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APRIL 15, 1815

Eastpark Parsonage one mile from Pittham Hall

“I have to leave my home?” Charlotte was so startled by the words of Pelegrina Bullock, the Marchioness of Pittham, she couldn’t think to object. Not that Lady Pittham would have allowed such protests. Charlotte had never liked her late husband's benefactor, but she had not realized the woman was so heartless.

“Reverend Wold has been dead for over a week now. Which is the exact amount of time I believe you have overstayed.” With a wave of her hand, Lady Pittham dismissed Charlotte’s words. The statuesque woman’s girth pushed her aside as the lady barged into the cottage.

What little confidence Charlotte possessed vanished.

Lady Pittham’s man of business, Mr. John Trotter, trailed behind her like a little dog searching for scraps. With quill and paper, he began to catalog items within the home. Whether to ascertain an article’s value or to ensure she didn’t steal from his mistress, she didn’t know.

“Where shall I go?” She didn’t expect an answer from Lady Pittham, but the woman gave her opinion regardless.

“Your destination will be your own, but to indulge your whims, I will allow you the use of my carriage for a day. Tomorrow to be exact.” Lady Pittham stopped, her eyebrows cinching tight.

Was the woman smiling? Her face was nothing but teeth, and her nose crinkled as if she was smelling a chamber pot.

“I have to be gone by tomorrow?” Where could she possibly travel in a day?

“Yes, and Mr. Trotter is making note of the cottage items, so be certain to take only what you need.” Lady Pittham might have as well said ‘and leave the valuables here, regardless of their ownership.’

“Of course.” Charlotte resigned herself to fate. This cottage was no longer her home, and she didn’t wish to remain.

Lady Pittham released a long audible breath, breaking Charlotte’s musings. “Mr. Trotterand I will leave you to finish your packing. The carriage will be here at dawn. If you miss it, you will have to walk to Maplebury and take the mail coach.”

Once her ladyship closed the cottage door, Charlotte immediately packed in earnest. She was not one to mourn life’s circumstances. She imagined she should be sad, but she felt nothing. Her life here was over long before Robert died. Lacking the love of Maplebury village or the respect of the marchioness, what did it matter where she found her next home?

As she laid out her black wardrobe for tomorrow’s unknown destination, her stomach grumbled. She prepared some weak tea from yesterday’s soggy tea leaves and ate the last of her now-stale bread. She went back to packing when a piece of stark white paper caught her eye. Snatching the paper, she unfolded it.


My dearest Charlotte,



I’d like to say I am sorry to hear of your loss, but in truth, perhaps this is for the best. It is not as if there was any love lost between you and the departed Reverend Wold. I know you will resist and consider it charity, but I would dearly like you to come to stay at Devonhold as we celebrate James’s birthday the week of April 17th. Consider it an overdue and well-deserved holiday. You are always welcome at our estate.



Yours truly,



Amelia Fitzwilliam



Charlotte stared at the invitation.

When she first received Amelia’s following Robert’s funeral, she disregarded traveling to the Earl of Devonhold’s estate and forgot to respond as she fell into the mundane chores of her established routine. Her daily regimen was safer than moving on. Now, she held the forgotten letter like a pauper with a found coin. Would Amelia mind if she simply showed up?

Charlotte shook her head. Her childhood friend wouldn’t care if Charlotte showed up unannounced. And what choice did she have? She would go tomorrow with a plan, even if the days to follow were a mystery.

The following morning, Charlotte was promptly on the step before the sun rose. She pulled her pelisse tighter to block the chilling wind. Though winter had started to fade, the wind was a reminder that the season hadn’t quite exited.

She probably shouldn’t have bothered with the bonnet, either, as the ribbons whipped against her neck, however, if she hadn’t, she was certain her hair would’ve been a wreck.

The crunch of wheels on gravel roused her from her thoughts just as the sun peeked over the horizon. Dust curled behind the carriage as it rattled along the drive. She took a step backward, closer to the cottage to prevent dust from collecting on belongings and self.

The coach stopped short, and Charlotte stared at the antique from the last century, being pulled not by four horses but only two. The Pittham crest invisible, unless the light caught the outline just so. The door opened and Charlotte heard Mr. Trotman's supercilious voice before his foot even touched the ground. “Her Ladyship insisted I see you off and inventory the cottage following your leave.”

Unsure what to say Charlotte merely nodded. She gathered up her meager yet treasured belongings when a hand touched her shoulder.

“I can see to your items, Mrs. Wold,” the driver said.

“Thank you, Thomas,” she replied.

Mr. Trotter looked at her belongings. “I’ll have to inventory these as well.”

Charlotte stepped in front of him. “No, you will not. I will not have you opening my trunk or valise and airing my apparel in the wind for all to see.” She was determined to maintain some level of dignity.

“Her ladyship—”

“Does not own my undergarments, nor my gifts prior to my marriage. You and her ladyship may be assured I left every item acquired after my wedding in that wretched, god-forsaken cottage.” Charlotte spat on the ground next to the door. She could not leave this place soon enough.

“Reverend Wold was a man of God!” Mr. Trotter stuttered, red in the face.

“By all means then, consider his things which I’ve left behind sacred relics!” She turned and allowed Thomas to assist her into the carriage. The leather was cracked and springs were poking up between the seats. If she hadn’t already been wearing grey, her clothes would’ve turned the color of dust. She sat in the exact spot outlined by Mr. Trotter, given it was free of dust and the leather appeared intact. The carpet was worn through, and even the upper hinge on the door was misaligned. At least she was leaving this place behind her.

It was too much to hope all would go smoothly. About three hours into the uncomfortable journey the well-worn carriage broke a wheel, and Charlotte was thrown to one side as the vehicle stuttered to an ungraceful stop.

Thomas pried open the door. "Are you alright, Mrs. Wold?"

"None the worse for wear."  Even as she spoke, she was consciously aware of bruises that would form on her side. Fortunately, she was wearing a woolen habit and though she felt a catch from one of the exposed springs, that seemed to be the worst damage to her person.

"Her ladyship didn't have a spare wheel for this coach.”

Of course, she didn’t.

“I'll take one of the horses and go to the next town."

She pulled against gravity. "I will go with you." As she tried to exit the carriage, her ankle protested. “Ouch.”

"You’re injured. I’ll fetch a doctor as well.”

Gripping her ankle, she felt it and it didn’t feel broken. “I believe I can manage. I can't stay here. It's not safe."

“I thought of that." Thomas retrieved a pistol from his waist. "Do you know how to use this?"

Unlikely as it was, she did. "Yes, my brother Nigel taught me how in our youth.”

“I will leave this with you, then, and travel to the next town to see if it can be repaired.”

"How long will you be?"

"I'll take one of the horses and should return by nightfall."

Charlotte took the weapon and nodded. Truthfully it might be better if she remained with the carriage. There was no guarantee the wheel would be repaired or that there might be lodgings, not that she could afford them anyway.

Thomas closed the door and left.

Unfortunately, he did not return before the little remaining light was devoured by darkness.
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MYLES, DESPERATE TO escape the clutches of Devonhold, rode his horse, Ares, at a hard gallop . He was ready to return to France. He was done meeting debutantes and their matchmaking mamas. He was done with their disappointment in him, a second son, a soldier and worse a bastard.

Myles didn't have time for such nonsense, not with a war going on. Equality could always be found on the battlefield. Your status in life didn't matter, only your skill at weaponry, your cunning to stay alive, and your ability to defeat the enemy.

It was a moonless night, and he might have missed the dark carriage on the side of the road had it not been for the neighing of a horse as Aries passed. He reined in his horse and walked back to the carriage which was resting at an angle clearly missing one of its wheels.

He rapped on the black door. "Anyone in there?"

No answer. It was quiet. Had something happened to the passenger?  He pulled the handle back and opened the door. "Do you require assistance?"

The click of a flint-lock was a sound he recognized well.

“Go away!” a shadow answered. There wasn’t enough light to make out the feminine voice.

“Are you injured?” he asked. 

“No. Go away.” Air moved in front of him. She must be waving the pistol.

He backed away lest he accidentally be shot. “Do you know how to use that?”

“Yes. Now, leave. I am perfectly fine.”

“Are you alone?”  Who would leave a lady alone in the dark?  Where was her maid, the driver, anyone?

“None of your concern,” she said firmly.

“Seeing as you are stranded, ALONE, someone should be concerned.”

“See here, Mister...” her voice sounded tired. 

“Major,” he corrected her.

“Mister Major?”

Myles heard the confusion in her voice and was tempted to laugh, but he didn’t want to startle her into firing.

He lost and chuckled. “Major Ashton.”

“Major Ashton. I’m perfectly fine. I’m waiting for my driver to return and then I will be on my way.” She sounded so reasonable as if being stranded on the side of the road were an everyday occurrence in her world.

“Do you mind if I wait outside the carriage?”

“Why?” Her voice rose an octave. God, he wished he could see her face.

“Because it would be wrong to abandon you while your driver is absent. There could be highwaymen, you know.”

A thump on the other side of the coach sounded right before the pistol fired into the carriage roof.

“Oh no!  Major Ashton. Are you alive?” She clambered out of the lopsided coach, tumbled, and landed squarely on top of him. Her soft hands roamed his face and skull then skitted along his jacket lapels before she stopped and sat up. “I see you are unharmed.”

Myles could make out nothing but a shadowy figure with a crooked bonnet, still concealed by the night. “I am.”

She pulled up as if he were a bed of nails. Her scrambling gave an indication of curves, but nothing more.

“Good.”

He stood, dusting himself off in the process. He looked at the carriage door.

“You are not entering the carriage,” she said. He felt the flip of her clothing as she stepped in front of him.

“As you wish.” Myles stepped back, allowing her retreat into the safety of the coach.

Repeated bangs and clicks sounded as she struggled to latch the door, followed by the rumble of thunder in the distance.

Ares was getting restless, so to prevent the animal from bolting, he hitched the stallion to the carriage. It was unlikely he or the Belgian would be able to move the carriage without the wheel.

A half-hour passed before a light drizzle began, which turned into a steady rain before settling on a torrential rain.

The carriage door swung open. “You can come inside,” the feminine voice capitulated.

“I’m fine.” Myles pulled his coat tighter.

“You are not. Come in, you could catch a cold and die.” Lightning streaked across the dark sky. He caught a glimpse of her face, delicate features with red hair and porcelain skin. Her eyes were positively luminescent as she stared at him. Though it was dark, he was certainly staring back.

“If it pleases you.”

“It doesn’t, however circumstances being what they are it seems we have no choice.” Her tart voice was muffled as she retreated from the elements.

Myles stepped up into the temporary shelter.

“Stay on your side!”

“My lady, I have little choice. Gravity is working against me and you. You would be better off sitting with me than trying to cling to the opposite bench like a baby monkey.”

“Why did you call me lady?” she asked.

“My apologies. It was an assumption.”

“How so?”

“I recognized the crest outside your carriage, Lady Pittham.”

“I’m not—”

A loud crack of thunder startled the horses, and they lurched against their harnesses to no avail, the carriage held fast by its missing wheel. All the beasts managed was to launch Lady Pittham towards him. He caught her, and the scent of lavender tickled his nose.

She gasped and struggled against his hold.

He held her firm. “Calm yourself. I will not harm you. You are safe.”

A scoff was her reply.

He loosened his grip and she attempted to crawl back to her initial position.

He sighed.

Apparently, the lady gave up and settled for the other side of his bench, still inclined towards him, but less so than the opposite corner.

“Why don’t we try and get some sleep.”

“Don’t get any ideas.” She warned.

He wished he could see her face. Did she look as fiery as she sounded? “Of course not, my lady.”

***
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CHARLOTTE AWOKE TO the sound of whistling. Thomas!  She’d recognize his jaunty tune anywhere. She looked around the carriage. No sign of him. “Where is he?”

Thomas popped his head in. “Are you awake, Mrs. Wold?”

“Yes.”

“My, you did have a bit of adventure.” He was looking right at the hold in the ceiling.

She never should’ve released the handle on the pistol. They were always more sensitive after they were cocked. “The thunder startled me.” It was sort of true, there was no reason to give Thomas details.

“Sorry I didn’t get back sooner, but that storm was a gully washer. I hope you didn’t get too cold.”

“Of course not.”  How could she?  She’d lost the battle to stay on her side of the bench and awoke in the middle of the night, with the major’s arms wrapped around her. Scandalous. “Is there anyone out there with you?”

“No, mum. The wheelwright fixed it last night and I stayed in his barn. Emma Lou be happy with that, weren’t you girl. Unfortunately there were no doctor. How is your ankle?” He patted the horse and the animal whinnied as if agreeing.

She took a step out of the carriage, no pain. “I can bear weight.”

“Fine, as soon as the wheel is on, we be underway.”

“Perfect.” The Major had left. Lucky for her, he was a perfect gentleman. More importantly, she’d never see him again.
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April 18, 1816 (one year later) 

Devonhold Estate 

Major Myles Ashton sat across from his half-brother James Fitzwilliam, Earl of Devonhold, in the study. He would rather face a firing squad than sit in this supple leather chair, forced to listen to Devonhold’s latest plans for him. He drew a fortified sip of his brother’s private stock of brandy. “. . .And of course, Lady Devonhold is honoring your homecoming with a ball.”

“A ball?” Myles nearly choked on his brandy. God, he missed the war. Though he’d spent the last year behind a desk following his injury, he was not looking forward to mingling with cits who understood nothing of sacrifice.

“I am sure Amelia will keep it intimate. We only invite friends, close neighbors, and family to such gatherings.”

“So, a small crush,” muttered Myles with irritation.

“Do not be obtuse, Myles. It’s not as if you have anywhere to go with your leg being how it is.” James nodded toward the injured limb. Though his leg had fully healed, he still tended to limit his physical activity. He gripped his unnecessary cane which usually served to prevent invitations to such excursions, and offered a hidden defense.

“I should probably return to London in the event Lord Palmerston requires me.” The odds the Secretary of War would need him were low, for in the past year the council of war had not convened. The Battle of Waterloo had finally seen the end of Napoleon's tyranny, and the American Colonists had ratified the Treaty of Ghent long before Myles had been shot. For this very reason, he planned to resign his commission.

“My fastest horse will carry you to London, should he need you.” James knocked down his defenses.

“I have to meet with Errington.” His uncle had passed recently, naming him in his will.

“I believe he was on the guest list.” Mr. Heath Errington was also his brother’s solicitor. His sister-in-law, Amelia, thought nothing of mixing with the middle classes, being a former middling miss herself. Myles found her attitude refreshing.

His brother’s next question caught him off guard. “What are your plans for the estate Uncle Edgar left you? There is nothing in the wilds of Scotland. Why not stay here with Amelia and me? At least you’d be with your family.”

The idea of imposing on his brother settled wrong with Myles. He didn’t want to admit it, but he longed to escape the proximity of London, he was done working behind a desk ensuring that the troops had supplies and every penny was accounted for. He wasn’t ready to settle down. He longed to avoid this soiree, certain Amelia would send every eligible ‘miss’ in attendance his way. Though he desired a family of his own eventually, there was no rush. Besides, he had no desire to engage with debutantes. They terrified him. He wanted a woman of substance, not a girl fresh from the schoolroom. His thoughts filtered back to the woman in the carriage. She’d felt so right in his arms and he had no idea who she was. He’d met Pelegrina Bullock, the Marchioness of Pittham, at a function in London. She was most definitely not the woman from the carriage, he’d met a year ago. 

A knock on the study door interrupted his thoughts.

“Enter,” James commanded.

“My lord, Lady Devonhold demanded I remind you dinner will start promptly at eight o’clock.”

“So, it begins,” muttered Myles. It appeared he would suffer through dinner with Lady Devonhold’s debutante sisters thrown at him like cannon fire.

***
[image: ]


NEARLY AN HOUR LATER, after tea and biscuits, Charlotte caught a look in Amelia’s eye. Her friend had a plan. Lord help her.

“That is enough, girls, let’s head back to your room, and let Amelia and Charlotte talk.” Arabella, Amelia’s twin, possessing the same blond hair and blue eyes, rose and gestured for her younger siblings to follow her.

“But, Ara, we haven’t seen Charlotte in ages,” Prudence protested. She possessed the same blue eyes with spectacles and brown hair. Sadly, she was often described as plain.

“Poppycock! You’ve seen her every day this past year. Quit being dramatic.” Amelia shooed at her sisters with her hands.

“They simply want to gossip without us,” Maggie, who had stunning reddish-blonde hair and brown eyes, complained.

“Be that as it may, we will let them do so in peace.” At the doorway, Arabella placed her hands on her hips and held a stern look on her face.

Once the Kendall sisters exited the drawing room, Amelia leaned toward her on the settee they shared and patted Charlotte’s knee. “How are the girls treating you?”

Inwardly, she sighed with relief. She anticipated Amelia wanting some deep conversation about her future, but she had worried for naught. Her friend only wanted to check in on the status of her sisters.

“Prudence and Maggie are coming along very well. Prudence has a penchant for mathematics, and she is extremely gifted.”

Amelia frowned before asking. “How is her music?”

“She struggles, but lyrical tones are not where her talent lies. Her mind is a wonder, and she should embrace her knowledge.”

Amelia furrowed her brow. “To what end?”

“To better herself.”

“That is all well and good, but she needs a husband,” Amelia asserted.

They had this disagreement frequently during her stay. Amelia wanted the best for her sisters. Unfortunately, marriage meant security to Amelia. And why wouldn’t it? Amelia had married Devonhold, a man who let his wife be her own person, who protected and loved her. Charlotte had witnessed them hold hands, bend their heads close in conversation, and no less than a handful of passionate embraces when they thought no one observed. Desperate to change the subject, she blurted out, “Maggie is coming along very well.”

Amelia placed her hand on Charlotte’s skirt. “You have done well serving as a governess to them. You are welcome to stay as long as you must. After this weekend’s celebration, we will travel to London for the remainder of the Season, and you may join us there.”

“Thank you, Amelia. Hopefully, London will not be necessary. I can stay here until you return,” she said with demoralized firmness.

“Perhaps we might find you a husband,” her friend took a bite of a biscuit.

Charlotte choked on her tea. “Why would I get married? I have responsibilities to Prudence and Maggie as their governess.”

“You misunderstand me. The girls no longer need a governess. As I stated, you are welcome to stay here as long as you want, but I think a new husband is best for you.”

Charlotte set the teacup in the saucer, though she longed to throw it across the room. She didn’t want to get married. At eight-and-twenty, she was well on the shelf. She had some semblance of independence, and she didn’t want to give that up. “I could not marry after Robert.”

“Poppycock! Even I know you did not love the Reverend Wold. He was only a means to escape your parents.”

She loved Amelia dearly, yet the idea of submitting to another man was vastly disagreeable. Robert had not been abusive, like her father, but he had not been affectionate, either.

Amelia continued as if Charlotte had agreed to her entire scheme. “...And truly you would not be in this position if the Reverend Wold had provided properly for you. No, the best thing to do would be to find you a husband, unless, of course, you’d like to return to the Philpotts.”

Charlotte rubbed her cheek. Her father, Reverend Richard Philpott, had made his opinion about Robert very clear before she’d eloped with the man to Gretna Green. And while her mother had not been pleased either, she hadn’t been quite so physical. Esther Philpott held grand plans for her daughter and Charlotte’s elopement had promptly ruined years of strategy, which was unforgivable. “I do not think my returning home would be wise.”

Amelia’s blue eyes held a sheen of purpose. “Of course, my apologies for mentioning them. Let us set about finding you a proper husband. I believe I have the perfect candidate beneath this very roof.”

“Oh?” Charlotte stiffened on the settee, her fingers gripped the cup and saucer so hard, she feared the delicate porcelain might crack. She drew in a deep breath and closed her eyes.

“Yes, indeed. Devonhold’s brother, well half-brother, truth be told. A bit of a scandal there, but you being such a practical woman, it would roll off your back.” Amelia sailed on, and there was no stopping her friend once she set course.

“Of course.” Charlotte didn’t bother to argue. If Amelia didn’t want independence and safety for her sisters, what chance did she have? Besides, to say no would offend Amelia, and worse, Lord
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