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Prologue
A Prince and a Hero

Her mother was standing directly behind her and speaking loudly, so the little girl could, unfortunately, hear her every word. She buried her face in her book, trying to concentrate on the words there. It was impossible, for they were staring. Lizzie’s cheeks were hot.
“Well, she does set herself apart, but that is only because she is the shy one. She means no harm, of course. And she is only ten! I am sure in time she will be as charming as my dear Anna. Now, Anna is a true beauty, is she not? And Georgina May, why, she is a perfect oldest daughter, helping me to no end. She is very sensible,” Mama declared. “And she always does her duty.”
“I cannot imagine, Lydia, how you manage with three young daughters so close in age,” the lady chatting with Mama declared. She was the pastor’s sister and she had come from Cork for a brief visit. “But you are fortunate. Anna will make a good marriage when she comes of age—with such beauty you will not have to worry about her! And Georgina May has some potential. I think she might turn into a handsome woman herself.”
“Oh, I am sure of it!” Mama cried, as if by wishing hard enough she could make her desires come true. “And Lizzie will do well, too, I am certain. She will outgrow that baby fat, don’t you think?”
There was a brief silence. “Well, she will certainly slim down if she does not have a sweet tooth. But if she becomes a bluestocking you will have a hard time finding her a suitable husband,” the pastor’s sister admonished. “I would watch her carefully. Isn’t she too young to be reading?”
Lizzie gave up trying to read, hugging the precious book to her chest, hoping Mama would not march over and take it away. Her cheeks now burned with embarrassment, and she wished they would talk about something or someone else. But Mama and the pastor’s sister were strolling back to the other adults. Lizzie sighed in relief.
Perhaps a summer picnic by the lake was simply the wrong place to read. It was a large gathering, one that included her family, their closest neighbor, the pastor and his family. There were seven adults present and six children, including herself. Her sisters and their friends were currently playing pirates. Shrieks and laughter punctuated the lazy June afternoon. Lizzie glanced at the entire scene, briefly watching Anna, who had been appointed a damsel in distress and was pretending to weep over some misfortune. The pastor’s oldest son was trying to console her, while his younger son and the neighbor’s boy were wielding sticks, creeping upon them, clearly in the role of pirates. Georgie lay upon the ground, the victim of some terrific misfortune.
Lizzie hadn’t been invited to play. Not that she wished to. Reading had intrigued her from the moment she could identify her first few words, and in the past six months, suddenly, as if by magic, she could look at a sentence and most of the words made sense. As quickly, reading had become her passion and her life. She really didn’t care what she read, although she did prefer tall tales with dashing heroes and sobbing heroines. She was currently reading one of Sir Walter Scott’s stories, never mind that it had been written for adults and it took her an hour or more to read a single page.
Lizzie took one more look behind her and realized she had been left very much alone. The adults were now seated on several large blankets and were opening up their luncheon baskets. Her sisters continued to play with the boys. Lizzie felt a flutter of excitement and she opened up her book.
But before she could begin to reread the last paragraph where she had left off, a group of riders came cantering to the edge of the lake, just dozens of feet from where she sat. Their voices were male, boisterous and young, and Lizzie looked up as they leapt down from their horses.
Instantly fascinated, she realized that there were five boys, all in their adolescent years. Her interest and curiosity increased. They had been riding fine, hot-blooded horses, and they wore well-tailored, expensive clothes. They had to be aristocrats. Laughing and shouting, they were stripping off their jackets and shirts, revealing lean, tanned and sweaty torsos. Clearly a swim was in order.
Were they from Adare? Lizzie wondered. The earl of Adare was the only nobleman in the vicinity and he had three sons and two stepsons. Lizzie hugged her book to her chest, watching a tall blond boy dive in, followed by a leaner, shorter, dark-haired youth. Hoots and hollers sounded and two more boys dove in, causing more shouts and more laughter and the beginnings of a splashing match. Lizzie smiled.
She didn’t know how to swim, but it certainly looked like fun.
Then she glanced at the boy who remained standing on the bank. He was very tall, his skin as dark as a Spaniard’s, his hair as black as midnight. He was all lean, rippling muscle—and he was glancing curiously at her.
Lizzie shoved her face in her book, hoping he didn’t think she was fat, too.
“Hey, fatty, gimme that!”
Lizzie looked up as the pastor’s younger son tore her book from her hands. “Willie O’Day!” she cried, leaping up. “Give me back my book, you bully!”
He snickered at her. He was mean and Lizzie despised him. “If you want it, come and get it,” he taunted.
He was three years older than she was and a good three inches taller. Lizzie reached for the book; he merely held it up over his head and out of her reach. He laughed at her. “Bookworm,” he sneered.
She had spent days reading the first ten pages and now she was terrified he wouldn’t return it. “Please! Please give it back to me!”
He held the book out to her—and when she tried to seize it, he turned and threw it in the lake.
Lizzie gasped, staring at her book as it floated in the water by the shore. Tears filled her eyes and Willie laughed again. “If you want it, go get it, fatty,” he said, walking away.
Lizzie didn’t think. She ran the few steps to the lake’s edge and reached down for the book.
And to her utter shock, she lost her balance and fell.
Water closed in around her, over her. Lizzie’s mouth filled with it and she coughed, took in more water, and began to choke. As she sank down beneath the surface, choking, incapable of breathing, she panicked, suddenly terrified.
Strong hands seized her as she flailed and suddenly she was above the water, in a boy’s arms. Lizzie clung, her face pressed to his hard chest, choking and sobbing at the same time. He started striding from the lake and Lizzie began to breathe, the panic and fear instantly subsiding. Still grasping his slick, strong shoulders, Lizzie looked up.
And into the most amazing dark blue eyes she had ever seen.
“Are you all right?” her savior asked, his regard intent upon her.
Lizzie opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Their gazes held and she simply stared, and as she stared, she fell.
Headlong, helplessly, hopelessly into love.
Her heart skidded and rushed and raced and swelled.
“Lizzie! Lizzie! Oh, Lord, Lizzie!” Mama was screaming from farther up the bank.
“Are you a prince?” Lizzie whispered.
He smiled. Her heart lurched and then began a wild, happy dance. “No, little one, I’m not.”
But he was a prince, Lizzie thought, incapable of tearing her gaze from his handsome face. He was her prince.
“Lizzie! Is she all right? Is my precious baby all right?” Mama was in hysterics.
Her prince laid her down on a blanket. “I think so. A bit wet, but it’s a fine Irish day and she’ll be dry in no time.”
“Lizzie!” Papa knelt beside her, white with fright. “My darling girl, what were you thinking, to go so close to the lake!”
Lizzie smiled, not at Papa, but shyly at her prince. “I am fine, Papa.”
Her prince’s smile faded.
“How can we ever thank you, Lord Tyrell?” Mama cried, grasping both of his hands now and diverting his attention.
“There is no need, Mrs. Fitzgerald. She’s safe, and that is thanks enough,” he said.
And Lizzie realized who he was—the next earl of Adare, the earl’s eldest son, Tyrell de Warenne. She hugged her knees to her chest, still staring at him, stunned. But then, hadn’t she known he was a prince—or nearly the equivalent of one? For in the south of Ireland, the earl of Adare was very much like a king.
Tyrell’s brothers and stepbrothers had gathered around them, curious and concerned. Tyrell turned and they instantly parted to let him through. Lizzie wanted to call him back—not that she ever would—until she realized what he was doing. Thrilled, she watched him wade into the lake and retrieve her sinking book. A moment later he returned with it. He smiled at her. “You may need a new copy, little one.”
Lizzie bit her lip, too shy now to even thank him.
“Lord Tyrell, we are in your debt,” Papa said seriously.
Tyrell waved dismissively at him. He looked around and his eyes hardened. Lizzie followed his gaze and saw him coldly eyeing Willie O’Day.
Willie turned to run.
Tyrell reached him in one stride and seized his ear. Ignoring his howls of pain and protest, he dragged him back to Lizzie. “Get down on your knees and apologize to the little lady,” he said, “or I will thrash the hell out of you.”
And for the first time in his life, Willie did as he was told, weeping as he begged Lizzie for forgiveness.



Part One
October 1812—July 1813



1
A Fateful Encounter

Elizabeth Anne Fitzgerald stared at the novel in her hands but not a single word made sense. In fact, the letters on the page were blurred as badly as if she was not wearing her reading glasses. Perhaps that was for the best; Mama hated it when she read at the table, and she had sat down for breakfast with her romance novel some time ago, the food in front of her now long forgotten. Lizzie sighed and closed the book. She was so excited about tomorrow she would never be able to concentrate, she decided.
Excited, and afraid.
Papa sat at the head of the small table with a copy of yesterday’s Dublin Times. He rattled the page as he reached for his cup of tea, engrossed in some article about the war. Upstairs, the household was in a state of hysteria. Lizzie could hear her two older sisters and her mother racing about the bedrooms, back and forth, back and forth, heels clicking wildly, just as she could also hear Anna’s wails and Georgie’s brisk, sensible tones. Mama was barking commands like a soldier. Papa did not seem to notice, but such chaos was fairly usual in the Fitzgerald home.
Lizzie stared at him, hoping he would glance up. She wanted to talk but was not sure she could confide in anyone.
“You’re staring,” he said, not looking up. “What is it, Lizzie?”
She hesitated. “Is it usual, to be so nervous?”
Papa gazed past his newspaper at her. His smile was kind. “It’s only a ball,” he said. “It may be your first, but it will not be your last.” He was a short man with prematurely white hair, gray whiskers and a perpetually kind expression. Like Lizzie, he wore rimmed spectacles, but not merely for reading; if Lizzie had any regrets, it was that she had inherited her poor eyesight from such a wonderful father.
Lizzie felt herself flush. She quickly avoided her father’s benign gaze, not wanting him to guess how apprehensive she was. After all, she was sixteen years old now, a grown woman, or practically so. She did not want anyone in her family to suspect that she still harbored the most childish fantasies—except that, in the darkest hours of the night, they weren’t childish at all.
The heat in her cheeks increased.
Beneath the table, a stray, crippled cat she had rescued and adopted the previous year rubbed against her ankles, purring.
But Papa was wise to her now, and he set his paper down and studied her closely. “Lizzie, it is only a ball. And you have been up to the house before.” He was referring to the earl of Adare’s home. “You know, my dear, we have all noticed how oddly you have been behaving these past few days. Why, you have even lost your appetite and we all know how much you love to eat! What is worrying you, dear?”
Lizzie wanted to smile at him, she did, but the expression simply would not form on her face. What could she say? Her infatuation with a young man who did not even know she existed had been amusing when she was a child of ten. It had been the cause of raised eyebrows and some concern when she was a blossoming adolescent of thirteen. The following year, espying him in town with some beautiful noblewoman, Lizzie had realized how absurd her feelings were. Such an infatuation was no longer acceptable and Lizzie knew it, especially as she was being launched into society alongside her older sisters.
But he would be there at the masque, because he was there every All Hallow’s Eve, as he was the earl’s heir. According to her older sisters, he was polite and charming to all of his family’s guests—and the object of a great deal of feminine pursuit and speculation. Every marriage-mad mother of the ton’s uppermost echelons foolishly hoped to somehow snag him for their own daughter, never mind that the world knew he would marry for duty as his family wished. Lizzie had only to close her eyes and Tyrell de Warenne’s dark, noble image filled her mind, his gaze piercing and intense.
The thought of seeing him at the ball tomorrow made it impossible for her to breathe. Absurdly, her heart raced. Absurdly, she could see him sweeping a courtly bow and taking her hand…and suddenly she was on his white charger with him and they were galloping off into the night.
Lizzie began to smile, realized she was daydreaming and she pinched herself. Even though she was going to the ball costumed as Maid Marian—Robin Hood was one of her favorite tales—he was not going to notice her. But she didn’t want to be noticed, not really. She didn’t want him to look at her with a complete lack of interest, as her sister Anna’s gentleman callers seemed to do. She would stand by the wall with the other wallflowers and discreetly watch him as he flirted and danced. Then, when she had returned to her own home and her own bed, she would dream about his every look and gesture, his every word and even his touch.
He halted the charger abruptly, wrapping his arms around her, his breath feathering her cheek….
Lizzie’s pulse accelerated and her body ached in that terribly insistent way, a strange yearning she had come to accept but barely understand.
“Lizzie?” Papa interrupted her brooding.
She bit her lip, eyes flying open, and somehow smiled at him. “I wish,” she began impulsively, and she stopped.
“What is it that you wish, my dear?”
She was far closer to Papa than she was to Mama, perhaps because, like her, he was an avid reader and a bit of a dreamer. On too many cold, rainy days to count, Lizzie and her father could be found in the parlor, curled up in big chairs before the hearth, each engrossed in a book. “I wish I could be beautiful, like Anna,” she heard herself confess in a whisper. “Just once…just for tomorrow night.”
His eyes widened. “But you’re so pretty!” he exclaimed. “You have the most striking gray eyes!”
Lizzie smiled slightly at him, aware that he could offer no other possible praise. And then she heard Mama racing down the stairs, calling her name. “Lizzie!”
Lizzie and Papa exchanged a look, understanding Mama’s strident tone. Something was amiss, and Mama wanted Lizzie to fix it. Lizzie hated conflict of any kind, and more often than not, played peacemaker in the family. Now she stood, quite certain she knew what had happened.
Mama sailed into the parlor, almost at a run. Her cheeks were flushed and she was wearing an apron over her striped day gown. Like Lizzie, she had strawberry-blond hair, but hers was cut fashionably short and curly in the style known as La Victime, while Lizzie’s long, unruly hair was haphazardly pinned up. Mother and daughter were both of a medium stature, and Lizzie rued the fact that from a distance, their round figures were so similar they could be mistaken for each other. Now Lydia Jane Fitzgerald laid eyes upon her sixteen-year-old daughter and she halted, almost falling over in her haste. “Lizzie! You must speak with your sister, as I cannot make headway! She is the most stubborn, ungrateful girl! Georgina has decided she will not attend the ball! Oh, my! The scandal! The disgrace! The countess, bless her saintly soul, will never forgive this! And for goodness sake, Georgina is the eldest. How will she ever find a suitor if she refuses to go to the social occasion of the year? Does she wish to marry a butcher or a smith?”
Lizzie got to her feet, holding back a sigh as Georgie came downstairs more slowly, looking determined, her color high. Georgie was darkly blond and very tall and slender. Now she gave Lizzie a look that said, there was no compromise. Lizzie sighed. “Mama, I will speak with Georgie.”
“You must do far more than speak with her,” Mama cried as if Georgie were not present. “We are invited to the earl’s exactly two times a year! It would be the worst insult should my entire family fail to appear!”
That first declaration was true. The earl and countess of Adare opened up their home twice a year, on All Hallow’s Eve, when they held a costume ball, and on St. Patrick’s Day, for a lavish lawn party. Mama lived for these two events, as they were opportunities for her daughters to mingle with the elite of Irish society, and they all knew she prayed to God that just one of her daughters would land a wealthy Irish nobleman, perhaps even one of the de Warenne sons. But Lizzie knew her mother was in a dream of her own making. Although Mama claimed her family descended from a very royal Celtic line, the de Warennes were so far above the Fitzgeralds that the difference might have been that between peasant and royalty. No one would care if Georgie declined to attend.
But Lizzie knew that Mama only meant well. She knew Mama was devoted to her daughters. She knew Mama was afraid that they would not marry well—and terrified that they would never marry at all. And she knew how hard Mama struggled to clothe and feed her daughters on Papa’s limited pension and present them to society as if they were not impoverished gentry. And Georgie knew it, too.
Georgie spoke, her manner firm, as it usually was. “No one will notice my absence, Mama. It is delusional to think otherwise. And given Papa’s pension and the fact that Anna will surely marry first, taking up all available funds for a dowry, I doubt I will do better than a butcher or a blacksmith.”
Lizzie gasped at Georgie’s effrontery and quickly hid a smile. Mama was speechless; it was a rare moment indeed.
Papa coughed behind his hand, trying to hide his own amusement.
Mama burst into tears. “I have devoted my entire life to finding you and your sisters husbands! And now you refuse to go to Adare! Now you speak of marriage to—” she shuddered “—the lowest sort of man! Georgina May!” Weeping, she rushed from the breakfast room.
A silence fell.
Georgie actually looked somewhat guilty.
Papa gave her a reproachful glance. “I will leave you two to sort things out,” he said to both sisters. To Georgie, he added, “I know you will do what is right.” He walked out.
Georgie sighed and faced Lizzie, her expression resigned and grim. “You know how I hate these society fêtes. I thought I would at least try to avoid this one.”
Lizzie walked over to her beloved older sister. “Dear, didn’t you tell me just the other day that marriage serves a very distinct social purpose?” No one could rationalize a subject to a more proper conclusion than her oldest sister.
Georgie closed her eyes.
“I believe you also noted that it is mutually beneficial to both parties involved,” Lizzie said, knowing she was repeating her sister’s exact words.
Georgie looked at her. “We were discussing Helen O’Dell’s engagement, Lizzie, to that old, foolish fop, Sir Lunden!”
“Mama is so devoted to her duty to us,” Lizzie said softly. “I know she is silly and a bit absurd at times, but she always means well.”
Georgie went to the table and sat down, appearing glum. “I already feel terrible, do not rub my nose in it.”
Lizzie sat beside her, taking her hand. “You are usually so stoic! What is this really about?”
Georgie faced her seriously. “I merely thought to avoid this one event. I was hoping to spend the evening with Papa’s Times. That’s all.”
Lizzie knew that was not all. But it could not be that she wished to avoid Mama’s matchmaking, because on two occasions Mama had brought a marriage prospect home for her and Georgie had been dutifully polite when another woman would have cringed.
Georgie sighed. “I will never meet anyone at Adare. Mama is mad to think so. If anyone can snag a husband there, it is Anna, as she garners all the attention, anyway.”
That was true. Anna was so beautiful and carefree, not to mention very flirtatious. “You’re not jealous?” Lizzie asked in surprise, suddenly sensing that was the case.
Georgie folded her arms across her chest. “Of course not. I adore Anna, everyone does. But it’s true. Anna will have any high-born suitors tomorrow night, not you and not I. So what is the point?”
“If you really wished to stay home, you should have pleaded a migraine, or even worse, extreme indigestion,” Lizzie said.
Georgie looked at her, finally smiling. “I never have migraines and I have the constitution of an ox.”
Lizzie touched her arm. “I think you’re wrong. Yes, Anna is a coquette, but you are so clever and so proud! You’re also the handsome one, Georgie, and one day you will find true love, I am sure of it.” She grinned. “And it could even be at Adare!”
Georgie shook her head, but she was smiling. “You have read too many ha’penny novels. You are such a romantic! True love doesn’t exist. Anyway, I am taller than almost every man I meet, and that is a serious offense, Lizzie.”
Lizzie had to laugh. “Yes, I suppose it is—but only until you meet the right gentleman. He could be a head shorter than you and, trust me, he will not care about your height.”
Georgie sat back in her chair. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if Anna did marry very, very well?”
Lizzie stared and their gazes held. She could read her sister’s mind. “You mean, someone terribly wealthy?”
Georgie bit her lip and nodded. “Mama would be so pleased and our financial worries would be eased. I shouldn’t mind too much if I were to remain a spinster. Would you?”
“I know you will find a beau one day!” Lizzie cried, believing her words deeply. “I am plain and fat and I have no choice but to remain unwed. Not that I mind!” she added quickly. “Someone will have to take care of Mama and Papa in their older years.” She smiled again, but Tyrell de Warenne’s image had come to mind. “I have no delusions as to my fate—just as I am convinced of yours.”
Georgie was quick to protest. “You aren’t fat—just a wee bit plump—and you are very pretty! You simply refuse to think about fashion. In that way, we are very much alike.”
But Lizzie was thinking about Tyrell de Warenne and his fate. He deserved to find true love and surely he would, one day. She wanted him to be happy, very much so.
Her mind veered. She had been told that last year Tyrell had attended the ball as an Arab sheikh. She wondered what costume he would wear tomorrow night.
“Well, I never really thought I could get out of the ball,” Georgie was saying.
Lizzie looked at her. “Do you like my costume?”
Georgie blinked. Then she smiled, slyly. “You know, many women would die to have your figure, Lizzie.”
“What does that mean?” Lizzie asked with some heat, knowing her slender sister was referring to her voluptuous figure.
“Mama might have an apoplexy when she sees you in that costume.” Georgie snickered with some glee, then grasped Lizzie’s hand. “You look lovely in it.”
Lizzie hoped Georgie was being truthful. She reminded herself that Tyrell would never glance her way, not even once. But if he did, she did not want to look like a cow. She prayed he would not notice her and think her a sorry sight indeed.
“Well? Are you going to tell me why you are blushing?” Georgie demanded, laughing.
“I am hot,” Lizzie said abruptly, standing. “I am not blushing.”
Georgie leapt up. “If you think I have been fooled for one moment, then you are wrong! I know you are on pins and needles because you are going to your first ball at Adare.” She was smiling.
“I am not infatuated, not anymore,” Lizzie insisted.
“Of course not. I mean, last St. Paddy’s Day you did not ogle Tyrell de Warenne for hours on end. Oh, no. You do not prick your ears and redden every time his name comes up in social conversation. You do not gaze out of the carriage window when we pass Adare as if you are attached to it! Of course that silly schoolgirl crush is over.”
Lizzie hugged herself, silently admitting the truth of Georgie’s words.
Georgie put her arm around her. “If you think to claim that you are not in love with Tyrell de Warenne, then think again. Mama and Papa may believe your childish infatuation over, but Anna and I know better. We are your sisters, dear.”
Lizzie gave up. “I am so nervous!” She wrung her hands. “What should I do? Will I look like a fool in that costume? Is there any chance he will notice me? And if he does, what will he think?” she cried.
“Lizzie, I have no idea if he will notice you in the crush of a hundred guests, but if he does, he will think you the prettiest sixteen-year-old debutante there,” Georgie said with a smile and a firm tone.
Lizzie didn’t believe her, but Mama chose that moment to enter the room. She glared at them both. “Well? Has your sister talked some sense into you, Georgina May?”
Georgie looked contrite as she stood. “I am sorry, Mama. Of course I will attend the ball.”
Mama cried out in delight. “I knew I could count on Lizzie to save the day!” She beamed at Lizzie, then went to Georgie and embraced her. “You are the most loyal and deserving of daughters, my dear Georgina! Now, I do want a word with you about your costume—and Lizzie needs to get ready to go to town, anyway.”
Lizzie gasped, realizing that time had fled and it was almost ten o’clock. She devoted five or six hours every week to the sisters at St. Mary’s, never mind that the Fitzgeralds had not been Catholic in two generations. Her work was with the orphans there, and as Lizzie loved children, she looked forward to it. “I must be off,” she cried, racing out of the room.
“Ask Papa if he can drive you,” Mama called after her. “It will save you the walk!”
 
Lizzie was on her way home. It had rained for several days and the streets were ankle-deep in mud. She did not give a fig for her appearance, but it was a five-mile walk back to the house and the journey would take her twice as long as usual. The family could only afford a single horse and had but one two-wheeled curricle. While Papa had driven her to town, he was not able to pick her up, as Anna had some calls to make that afternoon. Instead of fighting for her turn or spending a precious shilling on a hired coach, Lizzie preferred to walk home.
Now the gray skies were brightening and Lizzie felt certain that tomorrow would be a remarkably pleasant day—perfect for the masked ball. She was about to step into the mud to cross the street when she felt a tug on the hem of her gown.
Lizzie knew it was a beggar before she looked down at the old woman, damp and wet and shivering from the cold.
“Miss? Spare a penny?” The woman pleaded.
Lizzie’s heart broke. “Here.” She emptied her purse, giving the woman all of her coins, never mind that Mama would be distressed to no end. “God bless you,” Lizzie whispered.
The woman gaped. “God bless you, my lady!” she cried, hugging the coins to her chest. “God will bless you, for you are an angel of mercy!”
Lizzie smiled at her. “The good sisters of St. Mary’s will find you a bed and a meal if you go to their door,” she said. “Why don’t you do that?”
“Yes, I will,” the woman nodded. “Thank you, my lady, thank you!”
Hoping the woman would do just that, and not go to the closest inn for a pint, Lizzie stepped into the street. The moment she did, a horse-drawn coach careened around the corner. Lizzie heard it first, then quickly looked that way.
Two black horses pulled a very fancy carriage at high speed. Three gentlemen were in the back, which was open, and another two were in the driver’s high seat, whipping the horses on. All were laughing and shouting and waving a wine bottle. The coach was coming directly toward her. Lizzie froze in disbelief.
“Watch out!” a buck shouted.
But the driver whooped, as if he had not heard or did not see her, and whipped the horses. Their pace increased.
Lizzie realized what was happening. In sheer terror, she leapt back toward the sidewalk to get out of the way.
“Turn away!” one of the gentlemen suddenly shouted. “Ormond, turn away!”
But the carriage kept coming. Terrified, Lizzie saw the whites of the horses’ eyes, the pink of their flared nostrils. She turned to run—only to trip instead.
Lizzie fell on her hands and knees in the muddy street.
The wheels sounded, a harsh grating noise; hooves pounded. Mud and rocks sprayed over her back. On her belly, Lizzie somehow looked and saw iron-shod hooves and iron-rimmed wheels, dangerously close. Her chest exploded in fear and she knew she was about to die even as she desperately tried to crawl away from the oncoming coach. Suddenly, strong hands seized her.
Lizzie was hauled to the safety of the sidewalk just as the coach passed by.
Lizzie could not move. Her heart was pounding with such force and speed that she thought her lungs might burst. She briefly closed her eyes, dazed with shock.
Hard, powerful hands still gripped her beneath her arms. Lizzie blinked. She lay on the sidewalk now, her cheek scraping stone, her face level with a man’s knees as he knelt on the sidewalk with her. Utter comprehension sank in. She had just escaped a certain death. This stranger had saved her!
“Do not move.”
Lizzie barely heard the man who had saved her life. She still found it hard to breathe, as her heart refused to slow. She was also in some real pain, her arms felt as if they had been pulled out of their sockets. Otherwise, she thought she was in one piece. Then an arm went around her shoulders. “Miss? Can you speak?”
Lizzie’s mind began to work. Surely this could not be! The gentleman’s voice was remarkably familiar, the timbre deep and strong yet oddly soft and reassuring. Lizzie had eavesdropped on Tyrell de Warenne at every single St Patrick’s Day lawn party, not to mention that she had heard him speak to the town on several political occasions. He had a voice she would never forget.
Trembling in absolute disbelief, she began to sit. He quickly helped her, and she looked up.
Blue eyes, so dark they were almost black, met hers. Her heart leapt in disbelief, and then it thudded in wild excitement.
Tyrell de Warenne was kneeling on the street with her—Tyrell de Warenne had saved her life yet again!
His eyes were wide and his expression grim. “Are you hurt?” he asked, his arm remaining firmly around her.
Lizzie lost any ability to speak as she gazed into his eyes. How could this be happening? She had dreamed of one day meeting him, but in her imaginings, she had been as beautiful as Anna and at a ball in a stunning gown, not sitting on a muddy street, speechless as a mute.
“Are you hurt? Can you speak?”
Lizzie closed her eyes, hard. She began to tremble, but not with fear. His arm was around her shoulders. She was pressed against his side.
Entirely new feelings began, shooting fiercely through her, warm and wonderful, illicit and shameful, the kind of feelings that afflicted her in the privacy of her bedroom in the moonlit hours of the night. His touch had set her afire.
Lizzie knew she must, somehow, converse. She noticed his fine doeskin breeches, encasing his strong legs, and the fire spread. She dared to look at his fine wool jacket, which was the same dark navy blue as his eyes. It was open, and he wore a dove-gray brocade waistcoat beneath it, a white shirt below that. Abruptly Lizzie looked away, then, as abruptly, up at him. “Y-yes. I can speak…somewhat.”
Their gazes locked. He was so close that she could see each and every one of the splendid features she had memorized long ago. Tyrell de Warenne could only be called an extremely handsome man. His eyes were a deep shade of blue, his lashes long enough to please any courtesan. His cheekbones were high and his nose was as straight as an arrow. He had a mobile mouth, usually full, now firmly pressed together with either anger or displeasure. He had the aura of a king.
“You are in shock. Can you stand up? Are you hurt?”
She had to find her senses. Lizzie swallowed, unable to look away. “I don’t think so.” She hesitated. “I’m not certain.”
His gaze was on her body now, moving past her chest and down her hips and skirts. “If something was broken, you would know it.” His gaze returned to hers and his expression seemed even darker. “Let me help you up.”
Lizzie could not move. She could feel her cheeks burning. She had almost been run over, but her heart was pounding madly with feelings no nice young lady should ever have. Suddenly, she saw him in an entirely different place, an entirely different situation—she saw flashes of his white steed and a dark, woody glen where two lovers were passionately entwined. Lizzie saw herself in Tyrell’s arms there and she inhaled, hard.
“What is it?” he asked sharply.
Lizzie wet her lips, trying to ignore the image of herself in his arms, being kissed intensely. “No-nothing.”
His gaze locked with hers and it was searching. Lizzie had the frightening feeling that he guessed her shameful attraction and, worse, her daring thoughts. He put his arms around her to lift her up and she thought she might expire from the desire consuming her. Lizzie did not know what to do. She could no longer breathe, even if she wished to.
She could smell the pine, the earth, the musk that was him. His mouth probed gently, his strong hands as gentle on her waist. Their bodies were touching everywhere, they were thigh to thigh, her bosom against his ribs.
“Miss?” he murmured. “Perhaps you might release me.”
Lizzie came back to reality with stunning force, realizing he had lifted her to her feet. They were standing on the sidewalk—and she was clinging to him. “My lord,” she gasped, horrified. She leapt away, and from the corner of her eye, she saw him smile.
The heat in her cheeks increased. Had she just thrown herself at Tyrell de Warenne? How could she have done such a thing? In that moment, she had been in the woods with him, not standing on High Street in town, and she had actually felt his mouth on hers! And now, now he was laughing at her.
Lizzie fought hard for composure. She was so distressed she could not think clearly. Did he know she was madly in love with him? She looked away, wanting to die of embarrassment.
“I should like to catch those rowdies and shove each one on his face in the mud,” Tyrell said suddenly. He reached into his pocket and produced a shockingly white linen handkerchief, offering it to her.
“Do you…know them?”
He faced her. “Yes, I have had the misfortune of having made the acquaintance of each and every one of them. They are Lords Perry and O’Donnell, Sir Redmond, Paul Kerry and Jack Ormond. A bunch of ne’er-do-wells of the premier order.”
“You do not have to chase them down on my account,” she somehow said. The change of topic relieved her. “I am sure it was an accident.” She finally realized the extent of her dishevelment. There was mud everywhere—on her skirts, her bodice, her gloved hands and face. Her dismay welled.
“You would defend them? They almost killed you!”
She looked up, mortified by her state of untidiness, the linen forgotten. “It was reprehensible, of course, for them to drive at such a speed through town, but it was an accident.” Now she had the urge to cry. Why had this moment ever happened? Why couldn’t he have met her tomorrow, at the ball, when she was in her pretty Maid Marian costume?
“You are far too forgiving,” he said. “I am afraid they must be made to see the error of their ways. But my first concern is getting you home.” He smiled, just slightly, at her. “May I see you home?”
His words undid her. Had they been spoken in a different circumstance, it would be as if he was courting her. Her mind raced. A part of her wanted nothing more than to prolong the encounter, but another part of her wanted desperately to flee. Once alone, she would dream about this encounter, embellishing it as she wished. But just then, she had to think clearly. If he saw her to Raven Hall, Mama would come out and make a fuss and embarrass her to no end. She would probably insist that Tyrell come inside for tea, and gentleman that he was, he would not be able to refuse. It would be awkward and humiliating, especially once Mama began hinting about her three daughters all being eligible for marriage.
This was not a fairy tale. She was not at a ball, as beautiful as Anna, being daringly waltzed about. She was a plump, muddy, bedraggled mess, standing on the street with a man who so outranked her that she might as well have been a dairymaid and he a real prince.
“I beg your pardon,” he said swiftly, apparently misinterpreting her silence. He bowed. “Lord de Warenne, at your service, mademoiselle.” He was exceedingly serious as he spoke.
“My lord, I can find my own way home, thank you. Thank you for everything. You are so gallant, so kind!” She knew she must not continue, as his brows had lifted in some astonishment, but she could not stop herself. “But your reputation precedes you, of course! Everyone knows how noble you are. You have rescued my life. I am deeply in your debt. I should so love to repay you, but how can I? Thank you so much!”
He was clearly amused now. “You have no need to repay me, mademoiselle. And I will see you safely to your destination,” he said in such a firm manner there was no doubt he was an aristocrat of the highest order and used to being instantly obeyed.
She wet her lips, oddly wishing she could allow him to see her home. “I am on my way to St. Mary’s,” she fibbed. “It is just down the street.”
“I see. I shall see you safely indoors, nevertheless, and there will be no argument about it.”
She hesitated, but his look told her that there was no choice, so she took his arm. A new thrill began, fighting its way past her fears and insecurities. She knew she should cast her eyes demurely down, but all she could do was to gaze raptly at his face. He was so handsome—she had never seen a more handsome, more alluring man. It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him so—and so much more.
He spoke very softly and almost seductively. “You are staring.”
She jerked her gaze away as they strolled back toward the nunnery. “I am sorry. It’s just, you are too hand—you are too kind,” she heard herself whisper, barely catching herself before blurting out her real feelings.
He seemed surprised. “Kindness has little to do with rescuing a lady in distress. Any gentleman would behave as I have.”
“I don’t think so,” she said, daring to glance at him. “Few gentlemen would bother to leap into the mud, risking their own life, to rescue a strange woman on the street.”
“You do not hold men, then, in a very high regard? But I cannot say that I blame you, not after this day.”
She was thrilled to be conversing with him now. “I have never been so well treated, sir, by your gender before.” Lizzie hesitated and then decided to be truthful. “Frankly, most men fail to even notice my presence. I doubt anyone would have rescued me if you had not been here.”
He regarded her far too closely. “Then I am deeply sorry that you have been so ill treated in the past. It seems inexplicable to me, indeed.”
He could not sincerely mean that he would never fail to remark her presence! He was merely being chivalrous. “You are as gallant as you are kind and heroic—and handsome,” she heard herself cry eagerly. And then she realized what she had said and she was dismayed.
He chuckled.
Lizzie felt her cheeks burning and she looked at the ground.
They continued toward the nunnery’s front door, a brief lapse of silence falling. Lizzie wanted to kick herself for acting like a besotted child.
He broke the silence, as gallant as ever. “And you are indeed a courageous woman. Most ladies would be reduced to tears and hysterics by such an adventure,” he said, kindly pretending he hadn’t heard her overly abundant flattery.
“Crying hardly seemed the suitable response.” Lizzie swallowed. She would not mind crying now, she thought. But they had paused before the front door and she felt him staring down at her. She slowly raised her eyes.
“We have arrived,” he said quietly, his gaze holding hers.
“Yes,” Lizzie agreed, suddenly desperate to prolong the encounter. She wet her lips and said breathlessly, “Thank you for such a gallant rescue, my lord. You have saved my life. Somehow, one day, I truly wish to repay you.”
His smile faded. “No repayment is necessary. It was my duty—and my pleasure,” he said far too softly.
The fire, contained but not extinguished, flared hungrily. He stood facing her but mere inches away. The stucco-and-wood buildings lining both sides of the street faded. Lizzie shut her eyes; his hands grasped her arms as he pulled her close, taking her into his arms. She waited, all breathing suspended, as he leaned down to claim her lips in a kiss.
Above her head, the chapel bell began to chime the afternoon hour. Lizzie was jerked back to reality by its vibrant sound. She realized that she stood on the sidewalk with Tyrell, quite properly, and that once again he was regarding her very closely, as if he knew her secret thoughts.
She prayed that he knew nothing. “I must go! Thank you!” she cried, whirling and flinging open the huge courtyard door.
“Mistress! One moment,” he began.
But Lizzie was already fleeing into the safety of the cloister, almost but not quite regretting the encounter.


2
The Masquerade

Anna was already dressed for the ball when Lizzie walked into the bedroom they shared. Lizzie was in a state of extreme anxiety. She had not recovered from her encounter with Tyrell de Warenne the day before, and could barely believe what had happened. After replaying the afternoon a hundred times in her mind, at least, she was convinced that she had behaved like a besotted fool and a witless child and that he knew just how infatuated she was. She wasn’t certain she dared go to the ball now. However, she could never let Mama down.
Lizzie had come home yesterday pleading a headache and had retired to her room without telling a soul about the encounter. She paused, holding on to the door, her intention to ask Anna for advice and reassurance. But Anna was so shockingly lovely that she forgot her own worries momentarily.
Anna stood in front of the mirror, critically eyeing herself in a low-cut red velvet gown in the Elizabethan style, a white ruff and a garnet pendant around her throat. She had never been lovelier. It had been hard to have such a stunning sister while growing up. Even as a child, everyone flattered Anna to no end, and Lizzie had always been ignored or simply patted on the head. Mama, of course, had been so proud to have such a beautiful child, and she had praised Anna to anyone who would listen. Lizzie hadn’t been jealous—she loved her sister and was as proud of her—but she had always felt plain and, more importantly, left out.
It had been just as difficult to be Anna’s sister as a young woman, for when they strolled in town, it was quite the same. British soldiers would chase after Anna, eagerly trying to learn her name, but Lizzie was always invisible—unless one of the men wished to solicit her to gain Anna’s attention. Lizzie had played matchmaker for her sister more times than she could remember or count.
The irony was that Lizzie did resemble her older sister, just a bit, but every perfect feature Anna had been given was somehow dulled on Lizzie. Anna’s hair was honey-blond and naturally wavy, unlike Lizzie’s frizzy copper-blond tresses; her eyes were a striking blue, whereas Lizzie’s were a startling gray; her cheekbones were higher, her nose straighter and more classic, her lips fuller. And she had a perfect figure, slim yet curved. Anna caused gentlemen to turn and take a second or third look; no rake or rogue had ever looked at Lizzie even once, but then, she seemed to have the amazing ability to disappear in any crowd.
Now, with the high white ruff framing her face, her waist impossibly narrow, Anna was breathtaking. She was adjusting her bodice when Lizzie walked into the room.
Some women their age accused Anna of being vain. Lizzie knew that was untrue, but Anna could give that impression, especially when other women were already jealous of all the attention she received. Some of Mama’s friends even whispered rudely about her behind her back, calling her “the wild one.” But they were jealous, too, because Anna could attract any suitor she wished, when their own daughters could not. That was because she was so carefree and so merry, not wild or improper.
Now Anna was frowning, clearly displeased with some feature of her costume. Lizzie could not imagine what flaw she had found. “It’s perfect, Anna,” she said.
“Do you really think so?” Anna turned and instantly her interest in her costume vanished. “Lizzie? You haven’t begun your hair! Oh, we will be so late!” she cried in dismay. Then she hesitated. “Are you upset?”
Lizzie bit her lip and somehow smiled. When she appeared at the ball, Tyrell was going to notice her. After all, they were now acquaintances. Would he laugh at her again? What did he think of her? “I’m fine.” She inhaled, shaking. “That costume is perfect and you are so beautiful in it, Anna. Maybe tonight Mama will get her wish and you will find a beau.” But while she wanted her sister to marry for love, not just rank and wealth, she could barely think about that now.
Anna turned back to the mirror. “Does this color make me look sallow? I think it is too dark!”
“Not at all,” Lizzie said. “You have never been more fetching.”
Anna looked at herself a moment longer, then faced Lizzie again. “I do hope you are right. Lizzie? You are very pale.”
Lizzie sighed heavily. “I don’t know if I can go to the ball—I am not that well.”
Anna stared in disbelief. “Not go? You would miss your very first ball? Lizzie! I am going to get Georgie.” Stricken, she hurried from the room.
Anna was only a year and a half older than Lizzie and the two sisters were close, but not simply because of their ages. Lizzie admired her sister because she was everything that Lizzie was not. She could not imagine what it must be like to be so beautiful and so generally admired. And of the three sisters, Anna was the one who had been kissed, not once, but several times. They had stayed up many nights discussing her sister’s shocking and very bold experiences; Anna in some rapture, Georgie rather disapproving, and Lizzie wondering if she would ever be kissed, even once, before she became an old maid.
Lizzie looked at the emerald-green velvet gown on her bed that was her costume. It was a beautiful but simple dress, with long bell sleeves and a square, modest neckline. Still, it clung to her figure rather provocatively. Lizzie sat down besides it. She pulled a freshly laundered linen handkerchief from her bodice and stared at the boldly embroidered initials on it: TDW. Gripping the kerchief, she closed her eyes, wishing she could redo their encounter of the day before. But no amount of wishing would change anything, she thought dismally. She had been given a single chance to impress Tyrell de Warenne and she did not need any experience at all to know she had not succeeded.
Anna returned to the bedroom with Georgie. Dressed as a woman from Norman times, Georgie wore a long purple tunic with a gold sash, her hair in a single braid. She faced Lizzie, her stare direct and searching. “Anna says you are behaving oddly. But then, you have been acting strangely since you came back from St. Mary’s yesterday. What is it? I do not believe you are ill!”
Lizzie slipped the kerchief back into her bodice. “He rescued me yesterday outside of St. Mary’s,” she whispered.
“Who rescued you?” Georgie demanded. “And from what?”
Anna sat down beside her as Lizzie spoke. “I was almost run down by a coach. Tyrell de Warenne rescued me,” she said.
Both sisters gaped.
Georgie cried, “And you are telling us this now?”
Anna was as stunned. “Tyrell de Warenne rescued you?”
Lizzie nodded. “He rescued me—and he was so kind! He swore he’d chase those scoundrels down and give them his mind. He wanted to see me home.” Lizzie looked up at her incredulous siblings. “I acted like a child. I told him he was kind, heroic and handsome!”
Georgie seemed amazed, and Anna remained quite disbelieving. Georgie finally said, carefully, “So what, exactly, is wrong? Haven’t you been waiting for a genuine encounter with him your entire life?”
“Didn’t you hear what I said?” Lizzie cried. “He must know exactly how I feel!”
“Well, you could have been more discreet,” Georgie agreed sensibly.
Anna stood with a little laugh. “Men love to be told that they are strong and brave and handsome. I can’t believe he rescued you. Lizzie, you must tell us everything!”
“You could tell a gentleman that the sky is falling on his head and he would swear you are right.” Lizzie refuted. “You could tell a man that his pockmarks are adorable and I feel certain he would get down on one knee! I am sure I did not flatter Tyrell de Warenne in a sophisticated manner. In fact, I saw him start to laugh at me. I acted like a child.”
“He laughed at you?” Anna asked. Then, “He must have realized you are only sixteen!”
Georgie came to the rescue. She sat down on Lizzie’s other side and put her arm around her. “I am sure you are grossly exaggerating, Lizzie. I am sure he did not mind being told that he was handsome. As Anna has said, men love to be admired. Just think of it! He rescued you—why, that is the stuff of the novels you read!”
Lizzie moaned. “I have yet to tell you the worst part! I was a muddy mess, Georgie. I had mud all over my dress and even in my hair.” She did not add the very worst part—that she had been thinking about being in his arms and that she suspected he had guessed. “He is a gentleman and he played the role perfectly, but I feel certain he does not think highly of me at all.”
“No gentleman would fault a woman for her appearance, not in such a circumstance, Lizzie,” Georgie said calmly.
Lizzie looked at her. “I was as foolish as Mama, prattling on. Maybe I am a foolish woman—after all, I am her daughter.”
“Liz! You are nothing like Mama,” Georgie said with some small horror.
Lizzie wiped her eyes. “I am sorry for being such a ninny. But he was so heroic. He saved my life. What am I going to do when I see him tonight? If only I had the courage to tell Mama I am not going, but I can’t possibly let her down.”
“Are you telling us everything?” Anna asked.
“Of course I am!” Lizzie hugged herself. She would not admit to either sister just how shameful her thoughts had been.
“Did he kiss you?” Anna asked, apparently sensing all was not quite revealed.
Lizzie gave her an incredulous look. “He is a gentleman!”
Anna studied her. “I don’t understand why you are so upset,” she finally said.
Georgie spoke, her tone brisk. “Lizzie, I can understand why this has been a huge crisis for you, but as the adage goes, there is no use crying over spilt milk. Whatever you said, there is no taking it back. I am sure he is not thinking about your words.”
“I hope you are right,” Lizzie muttered.
Anna stood. “We should help Lizzie with her hair. Georgie, is this costume too dark for my complexion?”
“It’s fine,” Georgie returned. “Lizzie, as exciting as his rescue must have been, he is a de Warenne and you are only a Fitzgerald.” Her tone was gentle.
Anna put her hands on her hips. “And sixteen,” she added. She flashed a smile. “We are not trying to be mean, Lizzie, but if a man like that is thinking about anyone, why, it is some beautiful courtesan that he is currently courting.” Anna stood. “We are all going to be late!”
Lizzie stiffened. Anna’s words were like a splash of ice water. And suddenly she realized that all of her anxiety had been in vain. Her sisters were right. He was a de Warenne and she was an impoverished Irish gentlewoman—not to mention sixteen to his twenty-four years. He had undoubtedly forgotten all about their encounter the moment he had left her at St. Mary’s. If he saw her again, it was unlikely he would even recognize her. He would be chasing some terribly beautiful noblewoman—or a notoriously seductive courtesan.
Oddly, she felt far more dismayed than before.
“Are you all right?” Georgie asked, seeing her distress.
“Of course,” Lizzie said, eyes downcast. “I am doubly the fool, to think he would even think about me for a moment.” The thought hurt, very much, but then she pulled herself together, standing and smiling. “I am sorry. Because of my lapse into hysteria, you will have to wait for me and we will all be late.”
“Don’t apologize,” Georgie said, also rising. “You have loved him from afar forever. Of course such an encounter would distress you. In any case, we can help you dress and we will hardly be late at all.”
Anna had gone to the bureau. “I will curl your hair,” she said, “as I am the best at it. Let me heat the tongs.”
Lizzie managed another smile, turning her back to Georgie so she could be helped out of her dress. But she wasn’t fine, she was on a whirlwind of emotion, first thrust high, then dragged low and lower still. But it was best this way, wasn’t it? It was best that he would never recall her again. It was best that he should remain her secret fantasy lover.
And then she gave up. Whirling, she seized Anna’s hands, knowing she must be mad. “Make me beautiful,” she cried.
Anna regarded her with obvious surprise.
“Do something special with my hair—I want to wear rouge—and coal on my eyes!”
“I can try,” Anna began hesitantly with a glance at an equally surprised Georgie. “Lizzie? What are you thinking?”
Lizzie swallowed and prayed. “I am thinking that tonight I have a second chance and I must try to win his admiration, even if only for a single night.”
 
As they went up the wide limestone steps in front of the house, a mansion the size of the grandest homes in southern Ireland, Mama prattled on. Clad as a Georgian lady from just a few decades ago, she cried, “I have never been more pleased! Lizzie, seeing you dressed so, why, you can stand up proudly with your sisters now. You have given me so much hope! I would not be surprised if you did not find a husband tonight!”
They followed several other guests inside, all beautifully garbed in costumes of silk and velvet. Lizzie could not respond and she could not smile. She was breathless and almost in a daze, as she still did not quite know how this had happened. The velvet dress was the most exquisite garment to ever touch her body—and the most sensual, as well. Her sisters had insisted that she stand before the mirror, once she had pulled the costume on. The dark green velvet enhanced her fair complexion, the color of her hair and her eyes, which had never been more striking. Rouge highlighted her lips, which seemed oddly full, but not her cheeks; her sisters had insisted she didn’t need more color, as she was rather flushed from excitement. Even her figure had somehow improved. The gown’s bodice was lower than Lizzie had expected, drawing the eye upward to her bare décolletage, her long neck and face. Anna had spent almost an hour curling her hair. Lizzie had expected to wear it up, but instead, she wore it hanging to her waist. Lush strawberry waves framed her face, etching into her cheekbones and accentuating them. Lizzie had been stunned to realize that she was, for the first time in her life, rather pretty. And more important, she even felt attractive, as if she had somehow become Robin Hood’s fair lady.
Papa now squeezed her hand. “My little girl has become a beautiful woman,” he said proudly. But his eyes were red and teary.
Lizzie decided not to refute him, not tonight, not when they were going up the steps of Adare.
“Mama, I think the fact that Lizzie has embraced high fashion is a single step in the right direction,” Georgie said. “But she is only sixteen. You should not have too high hopes from her very first entrance into society.”
Lizzie silently agreed.
But excitedly, Mama continued, “Did I mention that all of the earl’s sons are in residence, including one of his stepsons, the younger one, Sean O’Neill, although I have no idea where his brother, Captain O’Neill, might be.” Mama grinned slyly. “Lizzie, he is young—not too much older than yourself.”
“I believe you mentioned it several times,” Papa said. “Now, Mama, Georgie is right. Leave Lizzie alone before you give her an apoplexy.” Papa was firm, Mama’s hand tucked under his arm. Then he smiled at her as they entered the huge front hall with its stone floors and high ceilings. This part of the mansion, Lizzie knew, dated back centuries, and the floor remained the original one. “Have I told you how handsome you are tonight?” he asked in a quieter tone.
Mama smiled at him. “And you, sir, are an enviable escort. I do like you in a wig, I confess.” Papa was also dressed from the early Georgian period in a frock coat, stockings and a long, curly wig.
Lizzie realized she had halted near the door. Her family was now moving through the entry and toward a reception room that was quite the size of their entire house. She touched the white mask she wore, one that covered her eyes but revealed the lower half of her face. She was queasy with her excitement now.
Lizzie saw that Anna had just stepped into the reception room, her grace such that she almost floated as she walked. Of course, two British soldiers instantly looked her way. They were officers and suddenly they were at her side, bowing; Lizzie knew that Anna would be blushing and demurely giving her name.
Georgie looked back at her. She held her eye mask and now she moved it aside, both brows lifted as she strode back to her. “Come, Lizzie.” Then she smiled and added, “I promise you will be fine.”
Lizzie hesitated, suddenly
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