbled into the dining room, to find everyone, except Giles, sitting around the table. His wife, Billie, was sipping coffee, chatting gaily with the two mothers — the Dowager Lady Winchester and Mrs Drummond. Nick Drummond was deep in conversation with Archie and Sybil Miller — friends of Hugh and Helena, and the last of the wedding guests still at Whiteoaks — the three laughing over something or other.

      “Good morning everyone,” Jessica said over-brightly. “I do apologise for causing concern. I… well… it was… you see…” she dried up seeing the expression on her mother’s face, which could only be described as irritated. “Mama, please, I’m sorry, it’s just…” she spread her hands out in apology. Her sleeves rolled back exposing the angry looking abrasions along her arms.

      “Jessica, how did you come by those scratches?” consternation clear in Billie’s voice. The others turned to stare at Jessica who, reading reproach in everyone’s gaze, felt even more like a recalcitrant child.

      “’Twas just the briars. I had to force my way through to reach a puppy.” She looked at the faces of those around the table and felt those ridiculous tears forming again. “I couldn’t leave her. She would have d-died. She’s s-so s-small.” Jessica scrubbed her face on her sleeve.

      Billie, wise to such emotions, asked Thomas to bring Jessica some breakfast before bustling her out, away from disapproving stares, to the cosy room at the end of one of the corridors. This was Billie’s special room, not very large, it was equipped with a crackling fire, two chairs, a stone bench, a sink and so many bottles and jars, it would have taken Jessica all day to count them.

      “Now, let me take a look at those marks.”

      Jessica submitted to an examination, unaware of how many ailments could result from a simple scratch. Billie cleaned her arms with some kind of liquid that stung when it came into contact with her skin, after which she smoothed balm over each graze. The ointment smelt strong but wasn’t unpleasant. While she worked, Billie asked a few pertinent questions and Jessica’s morning adventure spilled out, complete with her bafflement over her escort’s attitude.

      “He did apologise, but it was… well… I am unable to ride you see, which I think annoyed him. We would have returned much more quickly on horseback. I don’t think he was quite so upset by the time we reached home. He even promised to show me his workshops. That will be interesting, I love going into the yard to watch the men work on the ships. ’Tis a sight to behold.”

      Jessica recalled she had no idea who he was. “Oh no, I didn’t ask his name. My lady, I am the most bad-mannered person. Goodness me. Today started off so well. All that beautiful snow and such a pleasant walk and now look. I’ve run heedlessly into a bush, got all torn up. I’ve probably ruined my cloak, and to top it off, was rude to your friends.” Jessica’s voice rose recognising how impolite she must have seemed to the gentleman who ensured her safe return to Whiteoaks.

      Billie patted her knee in a motherly fashion, blithely ignoring the fact that Jessica was only a year or so younger than she.

      “Jessica, please do not upset yourself. Ralph Montgomery and Duncan Barrington. Yes…” when Jessica raised her eyebrow, “…that was who escorted you home, are perfectly capable of looking after themselves. I imagine by the time they found you, you were cold, hungry and maybe a little unnerved. I’m sure they understood your predicament.” Billie assured Jessica comfortingly.

      “Do you think so?”

      Billie drew the girl into a warm hug. “I’m sure. Come now it’s all over. Ralph and Duncan often ride first thing anyway. ’Tis no hardship for them to cross the Great Park instead of the back fields. I expect Duncan was just a bit out of sorts. He’ll likely have forgotten all about it the next time you see him.”

      “I don’t suppose there’ll be a next time, despite his offer,” murmured Jessica.

      She spoke so quietly, Billie wasn’t sure she heard her, conscious of a mournful note in the girl’s voice. Deciding not to question it for now, she checked to make sure she had cleaned all the cuts, coaxing Jessica into eating the plate of food Thomas had brought for her.

      Freshly poached eggs, nicely crisped bacon and several slices of warm buttered toast were exactly what Jessica needed. Once she’d demolished that, she did feel better and her arms weren’t stinging any more.

      “Thank you, my lady, I am very grateful.” Jessica said, earnestly, as she swallowed a last gulp of coffee.

      “It is my pleasure to be able to help, and how many times must I ask you to call me Billie,” that young lady chastised gently.

      “I will try, it’s just you’re…well…your status…” Jessica trailed off, uncertain how to phrase what she meant without causing offence. Billie was a member of the ton and society had its rules.

      Billie grinned impishly. “I know, I am a countess and oh so very important, but I am also the sister-in-law of your sister-in-law which means we are related. Thus, you can call me Billie. It would please me greatly if you would think of us as family.” Her convoluted explanation doing the trick.

      “I should like that.” Jessica whispered, blushing a little.

      “Excellent! Now, let us go and find this puppy, it will no doubt need a name and a bed; something suitable for the latter I’m sure we can find in the stables.” Billie suggested, leading Jessica along to the kitchens where the puppy was the centre of attention, its large brown eyes, floppy ears and massive paws drawing lots of silly cooing from the female staff.

      

      To Jessica’s surprise, her escort was now sitting at the enormous table, eating a hearty breakfast. Standing at the edge of the room, half-hidden behind the circle of people, Jessica watched Duncan covertly, noticing his strong, yet grave features, his muscular shoulders and his beautiful hand. Large with long, slender fingers, the hand of an artist, she mused, as unbidden an image of him holding her hand popped into her mind, an image she found unexpectedly appealing. As she shook her head in an attempt to dismiss it, she caught Duncan’s eye and he smiled, a sort of secret smile, one just for her and one that caused her heart to lurch. Unable to help herself, she responded in kind. A wholly unrestrained gesture and one, had she known it, which lifted Duncan out of his dark mood.

      His meal finished, Duncan pushed back his chair. “Ahhh, Miss Drummond. As you can see your charge is now wide awake and looking much brighter.”

      He was so tall she had to tilt her head to look at him and, when their glances met, a prickle of something indefinable ran through her. Her tongue refused to do her bidding and she felt like a simpleton for all she could do was stare at him. His eyes were a piercing blue, eliciting the peculiar impression she was falling into them.

      

      Duncan Barrington too, was beset by the oddest sensations. This unsettling woman, whose eyes were like rare gems, confused the very life out of him. He still wanted to take himself as far away from her as possible yet was mesmerised by her. Their gazes locked. All sounds of the kitchen disappeared, and it was as though they were completely alone.

      The puppy yapped, its sharp little bark breaking the moment. Duncan noticed Jessica draw a shuddering breath and was intrigued by the mixture of emotions flickering across her expressive face. As he watched she appeared, deliberately, to push aside whatever troubled her, asking — maybe by way of distraction — whether she might hold the dog. Willing hands passed the creature over to her and seemingly recognising her rescuer, the little mite snuggled into Jessica’s neck and promptly fell asleep.
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      Duncan thanked Sarah for his breakfast, coming around the table to take his leave of the countess. Billie gave him a hug, which he returned as she thanked him for walking back with Jessica.

      “’Twas naught, my lady. I’m glad she wasn’t lost is all. We would have had her home more quickly, but she refused to get on either horse.” Duncan shrugged, once again confounded by Jessica’s reticence, putting it down to the quirks of city folk. He nodded to Jessica, who offered a sedate curtsy in return.

      “Thank you again, Mr Barrington. I do hope your plans for the day were not ruined by my incautious conduct, and your willingness to show me around your workshop holds.” Eager anticipation filled Jessica’s voice. Duncan heard himself affirming her request at the same time as his brain told him it was a mistake. She smiled her delight and hurried out before he changed his mind.

      Duncan, aware something was shifting but unsure exactly what it was, watched her go, an odd expression on his face. Billie recognised it immediately but prudently, made no mention of it. She merely grinned as Duncan left to start his day. The rest of the household went on with whatever they had been doing before a small and engaging little creature had ended up in their midst.
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      Apologising, again, to everyone she could think of, Jessica, at Billie’s request, enjoyed the rest of the day with her hostess. Fascinated by the herbal remedies created by the countess, Jessica had spent hours with her, taking copious notes and helping organise her stock. The two women were becoming fast friends and today, Billie’s cheerful nature quickly dispelled any lingering discomfiture from Jessica’s early morning sojourn.

      Recalling Jessica’s earlier comment, and Duncan’s reaction to her guest, Billie — in the guise of broadening Jessica’s knowledge of the locale and its people — relayed a fragment of the man’s history, including how he came by his injury. Unaware of her hostess’ perception, Jessica chattered away, her guileless comments compounding Billie’s suspicions.

      The dog, tucked into a basket procured by Thomas, slept away the day. Her gentle snores indication of a very relaxed puppy. Jessica kept glancing at her, trying to come up with a name, without success. Billie had remarked, if the tyke’s paws were anything to go by, she would be a good size when fully grown. Jessica wanted to be sure any name would reflect that. She ruminated over characters in books she had read, hoping something would jump out. So far, nothing sounded appropriate. Deciding it was best not to think too hard about it, she concentrated on the tasks at hand and the day flew by.
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      Long after everyone else had retired, Jessica was wide-awake and sitting on the broad window-ledge in her bedchamber, admiring the landscape. The stark whiteness, broken here and there by ghostly silhouettes of trees, their branches glistening with rime, was stunningly beautiful. The sky was inky black but clear, the moon’s soft glow enhancing the mystery of the night.

      Like her two brothers, Jessica loved the night sky. On the few occasions she had successfully persuaded Hugh to let her accompany him on one of their ships, she usually spent the whole night on deck admiring the moon and the stars. She always assumed it was because they were a sea faring family but had discovered most of the women hereabouts felt the same, Helena especially. The sheer enormity of the heavens helped put most problems into perspective, and she found it soothing.

      This night, however, it wasn’t working. Jessica was restless, her normally peaceful dreams invaded by a tall and brooding man whose presence disconcerted her, yet she did not know why and, although exhausted from all the excitement of the day, had not been able to sleep. Surmising a quick walk in the chill air might help, she dragged on her winter boots and pulled a heavy cloak over her nightgown. Padding quietly down the stairs and along the passageway at the rear of the kitchens, Jessica soon slipped out of the house and into the darkness.

      She walked past the stables, hearing the horses shuffling around in their loose boxes, their soft nickering familiar and comforting. Crossing the courtyard, she made her way to the long driveway and headed out towards the massive wrought iron gates, hoping the time it took her to walk there and back would do the trick. Her boots crunching on the gravel sounded startlingly loud in the stillness but didn’t seem to disturb anyone and soon she was well away from the house. The gates weren’t as far as she expected and to stretch out her walk, Jessica returned by way of a more circuitous route around the workshops and sheds.

      Upon reaching those workshops closest to the main house, she noticed a light flickering in the window of one., Worried someone had left a fire burning, or worse a candle had fallen over, she pushed open the door. There was a grating sound when it swung on its hinges and from within there was movement. Jessica bit down on a frightened squawk as a figure twisted to face her. His identity was shielded by the light from the flames leaping in the hearth behind him, throwing his features into shadow.

      “Hey! What are you doing?” she demanded, pleased she sounded vexed, not scared. “Don’t you dare steal from his Lordship.” Forgetting she wasn’t very tall, carried nothing with her that offered any protection, that it was the middle of the night and she was on her own, Jessica stormed into the room, the light of battle gleaming in her eyes. A muffled laugh reached her, and she came to an abrupt halt just across the threshold. “You think this is funny?” she exclaimed, setting her hands on her hips. “Stealing is no laughing matter, my good man. I think you ought to come with me.”

      By now the figure was shaking with mirth, leaving Jessica perplexed. She knew she wasn’t scary, but surely the threat of Giles should be enough to deter a would-be thief.

      “Miss Drummond, what are you doing here? ’Tis the dead of night.”

      That voice. She knew that voice. “M-Mr Barrington?” she stuttered. The man came towards her, she backed away, still not certain, but he was by her side in two strides.

      “Yes, ’tis me. This is my workshop. Why are you here?” his voice laced with humour also carried a hint of concern.

      “I couldn’t sleep. I find a walk will usually help quieten my mind. I was thinking about this m…” Jessica stopped. She couldn’t tell him he was the one filling her thoughts. That every time she closed her eyes, his face floated into her head. His eyes, blue as the sea on a summer’s day, staring at her until she lost all ability to think straight. She didn’t know him and, even though she had seen him from a distance around the estate, today was the first time they had spoken. He should not be affecting her this way, yet he was.

      Duncan watched her, trying to read the kaleidoscope of emotions flitting across her lovely face. He did not know many women who would think to apprehend a thief in the middle of the night on a lonely estate. Actually, when he thought about it, he did know of three, but not this woman. She seemed so…delicate.

      “You do realise, had I been of nefarious intent you could have been hurt or worse?” he asked.

      Rubbing her forehead, Jessica stared up at him, unable to come up with a rational explanation for her actions. “I never gave that a thought. I wanted to stop anyone damaging Lord Winchester’s property. I suppose it was a bit silly wasn’t it?” She gave a small sigh. “I seem to have lost all sense today. First this morning’s… errr… incident and now this.” She leaned against the doorjamb, “Maybe one day I will think before I act. My mother is constantly reminding me I am no longer a child,” she admitted in tones suggesting this pearl of wisdom was not generally very well received.

      Duncan chuckled. “I think you were brave. I cannot imagine many gentle born women thinking to thwart a burglar.”

      “Gentle born, Mr Barrington?” Unconsciously, Jessica lifted her head in proud correction. “I assumed you understood after our conversation this morning, we Drummonds are merchants. I am not gentle born.”

      “Ahhh, but then Miss Drummond…” he responded, inclining his head, “…to me, gentle born is nothing to do with a person’s heritage. It is their mien, their nature which sets them apart.”

      “In that case, sir, anyone who knows me will attest I am far more hoyden than gentle born. I am sorry to disabuse
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