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Chapter 1

 


 


Hawkesmier, Wiltshire, 1858

 


Georgia?

Stunned, Miranda faced the one who had been
the cause of so much misery—of the numerous beatings she had
endured and the death of her unborn child. How could she be here,
right before her eyes? The past, with its bitter memories, washed
over her, and she was frozen where she stood, her teeth tugging at
her lip. For a moment, she was once again the little girl who had
been at the woman’s unyielding mercy, every evil deed unleashed
upon her, pouring with vivid clarity through her mind.

Georgiana?

Lady Hanley?

“Delighted,” Miranda heard her husband say as
he kissed Georgia’s hand.

“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, my
lord . . . my lady.” Georgia extended her hand to Miranda, who was
obliged to take it, thankful she had not yet removed her
gloves.

“Now that the formal introductions have been
made,” Hawk announced, “we have had a long journey, and I’m sure my
wife would appreciate time to rest before dinner.” He turned to his
sister. “Geneva, will you escort her?”

It was Miranda’s dismissal, and as she and
Geneva exited the room, all eyes were on her, silence hanging
potently in the air. As soon as the door shut behind them, the
silence within was shattered by a rush of voices. Miranda shivered
and stood like stone, staring at the door . . . listening.

Geneva put her arm around Miranda, drawing
her away. “They should have had an ounce of decorum and waited
until we were above stairs,” she murmured.

“Are they angry?”

“Surprised. Before my brother left, there
were rumors he was considering a proposal of marriage to
Isabel—Miss Woodruffe.”

“I see.”

“Give it no more thought. They would not be
here at all but for a fire at Worcaster House several months ago,”
Geneva explained. “Repairs are being made, and they hope to return
in a few weeks.”

They were ascending the wide, central
staircase to the first floor, where her bedroom was located. The
vast space of the stairwell soared overhead, and she gazed up at
the light playing on the plasterwork. It had to be the most
breathtaking architecture she had ever seen. “And I thought Hawk
House was splendid.”

Geneva smiled softly. “It will take some time
for you to learn your way around. I simply cannot fathom you are
wed to my brother.”

“It was rather sudden.”

“How did it happen? Oh, does it really
matter? You are here!”

Geneva led the way into a small vestibule,
and Miranda realized its very arrangement was similar to the
arrangement of the bedchambers at Hawk House. Miranda entered,
stepping into the beautiful Queen Anne furnishings of an oval
sitting room, and noticed some of her belongings already in place.
Above the splendid fireplace hung the portrait of a woman seated on
a bench, the skirt of her gown spreading around her. In her hand,
she held a long-stemmed rose, her head tilted mischievously, as if
holding a secret.

“My mother,” Geneva told her wistfully. “It
was painted shortly after she wed Father.”

“There is no doubt you are her daughter.”

“I wish you could have known her. She was
such a gentle, happy soul. Father was struck down when she died . .
. more than all of us, I do believe. To lose two wives . . .” She
brushed the somber memory aside with a smile. “Let me show you the
bedchamber.”

Miranda felt as if she had stepped back in
time. While the sitting room was from the Queen Anne period, the
bedchamber was purely Elizabethan, likely unchanged from the
sixteenth century. The room was beautiful and well-appointed
beneath a high, beamed ceiling with plasterwork overhead. The four
walls were heavily paneled with pilasters separating the sections.
Above the paneling, the wall was of painted plaster, reaching to
the ceiling.

The wide bedstead was tall with accents of
gilding and was topped with a finely carved canopy reminiscent of a
crown. The valance of scalloped silk had tassels of rich red shot
with gold to complement the decorations on the walls and ceiling.
The bed curtains, hanging at each corner, matched the valance and
were lined with an almost sheer fabric. Miranda ran her hand over
the bed coverings, admiring the sumptuous pillows, her fingers
caressing the intricately carved panel at the head—what wondrous
details!

The step stools on either side of the bed
were covered with embroidery in lovely colors, and she wondered if
the pieces had been stitched by Lord Hawk’s mother. A gate-leg
table sat before the window, and on either side were chairs covered
with sumptuous silk velvet.

When Miranda turned to look at the fireplace,
her eyes were immediately drawn to the painting above it. Her gasp
was audible, and her heart melted as she gazed with love at the
portrait of Lord Hawk. Somewhere, deep within her brooding husband,
her James existed. What would it take to find him—if he could be
found at all?

Geneva saw the expression on her sister’s
face. “It hardly looks like the same man. He was five and twenty
when this was painted . . . before he wed Norah,” she explained, as
if reading Miranda’s thoughts.

Before we met. “He seemed . . .
content.”

“We lost him along the way . . . so many
things happened.” Pulling herself from morbid thoughts, Geneva
pointed to the room beyond the door. “Your dressing room is beyond
that door.” There was a long pause as they returned to the sitting
room. “Before I leave you, would you tell me about Grandmama?”

They sat on a pair of chairs. “Perhaps you
should speak to—”

“I read your last letter to my brother and I
intend to speak with him, but I should like to hear it from your
own lips.”

Sighing thoughtfully, Miranda pulled off her
gloves and clasped her hands together. “In the beginning, we didn’t
know how ill she was—it seemed nothing more than a winter
complaint.” She went on to tell of the doctor’s visits and later,
the visits by Mr. Tyler and the many letters she wrote to Lord
Hawk, begging him to come before it was too late.

Geneva raised tear-filled eyes. “I was never
given any letters from you,” she whispered. “My brother never said
a word . . . not one word.”

“Perhaps he misunder—”

“No,” Geneva interrupted, rising suddenly as
she wiped away the tears. “He understood perfectly. His judgment of
your character denied us the opportunity of saying farewell to
Grandmama.”

Miranda placed her hand on Geneva’s arm. “I
am certain it was never his intention to keep you from her
side.”

“And yet he did,” she whispered and inhaled
deeply. “Knowing his estimation of you, I wonder why you ever
agreed to marry him.”

 


* * *

 


Miranda wakened slowly, feeling the caress of
fingers on her face. James. His hand feathered down the
length of her neck to the edge of her bodice, curling underneath.
She shivered, and with a soft murmur, turned toward the hand,
wanting more.

“You are easily aroused, even in sleep.”

With a jerk, her eyes flew open.
Georgia! Fear sliced through her and she tried to roll away.
“Let me go!”

Georgia grabbed her by the shoulders,
pressing her down. “You should learn to lock your door.”

Miranda lashed out, grabbing Georgia by the
ear and twisting viciously until she yelped, breaking her grip. She
scrambled off the bed, her hands clenching into fists. “How dare
you enter my bedchamber uninvited!”

Rubbing her ear, Georgia laughed and meowed
like a cat. “Such a kitten—spitting and hissing with your clawless
paws. Were you dreaming about him—Lord Hawk—or were you lying with
the man who stole your innocence?”

Miranda stormed around the end of the bed,
pointing toward the door. “Get out!”

“Are you asking yourself yet how I knew you
were coming here?” Georgia asked, sidling around the bed toward the
fireplace. “Or why I’m here?”

“For some twisted purpose, no doubt.”

Georgia’s smile was knowing. “I am here to
wed Mr. Woodruffe.”

“You, a dutiful wife?” Miranda asked,
seething with sarcasm.

“Oh, this will be amusing—the game I have
planned.” Her eyebrows lifted coyly. “But I shall not tell you my
plans outright. I want you to wonder, to ponder, to look over your
shoulder in fear until your mind fairly explodes from
curiosity.”

Miranda went to the bell pull, wrapping her
hand around it. “Get out before I call someone.”

“Patience, my little Ladybird. Have you
learned nothing since we last met? The game is everything. And who
knows what might happen while I’m here? Lady Geneva could fall from
her horse or Woodruffe’s mother could take a misstep on the stairs.
Even your precious Maud could be here, opening the windows to air
your room and suddenly plunge to her death—accidentally, of
course.”

“Stay away from my family,” Miranda warned,
“or—”

“Or what?” Georgia asked with a small laugh.
“You will tell your husband? Reveal who you are? Of course, it’s
always possible that my motives may be far more sinister, but how
will you know? I could whisper in your husband’s ear—your wife
is a Silver Ladybird.” She tapped her cheek thoughtfully.
“Perhaps Woodruffe might enjoy letting that slip.”

“He would never believe you!”

“Whatever I do,” she said, her voice turning
ominous, “it will be in my own good time. There shall be no warning
and it will fall upon you as a lightning bolt from heaven.” With
mocking laughter, Georgia swept out.

Shaken, Miranda walked to the nearest chair
and sank onto it. Breathe. She had not realized that she was
holding her breath and inhaled deeply, shuddering. Georgia wasted
no time seeking her out—threatening her and those who lived at
Hawkesmier within hours of her arrival.

The door opened and she burst from the chair,
afraid that Georgia might be returning. But it was Maud. Sighing,
relief spread through her, and she went to Maud, hugging her.

“What is it?” Maud asked.

“Georgia was here, while I was sleeping. She
threatened me, you, Geneva—even Aunt Markham. She called it a
game.”

“You must tell his lordship.”

“And what would I tell him? He doesn’t
remember me, and any confession must needs include how I am
acquainted with Georgia Hanley. Until I understand why he doesn’t
know me, I can tell him nothing. Promise me you will be
watchful.”

“I will. And you must remember to lock your
door,” Maud said, choosing a fresh petticoat and chemise from the
wardrobe. She gave an indignant hmph. “Calling herself Lady
Hanley and taking on airs. No change of name will alter that one’s
character . . . not one whit.”

Miranda followed Maud into the dressing room.
“We can only hope that she makes a mistake and reveals her true
character.” She stepped out of her garments, allowing the hoop to
slip to the floor. “Are you settled in?”

Maud nodded as Miranda slipped the chemise
over her head, holding her corset ready. “Everything is as it
should be.”

“If you have any difficulties, will you tell
me?”

Nodding, Maud began to lace the corset. “I’m
near you—that’s what matters.”

Miranda chose one of her loveliest gowns for
her first dinner at Hawkesmier, a confection of azure poult-de-soie
and Mechlin lace. Everything had to be perfect, from the simple
pearl necklace with its pearl-and-diamond drop to the combs in her
hair—even her selection of perfume.

There was a knock at the door and Maud
answered it, admitting a tall, angular woman with graying hair that
had once been flaming red. At her waist dangled a large key chain
from which hung at least fifty different keys of all shapes and
sizes. “Ah am Mrs. MacGregor, ma lady, th’ heed hoosekeeper,” she
said, introducing herself with a Scottish brogue. “Are ye
ready?”

Taking a deep breath, Miranda tried to smile.
“In a moment.”

“Nervoos?”

“Somewhat,” she replied reluctantly, her
hands suddenly moist despite her efforts to keep them dry.

“The laird will protect ye frae his clan,
Lass. Remember that. Ah hae been haur since th’ laird was a wee
bairn, an’ he is master noo,” Mrs. MacGregor assured her with a
quick nod and a firm set to her mouth. Then she stepped from the
room, closing the door behind her.

 





Chapter 2

 


 


With encouragement from Maud, Miranda made
her way down the hall, wondering again if it had been wise to
listen to Aunt Shefford’s counsel, to marry solely for material
reasons. She made her way down slowly, gazing at the well-lit
paintings and decorations.

At the bottom of the stairs stood a footman
who quietly directed her to the room where the family was
assembling before dinner. He politely opened the doors, and she was
thrust into the warmth of the Peacock Drawing Room, feeling like a
plump deer in a ravenous lion’s den.

Blocking her view of the others, Lord Hawk,
in pearl-gray trousers and black coat, stood closest to the door,
as if waiting for her. Everything about him touched her—the way he
walked and carried himself, his confidence and self-assurance, the
way he looked at her. God forgive her, but her heart would always
be his for the asking, whatever he chose to do with it.

“Good evening, Madam. I trust you rested
well?”

“Yes, thank you,” she replied formally,
taking his arm. There was a newcomer among them she did not
recognize, and Lord Hawk introduced him as the house steward, Mr.
Sebastian Brightmore. Though not as tall as her husband, he was
slim, with a full, neatly trimmed beard, dark hair, and eyes, his
clothing well-tailored and suitable for his high rank of employ
within Lord Hawk’s household. He was some years older than Lord
Hawk, and she wondered if he had been in the employ of the old earl
before his death.

“A pleasure, my lady,” he greeted amiably
with a bow. “I apologize for my absence when you arrived.
Regretfully, I was engaged elsewhere.”

“Mr. Brightmore has been with the family
nearly fifteen years,” Hawk explained and led his wife to the chair
beside the sofa, where she sat, back rigid, waiting.

“My sister wrote that you were her
companion,” Aunt Markham began bluntly, fanning herself with a fan
as black as the mourning garments she wore. “Pray, tell us about
your life prior.”

Markham leaned toward his mother. “We
promised not to overwhelm the countess with questions this
evening.”

“No,” Miranda said with a half smile, “I am
as curious about all of you as you are about me.” Under their
intense gaze, she answered the probing question, remembering that
they viewed her as an intruder, the woman who stole Lord Hawk away
from Miss Woodruffe. “My parents were acquainted with Lady
Shefford, and she took me in after they died.”

“Good evening,” Georgia greeted happily, as
she entered the room. “I have just come from town myself to wed my
dear Mr. Woodruffe,” she said in a syrupy voice as she fondled the
diamond necklace at her throat. “Perhaps we have mutual friends, my
lady.” She smiled sweetly, a dangerous smile that Miranda
recognized—a hunter seeking prey.

“That’s always possible,” Miranda conceded
vaguely, the scent of a long battle in her nostrils.

“Do you, perchance, know a Miss Robinson?”
she inquired, her voice deceptively innocent.

“No one of recent acquaintance. It is a
common name, after all,” Miranda replied smoothly.

“Indeed, but she was an unforgettable
woman.”

“When you came today, Nephew,” Aunt Markham
addressed Hawk, “you failed to mention when my sister’s will is to
be read.”

Hawk gazed at her a moment, knowing his
answer would not be what they wanted to hear. “It was read shortly
after I arrived in town,” he told her.

Aunt Markham was aghast. “How—why—why were we
not informed?”

“All who were mentioned in Grandmother’s will
were at the reading.”

“Then . . .” she began and realized what he
meant, “she left me nothing? Her only sister?” She raised a
handkerchief to dab at her eyes.

“Mother,” Markham soothed, “did you think
that she would after all that passed between you?”

“And what about her?” Miss Woodruffe
demanded, having heard the conversation as she entered the room.
“Did Aunt Shefford leave her to you as well, my lord?”

“Isabel!” Lady Markham gasped, horrified.

“That’s quite enough!” Markham snapped.

Hawk bristled at the question, but knew the
wisdom of remaining silent. One could protest overmuch and thereby
raise suspicions. He glanced at his wife, seeing her subtle
embarrassment by the manner in which she looked away and twisted
her wedding band.

Miranda felt sudden warmth rise in her
cheeks. How long would it be before the truth was exposed—that Lord
Hawk had married her because of the will—and for no other
reason?

Miss Woodruffe sat politely beside her
mother, folding her hands in her lap, a sullen expression marring
her pretty face. The remainder of the family found their way to the
drawing room, where those who desired could enjoy a drink before
dinner.

“While you were away, Brother,” Geneva spoke
up brightly, hoping to alleviate some of the tension hanging in the
room, “we received a letter from Aunt Burnleah. She and our cousin
are coming home.”

Excitement at the news buzzed around the
room, and Miranda felt a strange unease. It was real . . . all of
it was real. They were her family, and in a short time, she would
be reunited with her grandmother. All her life she had wished for a
family—here they were, hers for the rest of her life. She prayed
that when the time came, they would accept her.

“It’s hard to believe that they have been
away for four years,” Geneva told them. “We should have a party to
welcome them.”

“An excellent idea,” Hawk agreed with a nod.
“I, too, have decided to host a ball in two weeks to introduce my
bride to our friends and acquaintances.”

Never straying far from the liquor cabinet,
Woodruffe gulped down his drink and turned to pour another. “I am
quite sure your friends will find the countess as enchanting as we
do.” He inclined his head toward the countess.

Thornton announced dinner, and Miranda found
herself in the Lancaster Dining Room. Elements of medieval
influence could be seen in the architecture and furnishings, the
long table and chairs made of meticulously carved and highly
polished oak. Low burning fires in the twin fireplaces gently
warmed the large room. She fingered the fine linen tablecloth and
admired the flower arrangements and tall silver candelabras placed
down the center of the table.

As they sat, Thornton took his place behind
Lord Hawk, and a footman named Lynch stood behind Miranda. Hawk
murmured to Thornton and service began.

Thornton brought out the first dish, a lovely
barley soup, and lifted the lid, presenting it to Lord Hawk.
Several kitchen maids, impeccably dressed in black with snowy-white
aprons, set each uncovered dish upon the table until all had been
placed. They then retreated from the dining room with the exception
of Lynch, who stood vigilant at the sideboard with several bottles
of wine, ever ready to refill an empty glass.

“How are the repairs progressing, Markham?”
Hawk asked, inquiring after the work being done to restore
Worcaster House.

“Slowly,” Markham replied. “We had numerous
days of rain while you were away. The architect assures me,
however, that the repairs will be completed on time.”

“The damage was not so great that it should
take so long,” Aunt Markham reflected. “The work could have been
completed by now.”

“They’re doing their best, Mother,” Woodruffe
said, pacifying her with his carefree demeanor. “Before you know
it, we’ll return home and it will be as if we never left.”

“I pray ’tis soon,” she said on a sigh. “We
have infringed upon my nephew’s mercy long enough.”

“Not at all,” Hawk responded kindly. “It’s
important for family to be of assistance when needed.”

“Did you enjoy living in town, my lady?”
Woodruffe asked Miranda, changing the subject.

“Very much, though I imagine living in the
country has its advantages.”

“Some, but not nearly enough,” he remarked,
finishing his wine. He motioned to the footman who promptly
refilled his glass. “One can always leave unpleasantries behind in
that large city.”

“Please, my dear,” Georgia cooed sweetly,
tugging playfully on Woodruffe’s coat sleeve. “One should never
suggest a lady has anything to hide—do you, my lady?” she asked,
her lips twisting into a sly smile.

“Certainly not,” Miranda said, smiling though
she was tied in knots. What game was Georgia playing?

“Have you not yet learned, Lady Hanley,”
Markham asked irritably, “that your betrothed is without social
graces—by choice?”

Smiling, Woodruffe shrugged. “I live as I
choose; good wine and good food among the finest ladies in all of
England.” His daring gaze caught Miranda’s, and she looked
away.

“My dear,” Lady Markham implored softly,
placing her hand on her husband’s arm.

Miss Woodruffe dropped her fork with a clank
against the plate. “Can we not enjoy our dinner without the two of
you disagreeing about one thing or another?”

Turning to his sister, Woodruffe smiled as
one innocent of all wickedness. “What ails you, I wonder? Are you
thinking it should be you at the end of the table?”

Miss Woodruffe sat back sullenly. “I might
have been.”

Hawk had heard enough bickering for one
evening, especially since it was his wife’s first dinner at
Hawkesmier. He was well versed in handling difficulties with his
family, but this was new to his bride. How would she react to it?
He laid aside his napkin and silverware, sighing heavily as he
gazed upon those seated at his table, and waited for the voices to
go silent.

“These issues were discussed at length this
afternoon and should have been settled without another word
required,” he rebuked, “in light of the fact that a much beloved
member of our family has recently passed. But I now see that I must
repeat myself. What might have been in thought or deed is finished
and will not be mentioned again. The countess is my right and
lawful wife, and she will be accorded the respect due her. If any
of you disapprove my decision, seek me out privately. And if it is
impossible to hold your tongue, you may cast about for alternative
accommodations until the repairs at Worcaster House are
completed.”

There was a lengthy silence as they finished
the first course, their conversation markedly quiet and sedate. At
the completion of the first course, Lynch motioned for the plates
and serving dishes to be swept away quickly, making way for the
second course—steamed salmon with dilled mustard sauce and
vegetables. After Lynch poured a select wine paired with the
salmon, the conversation turned to more pleasant topics.

After a third course of roast squab, boiled
new potatoes, and a lightly sautéed mixture of green vegetables,
the table was once more cleared and two different desserts
offered—a lemon cake with custard sauce and a Swiss cream made all
the more decadent by its use of sponge cake and sherry. Miranda
could not choose between the two and ate a small sample of each,
much to her delight.

Afterward, the men retired to the library for
cigars and port while the ladies made conversation in the music
room, where a beautiful harp and Broadwood grand piano sat in
places of prominence. Within an hour, the gentlemen joined them.
Miranda gazed longingly at the harp, but kept her silence since she
wished to hear Geneva play. The notes she coaxed from the piano
were clear and bright as she played several selections, her fingers
gliding without effort over the ivory keys.

“She has such a gift for music,” Lady Markham
remarked to Miranda, who sat beside her on the sofa.

“She plays beautifully,” Miranda readily
agreed.

“You must play for us as well,” Aunt Markham
said to the new countess. “Surely my sister saw to it that you had
a proper teacher.”

“I am loath to disappoint, my lady, but I
never learned to play.”

Geneva smiled and glanced at her brother
before leaning toward Miranda from her place on the piano bench.
“It’s a shame you don’t play the harp. My mother was quite
proficient, and we often played duets.”

Aunt Markham nodded thoughtfully as Geneva
turned once more to play a minuet by Mozart. “Her mother had
fingers that were nimble indeed, and it became my nephew’s favorite
instrument above that of even the finest piano.”

“Your talents must lie in other areas,”
Analise said. She smiled, her eyes warm, taking several stitches in
her needlework.

“There was much to learn,” Miranda confided,
understanding now why, when she had shown interest, Aunt Shefford
encouraged her in her desire to play the harp. She had been
carefully groomed in every way to become Lord Hawk’s wife—his . . .
and his alone. Aunt Shefford would not have suffered her marriage
to anyone but her beloved grandson.

Analise set her work in her lap, resting her
eyes. “We were planning to go to town this year, but with the fire
. . .” she sighed. “It has been more than six years since I’ve had
the pleasure of a season in London. Perhaps next year.” She
returned to her needlework, snipping an ending thread with her
scissors. “Was last year’s season as exciting as those I
remember?”

“Very, though some would say it was not as
thrilling as the occasion of Princess Victoria’s wedding in
January.”

Aunt Markham’s eyes widened. “Was my sister
invited?”

“No,” Miranda said, remembering the sound of
church bells on that cold January morning from the warmth of Aunt
Shefford’s bedroom. “Had she been invited, she was too ill to
attend. We had to be content with newspaper accounts.”

At the conclusion of Geneva’s recital,
everyone applauded, and she walked toward the sofa, sitting in a
chair beside it.

“Do you play often?” Miranda asked.

“I haven’t played for the family in several
weeks, although I often play for myself.”

Analise began to gather up her needlework.
“If you will excuse me, I shall retire. Good night.”

After Lady Markham’s departure, Geneva moved
to the sofa and sat next to Miranda. “Now that you are here,
perhaps my brother will have a taste of happiness,” she said,
squeezing Miranda’s hand gently.

“Have I that ability?”

“I am certain of it.”

“Nothing may change simply because I’m his
wife,” Miranda said.

Geneva laughed softly. “But it already has.
The ball he wants to give is his idea.” At Miranda’s
confused expression, she explained. “Norah had to beg for every
party, and my brother was always a reluctant participant. No one
had to coax or cajole this time. He wants to give the ball
in your honor.”

Miranda was not easily convinced as she
looked for an ulterior motive in his sudden generosity. “It
is strange.” She glanced around and saw everyone standing,
as if preparing to leave the room, and rose to wish them good
night.

Hawk was moving toward them, his stride
fluid. “Everyone is retiring,” he said to his sister, “and I would
have a word with my wife.”

“Of course.” She looked at Miranda. “Will you
go riding with me after breakfast?”

“I would enjoy that, thank you.”

Rising, Geneva kissed her brother on the
cheek and bade them both good night.

Mr. Brightmore wished Lord Hawk a good
evening, promising an early start the following day, and bowed
politely to Miranda.

They were alone at last, and Miranda stared
at her hands, hoping her husband was not displeased with her for
some reason. “You wish to speak with me?” she asked, hoping his
mood was still pleasant.

He did not answer immediately, as if
carefully pondering what to say and how to start. “There is . . .
something I feel I must tell you,” he began, rubbing his chin
thoughtfully, “something I prefer you not hear from anyone
else.”

“My lord?”

“There are some who might try to use the
information to their own advantage. What do you know about my late
wife’s death?”

“Only what your grandmother shared with me.
She received letters, but was under no obligation to share them
with me.” Miranda looked puzzled and he bade her sit with him on
the sofa.

“There were things I never shared with her.
The night my wife died, I killed a man.” At her silence, he
continued. “My wife intended to run away with him, but not before
sending him to murder me.”

“And you defended yourself,” she murmured.
“Why did you wait until now to reveal it?”

“Would it have made a difference in your
decision to wed me?”

Miranda slid to the edge of the sofa,
preparing to rise. “We will never know.”

Hawk nodded thoughtfully, absorbing her
answer. He rose and walked toward the fireplace, hesitating for a
moment before turning back to her. “Now that you’re in my home, the
time has come for us to become truly married,” he said at length.
“There is little point in putting off the inevitable.”

Miranda was speechless. He had promised to
wait until she was more comfortable. He had promised. “I . . . I
need more time,” came her unsteady reply, her heart pounding in her
chest.

“If we wait much longer—”

Miranda rose, speaking carefully. “We run the
risk of having a child too late,” she finished for him, clenching
her hands. “Yet you made a promise . . .”

“I know what I promised, Madam!” he snapped,
drawing up short. He took a deep breath, moving toward her, his
voice low. “I also remember promising not to put you out into the
street. A show of gratitude for what you have gained as my wife is
not beyond reasonable.”

Miranda stared into eyes gone dark. “You have
given me nothing compared to what you plan to take,” she declared,
scalding him. “You expect gratitude for your charity while you put
a child in me. Who will protect me from you when you come to snatch
that child from my arms and set me out on the road beyond the
gate?”

Hawk caught her in his arms and pulled her
toward him the same instant his mouth closed over hers. A sudden,
deep growling startled Miranda, and he released her so quickly she
stumbled back, nearly losing her balance.

Whirling around, she saw a huge beast of a
dog with tawny eyes advancing on them, the fur on his back raised
in alarm. Hawk put his hand out toward her, but the dog growled
again, baring teeth. In a flash, the beast lunged forward, moving
between his master and a woman whose scent was foreign.

“Sit, Shadow!” Hawk commanded as his wife
backed away, an expression of horror on her face. “Madam, wait!” he
called, but she fled the room, leaving him to contend with the
vicious snarling and snapping of teeth.

 





Chapter 3

 


 


When morning came, Miranda wakened from her
night’s sleep groggy and miserable, her eyes puffy. Pushing back
the covers, she slid to the floor and drew on her robe, crossing to
the window to pull aside the drape. Outside the sun was shining,
and she sighed, despising the light of day that refused to warm
her. There had been no warmth in that light since Aunt Shefford’s
death—and before that, at the hunting lodge, when James had soothed
her fears and revealed to her for the first time the beauty of
life.

Now she was wed to a man love had cursed, a
man so twisted in pain and anger that he would inflict it upon any
woman who was his wife. What madness had she raced into headlong? A
family fraught with difficulties and a wild beast with fangs and
yellow eyes.

She had run to her bedchamber and lain in her
bed, shivering and cold, half expecting him to break his promise
and come to her anyway, but there was nothing but quiet. The tears
came, squeezing from her eyes as she rolled into the pillow. Relief
should have been hers that anger had not driven him to her bed, but
all she could feel was sadness.

Life no longer held any beauty for the Earl
of Hawk and he would leave her wrapped in a cold, aching
loneliness. He saw duty and responsibility, his heart shrouded in
darkness. This man was not James, who had laughed and smiled. This
man was a stranger . . .

Sounds of movement from her husband’s room
caught her ear as he and his valet began preparations for the day.
Their light conversation mocked the long torment of her night, and
she winced, turning away sharply to sit in the chair at the
dressing table.

There was a discreet knock, and Maud slipped
in, surprised to see Miranda up. “Mrs. MacGregor gave me a key to
your door. Do you wish to bathe before breakfast?” she asked,
disappearing into the dressing room.

With a leaden heart, Miranda prepared for her
day, declining the offer of a bath and instructing Maud to lay out
her new riding outfit, a plaid skirt of hunter green and red,
sprinkled with hues of yellow and blue, and a smart, dark green
velvet jacket fastened with gold buttons.

“You’re quiet this morning,” Maud remarked as
she helped her dress.

“I slept poorly.”

Maud nodded. “It was your first night in a
new place.”

“Perhaps.” She said nothing about her heated
exchange with Lord Hawk or her encounter with a snarling beast,
knowing she could not always go running to Maud every time
something upset her.

Carrying her hat and gloves, she went
downstairs and was directed to the breakfast room, meeting no one
in the hall or on the stairs. Geneva, Lady Markham, and Mr.
Woodruffe were already seated at the table when she entered, and a
servant stepped forward to serve her.

“You must be going riding,” Woodruffe
observed, chewing a chunk of sausage as he cut a bite of ham.

“We are,” Geneva replied tersely, her body
going rigid at the sound of his voice.

“You think too much about horses, Cousin,” he
prodded, his dark eyes glowing with mischief. “You should find
yourself a rich husband.”

“Please, Woodruffe,” Analise said with a
weary sigh, “It is much too early in the day for this.”

Woodruffe laughed, wiping his mouth with a
napkin. “Why do you defend her? She has played you for a fool for
years.”

The path of the fork to Geneva’s mouth
stopped, her expression one of mortification, and Miranda saw her
bow her head, placing the spoon on her plate, saying nothing.

“I refuse to listen to such nonsense,”
Analise said indignantly, rising from the table.

“Ask her why she has never wed, why she has
refused all offers of marriage.” His voice dripped venom.
“Ask her!”

Geneva’s head lifted and Miranda saw tears
shimmering in her eyes, her chin quivering. She quickly placed her
hand on Geneva’s arm as she and Lady Markham exchanged glances.
This had gone too far. If Lord Hawk were here, he would not allow
Mr. Woodruffe to speak with disrespect to either lady. With a
hardened jaw, she rose to her feet. “You will hold your tongue,
sir!”

Woodruffe smiled. “Well, well,” he chuckled
in surprise, “the beautiful new countess has a temper.”

Repulsed by the smug expression on his face,
Miranda glared at him. “It would behoove you to remember your
manners, or the matter will be referred to my husband.”

“What is going on here?” a voice asked with
quiet displeasure. All eyes turned toward the door as silence
descended. Hawk stood in the doorway, his face hard as stone.

“We were merely talking, Cousin,” Woodruffe
replied, laughing nervously, the smirking expression wiped from his
face.

But the embarrassment on Analise’s face and
the tears of shame in Geneva’s eyes belied the laughter. Miranda
was outraged, her eyes stormy as she gazed at her husband,
imploring on his sister’s behalf.

“You would do well to listen to my wife,
Cousin,” Hawk warned him, his voice level and hard. “She has
the power to cause you much trouble, and I won’t prevent it should
she choose to do so.”

Then he looked at Miranda. “Madam, before you
and my sister go riding, I would have a word with you—in my
study.”

His footsteps retreated, and Miranda sighed
deeply. She wanted to say something encouraging, but what was there
to say? Geneva made a cautious exit, and Analise sank to her chair,
bereft of strength.

Her appetite gone, Miranda left the remains
of her breakfast untouched, and with Thornton’s assistance, located
her husband’s study. Hesitating, she summoned a hidden strength for
what might come next, since his frame of mind was unknown to her.
Turning the handle, she swung the door wide and stepped inside the
spacious room, interrupting Lord Hawk and Mr. Brightmore.

“Oh . . . excuse me,” she apologized, drawing
back. “Should I wait outside?”

Hawk sat behind his desk, reading a paper
that Mr. Brightmore had placed before him and motioned for her to
come in. “I will be but a moment,” he said without looking up. He
signed the document and passed the paper to Mr. Brightmore.

While her husband and Mr. Brightmore spoke
quietly, Miranda gazed about the room. On the wood floor was a
plush Oriental rug; the walls were covered with thick oak planks.
Ribbed arches lifted the ceiling upward to a point, a Gothic
feature, and between the arches, the ceiling was painted. The
massive desk was situated in front of the arched windows, allowing
daylight through the tiny, diamond-shaped panes. There was a settee
upholstered in rich velvet and two leather chairs nearby, but at
the opposite end sat an ornately carved settle bench beside a door.
It was distinctly a man’s room with tall shelves of books and
numerous paintings and sculptures, the hint of cigar in the
air.

“You have an appointment at eleven o’clock
this morning with Mr. Farnham, my lord.”

“Thank you. Is there anything else?”

“About Lady Shefford’s estate in Hampshire. I
have been reading through the papers you left on my desk.”

“Yes?”

“A most interesting arrangement. Do you
intend for your wife to provide the necessary funds to run the
estate?”

“You must ask her.”

Mr. Brightmore frowned slightly, and looked
at Lady Hawk. “Is it your desire to give the rents to Lord
Hawk?”

“Yes . . . for now.”

One of Hawk’s eyebrows lifted. “Mr.
Brightmore, please close the door as you leave.”

“Of course, my lord . . . my lady,” he said
and bowed slightly, retreating from the room through the door at
the opposite end, the closing of it making no sound.

“I should have knocked before entering,”
Miranda apologized, watching for any sign that her husband might be
displeased. As she spoke, there was a movement behind the desk, and
the huge beast came around, eyeing her. He was as black as his name
with tawny eyes, thick fur, and a wet nose.

“Don’t be afraid,” Hawk said quickly, moving
toward her with ease. “What happened last night—”

The beast started forward and Miranda stepped
back, remembering the vicious snarling and bared teeth. But there
was no threat, no danger as he came to her slowly, ears and head
down, to nudge her hand with his nose—tail wagging, silently
begging her to pet him. Her heart softened and she could not resist
the entreaty, stroking her fingers through his plenteous, coarse
fur.

Puzzled, Hawk shook his head as the dog
leaned into his wife, relishing the attention he was receiving. “He
never allows another hand but mine to touch him,” he murmured
thoughtfully. “Shadow merely tolerates everyone else. I was quite
taken by surprise last night when I realized that he was snarling
at me . . . not you.”

Miranda shot him a glance. “Then, why—”

He frowned. “I am unsure.” Sitting back
against the edge of the desk, he shook his head again. “I never
thought he would take to any woman.”

“I would prefer he like me, my lord. His name
is Shadow?”

“I thought it appropriate since he always hid
in the shadows when he first came. He was half-starved and sick,
but he eventually took food from my hand and grew strong again. To
this day, he has mistrusted everyone but me—us, rather.” He watched
as Shadow leaned against his wife, allowing her to run her hand
along his side.

“What sort of dog is he?”

“Odd as it sounds, I see some wolf in
him.”

There was a startled expression on her face,
and she pulled back her hand. “Is that not dangerous?”

“Not in the two years since he arrived.
Please . . . sit.”

Miranda made her way to one of the chairs
near the desk, the wolf dog following her. After she sat, he lay
down beside her, his head resting on his paws.

Hawk sat against the edge of his desk. “Is it
your intention to refuse me Langleath Hall’s rents at some point in
the future?”

“Not intentionally,” she replied, “but in a
year, when I leave, Langleath Hall will become mine in its
entirety—including the rents.”

His brow pushed into a frown. “Yes, of
course.” An uneasy silence fell for a moment, the only sound the
ticking of the mantel clock.

Finally, Hawk stood away from the desk.
“Before you go riding, I have asked the entire house staff to
assemble before the Great Staircase so that they might be
introduced to you properly. That said, I will be brief. I have
something to give you,” Hawk told her, reaching behind him to pick
up a small box. “This has been in my family for many generations,
and is part of the set my father presented to my mother on the day
of their marriage.”

Lifting the lid, he offered the box to his
wife. “I will have the jeweler adjust it if it doesn’t fit.”

With uncertain fingers, Miranda took the box
and saw a ring inside—a large, round, rose-cut diamond surrounded
by smaller diamonds in a band of gold.

“There is no reason for me to have this,” she
told him, closing the box and placing it on the desk.

“It will be expected. No one must suspect
this marriage is anything less than genuine.”

Chagrined, Miranda took back the box. “I see.
It’s merely part of the deception.” Pulling the ring from its
secure place, she slipped it on her finger beside the wedding band,
turning it so the stones caught the light. With sad eyes, she
stared at the twinkling stones. No loving words accompanied the
ring, no kiss on her hand or plans for the life ahead of them. It
was purely cold and formal . . .

He moved away from the desk. “There are
several things I wish to tell you. First, I am arranging for you to
receive a monthly stipend that you may use at your discretion. You
will also need to meet with Mrs. MacGregor and Monsieur Fontain to
discuss preparations for the ball. Geneva will assist you with the
running of the household until you feel comfortable, and Mr.
Brightmore is generally available to answer any questions.”

“Why are you accommodating me? I won’t be
here long enough for my efforts to be of any lasting importance. As
such, would it not be a far better use of your time and assets to
keep me from having a direct influence on your family or servants?”
Her throat tight, Miranda stood, edging toward the door, wanting to
escape.

“Madam.”

The sound of his polite address stopped her,
and her breath was a sigh as she felt him approach, the hair on her
nape prickling. His hands slid gently over her shoulders and she
stiffened before willing herself to relax. He was near, so very
close, and her eyes closed momentarily at the warmth of his
touch.

Hawk felt her body stiffen. She smelled
faintly of roses and woods, a delicate scent that was part of her
just as light was part of day. “To keep the trust of those around
me, I must accommodate you, as you say.”

She nodded and he inched closer, his breath
feathering across her neck. “I regret having to tell you about the
night my wife died.”

“It was best I hear it from you.”

“If you thought ill of me before, you surely
now believe you have wed a brute.”

“You did what had to be done.” Shivering,
Miranda could not suppress the desire that surged through her body,
her very bones melting in his hands as she turned toward him.

“I count it worthwhile if it means tasting
your sweetness,” he whispered, and bending his head, his lips
brushed her neck, moving sensuously upward to tenderly nudge the
lobe of her ear. “I will be a gentle lover.”

Miranda moaned softly, biting her lip as
sweet rapture danced over her skin. His hands caressed her arms,
moving to rest on her waist, gently turning her, pulling her slowly
into his arms. There was but a breath of an instant before he
kissed her closed eyes, tenderly caressing her face, exploring her
lips. There was no fighting the emotions that threatened to consume
her; her arms slid up to his shoulders as her knees weakened.

His lips teased her mouth, tasting the
fringes of her honeyed warmth. She molded perfectly to him as he
drew her fire, blending it with his own. Hawk lifted his head
slowly, hesitating, savoring. He felt her soft exhale as her lips
brushed against his cheek, her fingers splayed across the side of
his face. This had been his hope—that she would be warm and alive
in his arms, trading passion for passion.

With great effort, Hawk put her from him,
holding the moment close. “The staff awaits your pleasure,
Madam.”

They left the study and went to the Great
Staircase, where the servants had assembled as requested, Mrs.
MacGregor fussing over them with last minute instructions. She
smiled as they approached and stood aside.

“Is everyone present?” Hawk asked.

“All but Monsieur Fontain an’ one ay th’
scullery maids.”

Hawk nodded and gazed out over the gathering,
speaking loud enough to be heard by all. “Most of you have been
here for some time . . . years, even. Others had family who were in
our employ when you were but children, and you chose to remain with
us. I’m grateful for your continued loyalty and hard work on behalf
of my family. As you know, I married in London last week, and my
bride stands before you today. I am confident you will find her a
fair and gracious mistress.”

There was a silence, and Miranda smiled. “I
should like an introduction to each.”

Mrs. MacGregor stepped forward. “Ay coorse,
mah lady.”

“That won’t be necessary,” she said, staying
the housekeeper’s motion. “I will speak to each myself,” she
amended.

“Aye, mah lady,” Mrs. MacGregor murmured and
watched as Miranda walked to the foot of the staircase, calling the
first servant to stand before her.

For the next few minutes, the new Lady Hawk
spoke briefly to the servants, asking their names, their positions,
and how long they had been in Lord Hawk’s employ. Her smile was
genuine and warm, as was her interest. From the lowest scullery
maid to Thornton himself, she spoke to each.

All the servants were clean and properly
attired for their respective duties, but she was well aware that
they would have been instructed to wear their best uniforms in
order to appear before the new mistress. Later, she would quietly
observe them during the course of their work to determine their
needs.

Geneva entered, prepared for riding, and
found the mistress of the house speaking to the servants. In
appreciative silence, she stood beside her brother for the near
hour it took Miranda to have a dialogue with each of the household
servants—forty-five in all.

As the last servant disappeared through the
doorway, Miranda went to her husband. “Thank you for gathering
everyone.”

“They were well pleased to meet you,” he
said. “I believe you and my sister are going riding.”

“Yes,” she replied and looked at Geneva, who
was calm and composed, though there were telltale signs of tears
around her eyes.

Geneva smiled at Miranda, an indication she
was in better spirits. “Are you ready?”

“Almost.” She put on her hat and gloves, and
walked out into the sunshine.

The sky was clear blue, a gentle breeze
rustling the leaves on the trees, the smell of spring intoxicating.
She breathed deeply the sweet, clean air, not missing the city in
any way.

The grooms were leading their horses toward
them as they walked down the steps—Miranda’s Merry Miss and
Geneva’s horse, a white mare she charmingly named Dolly. Something
brushed against her, and she looked down to see Shadow standing
beside her, patiently quiet. She reached over to pat him on the
head.

Geneva smiled. “It must be a good omen if
Shadow tolerates your touch.”

“I cannot think why he decided to trust
me.”

“I have often wondered why my brother chose
to keep him when there are other breeds of dogs better suited for
companionship. Norah pestered him relentlessly to get rid of the
beast, especially after he nipped her.” She laughed softly. “To
this day, I’m still grateful that someone—even a dog, had the last
word with her.”

“Perhaps there’s a streak of wildness in my
husband as well,” Miranda said charitably, intending the remark to
go unnoticed, but her new sister looked at her in amazement, a
knowing smile on her lips.

“You understand him.”

“He is an enigma,” Miranda disagreed with a
half smile.

The grooms arrived with the horses and soon
they were riding away to the south, along a well-used path. Miranda
gave Merry Miss her head, allowing her to run free. It had been too
long since the last time, too long since she felt the wind in her
face. Out here, in the warm sunshine, she could forget the
seemingly insurmountable difficulties facing her.

When they finally slowed the horses to a
walk, Geneva gazed at Miranda. “I must apologize for what occurred
at breakfast.”

“Mr. Woodruffe had no right to say what he
did. He—”

“I do love Markham,” Geneva
interrupted, her eyes full of pain. “I always have.”

Miranda remembered their conversation in
London about unrequited love. “When you came to town you told me
about a man you loved when you were young. That was . . . ?”

Geneva nodded, gazing down at the reins
clenched in her hands. “I was naïve—too young to wed. Aunt Markham
pushed him into marriage with Analise. Being the only daughter of
Viscount Ware, she came with a substantial dowry.”

Miranda knew firsthand how that felt. “Enough
to replenish the family coffer.”

“I asked him if there was any way for him to
wait, but . . . time was pressing. He called it family duty. My
only wish now is to be able to confess my love for him dead.”

“They have no children?”

“They did,” Geneva whispered.
“Kit—Christopher. He died when he was fourteen months old—such a
beautiful little boy with big blue eyes and a mop of blond curls.
Analise was so distraught that she lost her unborn baby. Since
then, she loses each baby in the early months.”

“It must be difficult for them.”

“If Markham fails to produce an heir, then
Woodruffe will eventually inherit their father’s estate—him or any
son of his. He would squander it in no time.”

They rode on in silence. Gradually, Miranda
was beginning to understand the various reasons for the
undercurrents of emotion running through the family.

“My brother would surely scold me for heaping
all this upon you,” Geneva apologized.

“You haven’t told me anything that is not
common knowledge in the family.”

Geneva sighed. “Even so, he would want you to
become a part of the family slowly, not be simply tossed in.”

“When I wed your brother, I vowed to take the
bad with the good,” Miranda reminded her.

Geneva’s voice was laced with discouragement.
“More bad than good it seems since my mother died.”

Miranda tried to remain sanguine. “Things
have a strange way of turning around if we let them.”

“I hope so.” With a fresh smile and a change
of thoughts, Geneva looked at Miranda. “Would you allow me to show
you Hawkesmier when we return?”

“I would enjoy that. I’m beginning to believe
I need a map. The footmen will grow weary of showing me where
everything is located.”

Geneva laughed, leading her to the top of a
small rise. “Look—this is my favorite view of Hawkesmier.”

The morning sunlight shone on Hawkesmier,
making it gleam like gold, and its reflection on the lake took her
breath away. From their vantage point, she could see the entire
breadth of the castle, from the Norman architecture to the later
Tudor additions and the subsequent Commonwealth and Georgian
influences.

“It’s breathtaking,” she whispered in awe. It
was just as the castles in her dreams had been. “I never dared hope
. . .” As she gazed with wonder over the landscape, she saw
something just above the tree line beyond the lake. “What is that .
. . over there?” she asked, pointing.

“My great-grandfather’s folly.”

Miranda recalled a discussion with Aunt
Shefford about follies and their apparent lack of purpose beyond
the pleasure of those who had them built. And then the reason for
the discussion came to her. “He built it to honor his parents, but
his wife died before it was completed, and so it became a memorial
to her as well,” she murmured, gleaning yet another clue to the
depth of her aunt’s preparations for her marriage to Lord Hawk.

Puzzled, Geneva looked at her. “That’s right!
How do you know that?”

“Aunt Shefford told me.” The ache in
Miranda’s heart grew, and she sighed. “I miss her.”

 

 



Chapter 4

 


 


They turned for home, and once at the stable
yard, the grooms took the horses. They chose to walk through the
lovely terraced gardens, and Miranda caught glimpses of pools of
water, statues and benches, trellises and arbors, manicured hedges
and topiaries. There seemed to be an abundance of butterflies and
birds, with bees flying from bloom to bloom of the early spring
flowers. What delight she would have exploring it all!

Upon arriving at the hall, they changed from
their riding habits, and Geneva took Miranda to one of her favorite
places in the old castle section—the barbican. They crossed the
bridge beyond the gate tower, but not before stopping to look up at
the heavy portcullis at either end and the massive winch that
raised and lowered them.

“Do they still work?”

Geneva nodded as they walked out to the
roadway to stand above the moat. “They’re raised and lowered
regularly to keep everything in good working order. The river once
encircled the lower ward and motte as a moat, but only the front
part remains—the rest was filled in when the western additions were
added.”

The barbican was heavily fortified, with room
for numerous soldiers to rain death upon any invaders, arrow slits
in the four corner towers and room upon the rooftop to shoot arrows
down from all sides. What intrigued Miranda most were the murder
holes above the interior passage, through which defenders could
pour down boiling oil or tar, or even simpler items such as hot
sand and heavy rocks.

When they descended the steps into the cool
tunnel of the barbican, they were surprised to find Hawk walking
toward them as he crossed the bridge.

“There you are,” he greeted as he approached,
his eyes on Miranda.

“Have you come to join us?” Geneva asked.

Hawk took his sister’s hand. “With your
permission, dear Sister, I should like to escort my wife on the
tour,” he told her, then winked and smiled, “alone.” He glanced at
his wife, who seemed embarrassed and looked down.

“What would Mr. Brightmore say?” Geneva
teased.

“Mr. Brightmore has been dispatched to the
village to see Mr. Hale, who is leaving tomorrow for Glasmore
Manse. I thought I would take the opportunity to share with my wife
more about Hawkesmier.”

“Of course,” she said, turning to Miranda,
winking. “I should have thought of it myself. He knows more about
Hawkesmier than anyone I have ever known.” She left them and
Miranda looked at her husband, suddenly at a loss for words.

“If you prefer to finish the tour with
Geneva,” Hawk said, “I shall call her back.”

“No . . .” she protested lightly as he turned
to fetch Geneva. “I would enjoy seeing it with you.”

A smile played at the corner of his mouth as
he took her hand and brought it to his lips. “May I prove to be a
worthy guide. Did you finish here?”

Smiling, Miranda pointed up. “I found the
murder holes especially interesting.”

“Wonderful thing, murder holes. The
portcullis went down here, and there, trapping the enemy within.
While they were being fired upon through the arrow slits, heinous
boiling mixtures, and heavy stones were rained down from
above.”

She winced. “A gruesome way to die,” she
mused, gazing up at the now blocked off murder holes.

Hawk tucked her hand around his arm.
“Apparently, it was better to die than to be captured,” he said and
told her the story of a battle—when the moat around the castle
protected the defenders from a six-month siege by Welsh raiders.
Later, his ancestors agreed to fill in most of the moat as an act
of loyalty and humility to the king.

Crossing the River Till to the gatehouse,
they carefully climbed the narrow stairs, exploring the rooms where
soldiers once lived and worked, finally exiting into sunshine out
onto the battlement with its spectacular views. Over the forward
parapet, they peered down into the river while he explained why the
castle had been designed with a barbican.

Away to the east, the landscape undulated
with stands of trees, orchards, fields of crops, pastures, and an
assortment of ponds and lakes. To the west, they were presented
with an impressive view of the lower ward and the motte and bailey
of the middle ward with the keep centrally placed on the highest
point.

To the northwest, along a narrow road, was
the castle’s village and the tall stone tower
























































































































































































































































































cover.jpg
&3

L G uACs

I
)






