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Prologue



July, 1789

The gown was extraordinary. Christina laughed deep down inside herself all the while she moved in it. How beautiful—and how very noisy—it was! Taffeta. Yard upon yard of rustling, churning taffeta, the woof and warp of different colors so that it changed and shimmered. A pale, iridescent blue that wasn’t blue but silver. Christina bounded down the terrace steps, watching it froth amongst her petticoats, delighted with the dress, the night, herself.

She laughed aloud when she recalled what she’d overheard in the powder room: “That Miss Bower is such a pretty girl. I wonder why she isn’t yet married.”

As if nineteen were the age of an old maid! No, no. Christina had missed one Season because her father had insisted on an extra year of schooling. She’d missed last Season because she’d been ill. But here she was at last. And no young lady had ever more warmly embraced the pleasures of a London social life. She felt more than happy to be where she was. She felt blessed.


Christina believed in the magnanimity of fate as only someone young and privileged can. After all, did she not bear tangible reminders—a scar by her ear, two on her shoulder—of how much fate smiled upon her? She’d survived a siege of smallpox with little damage. Even her illness had in fact worked to her advantage. It had brought a delicacy to her face, a face dominated now by hollows and cheekbones. Her deep-socketed eyes shone out like the bottoms of polished copper pots. Round, enormous, thick-lashed, her brown eyes seemed almost artificial in color: too exact a match with her light, burnished hair. Some people termed her a redhead, others a blonde. But all called her beautiful. Christina was alive in a way that made people stare. Incandescent. Like a star. And this was her firmament. She couldn’t imagine a life more heavenly than the one she led. And she had no intention of letting any gentleman make dramatic changes to it.

She had two strong reasons to support her attitude. First, there was something wrong with every gentleman she knew. Vain. Or self-conscious. Babbling. Or too quiet. It didn’t matter. She could find the particular variety of fault—put her finger on it with a kind of off-putting specificity at times—in each man. There was no one she wished to marry. Then, second, there was no need to marry: She was her father’s only heir.

Christina’s father was not terribly rich, but his money was solid. Winchell Bower was a barrister on the King’s Bench. He’d worked hard all his life and been astute in his investments. He owned a rather nice house in London, a rustic lodge on a grouse moor in Yorkshire, and a chic little flat on the Crescent in Bath. Last round, there had even been rumors of the honor’s list for him, though the King’s birthday had passed with no title forthcoming. Still, Christina could tell her father nursed hope for the future. Though, title or not, he was more than well-fixed.


Her friend, Thomas Lillings, had been first to point this out. “Your old man’s well-fixed.” He’d said it soberly, though the idea had quite cheered her. “He won’t be looking for money. He’ll be looking for a title for you.”

And look he may. In fact, Christina thought the looking business to be wonderful fun. Gentlemen calling, awkward and polite, trying so earnestly to make a good impression. Tea in the parlor. Chaperoned dancing in the music room. And then there were lovely parties like this one.

The whole situation, Christina thought, was well-fixed. Here was where she belonged. And here, with God’s grace and her father’s backing, was where she would stay. She intended always to be pursued, never to be caught. She intended to go to parties and wear gay, fluffy dresses and gossip behind fans with girls who whispered and giggled. This, she was sure, was what she’d been made for.

She leaned against the terrace gates and tried to catch her breath. The night seemed so unreal. She crossed her arms, hugging them to her. She could see the evening whiteness on her skin, her dress casting a blue glow up her arms to her bare shoulders. Whiter than white. “Like an alabaster statue,” Richard Pinn had murmured only a few minutes ago.

He was young and handsome and the eldest son of a baronet. And he was interested in her, ever so properly. Bowing and nodding. Voluble and tongue-tied by turns. She enjoyed his attentions. Her heart beat so hard, so happily, she could scarcely breathe.

Thus, she’d escaped to the terrace. She’d needed the night air. The gallant Mr. Pinn was too close, too attentive. The dining room had become overwhelming. There were too many people. She had eaten too much perhaps. Or laughed too hard. Or drunk a bit too much wine. Whatever the reason, the cure was cool, fresh air.


Above her, party lanterns swayed, hung from eave to eave. They gave an artificial but wonderful illumination to the evening. For a moment more, Christina’s thoughts, too, danced, as gay and unfocused as the lantern shadows coming through the boughs of trees. Then the wind picked up from a different direction. It brought a wisp of hair against her cheek.

And suddenly voices carried out onto the night air.

Surprised, Christina looked up. There were people on a balcony overhead. She stared, while at the same time the people above her grew silent. The white ovals of their faces all looked toward her.

The moment held. Inside, someone at the dinner table made a crystal glass ring with a fork. “May I have your attention. Another toast…”

Yet here on the terrace was another world. The men above her—for they were all men—were clearly defined. Light came from behind them, from inside their upper-story room. The party lanterns danced over their heads. While on two pedestals, part of the parapet at each corner of their balcony, two large lamps burned brightly. The men were lit as if on a stage. And they looked as if caught in the act—

“Christina? Is that you?”

“Thomas?”

“What are you doing down there?”

She pursed her lips. Thomas Lillings was not speaking to her in his usual pleasant tone. She said nothing.

“You gave us a start,” he said, more conciliatory. “We didn’t know you were down there.”

Humph. “So what are you up to? That one woman might send a start into”—how many?—“six men?”

Her curiosity focused. Christina gave the balcony her full attention. There was a man there she didn’t know, something she considered truly unusual, for she knew everyone worth knowing. The fellow was tall, square-shouldered, and rather beautifully turned-out. The sort of build that wore clothes well. The sort of clothes that spoke of a love of style and enough money to indulge it.

Thomas replied in a voice infused with some of its old affection, its humor. “Actually, we were up here having a smoke. The hostess was rather nasty about it downstairs. I don’t think ol’ Charlie ever gets a smoke with his brandy, poor fellow.” She thought she saw him smile. Then looked again. Five. She could only count five men now.

She hesitated. Had she imagined—

She abandoned the terrace in a rush. She heard Thomas call as she hoisted her skirts through the doorway, tilting to get their width through the French doors. Just in time. She hadn’t been mistaken. A gentleman was coming down the far stairs, two at a time. And he was more than well turned-out. He looked royal. Blue velvet coat and breeches, several inches of Mechlin lace bouncing against dark fingers. Rings, watches—several watches crisscrossed his coat! He glittered. His very shoes sparkled—diamond buckles! She had never seen anything quite like him before. He was a dandy. Of the first order. She tried to see his face, but he was traveling too quickly. She caught just the impression: dark skin against volumes of white neckcloth; black hair, shining, thick, clean. In back, his hair curled over his cravat to lie against velvet: jet-black against azure-blue.

He avoided the dining room and made straight for the entranceway.

She called to him. “Wait!”

He turned at her call, a kind of graceful pivot, and walked three steps backward, looking at her. He seemed taken by surprise. There was a rare gentlemanliness to him. Gentlemanliness that seemed not mere politeness, but a vocation, as with diplomats and kings. This politeness held him there for her, a few feet from the front door.


Christina remained by the stairs, the length of the foyer separating them, yet their eyes held. She could not look away.

He was perhaps thirty. With the most beautiful eyes she had ever seen. They were fair—his dark coloring trumped by an unnatural, arresting blue. He had a sharply planed face, a broad jaw, a wide mouth. His body was slender, loose, long-limbed rather than compact. He was strikingly handsome. And a little eccentric. His clothes were fussy, excessive, full of pomp. They were more showy than merely upper class. The odd thing was he somehow carried it off. Another man would have looked ridiculous. He looked extraordinary. Christina could understand how—if he was who she thought—he should easily live the reputation he had.

He stood, as if waiting, while she, with timid curiosity, closed some of the distance.

Then, quite surprisingly, he asked, “Will it do then?”

Christina blinked. His voice was deep. Perfect vowels, the intonation of public school and university. “Will what do?”

“I’m not sure. But I can’t remember when I was last inspected so closely.” When she appeared awkward at that, he shook his head. “No, no, I rather liked it. Are you finished?”

“I…I didn’t mean…”

He raised his brow. “I am not offended.”

She pulled her mouth. As if offense to him were something to be avoided.

He glanced toward the door. An eagerness to go manifested itself briefly. Yet it didn’t take him away. His face came back to her. He tilted his head. “Come closer. Let me look at you.”

She was wary. The bloom of self-assurance, all over him, rankled. Yet it was also terribly attractive. She walked toward him.


He held out his hand, inviting hers. In the dining room behind them, the quartet began to play again. Soft music, the misleading tones of a single violin before the other instruments descended on it. Why she gave him her hand, she couldn’t imagine. Or did he just take it? But the sensation was devilish. His hand was much warmer than hers. And it did not touch her delicately. Richard Pinn had touched only her fingertips when greeting her tonight. This man’s thumb pressed into her palm, while his long fingers wrapped around the back of her hand, a grip that was gentle, yet brooked no resistance. Then he didn’t kiss her fingers as Richard had done. He drew her hand instead straight up over her head.

Alarmed, she tried to pull her arm down. But a hand touched her shoulder and turned her under his arm, as if the music in the distance was for them.

“Very nice,” he said as she came around. Still he held her hand in the air. Then, with his other hand, he took her chin and lifted her face to him. “You’re very pretty. Why don’t I know you?”

“Do you know every pretty woman?”

“Yes.” He smiled.

His smile didn’t seem wicked. It was very nice. It put creases at his eyes and softened some of the blistering arrogance of him.

“Should I have your name then?” he asked.

“No.”

She lifted her chin from his fingers. When she tried to free her hand, he would only let her lower it. He was frowning, staring at her so hard—

“Why don’t I know you?” he repeated.

“I was at dinner.”

“Were you?”

His smile showed a trace of surprise. “I came late. And, alas, am leaving early.” Much more sincerely now, “Won’t you tell me your name?”


“No.” She smiled. She liked this game.

“Are you someone’s cousin come to London? Someone’s sister?” He raised an eyebrow. “Someone’s wife?”

This made her laugh. “No.”

“If you don’t say, I won’t know where to find you. I’m going to France tomorrow, but I’ll be back and would like to call—”

“No, you mustn’t call—”

“Why?”

“My father wouldn’t permit it. He doesn’t approve of you.”

He was taken aback. “You have me at a disadvantage—or do I take the blame for another man’s—”

“The Earl of Kewischester.” She spoke his name as she’d heard it, Kester, with not only letters but whole syllables unpronounced.

He took a breath. “And do you share your father’s opinions?”

“Not all of them.”

“Then meet me.”

She looked at him. “What?”

“Tell me a place. Get me a message. Meet me.”

Another small laugh escaped. “You’re daft. I don’t know you.”

“But you’ve just said you do.”

“No, I don’t.” Yet still she was laughing. Why did this amuse her?

Then less amusing, he pulled her by the captured hand up against him. His arm dropped around her back.

“Sir,” she protested. But she liked the feel of him, the warm, rushing sensation he caused in her. Beneath the velvet of his coat, she could feel his chest, as mysterious and foreign as a Roman breastplate; it pushed against her palms.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ve never kissed a total stranger. In fact, I think I prefer you don’t tell me your name.” He bent his head toward her. She could smell the brandy and cigars of the upstairs room.

“No—” It was mildly alarming, his nearness, his forwardness. But what could he do with fifty people in the next room? “I shan’t permit you to kiss me,” she murmured. Though she knew she was going to.

She waited. Seconds stretched out, delicious in their slow deliberation…

And he let her go. She almost fell from sheer surprise.

His laughter was quiet, more breath than voice.

Christina looked away sharply. “Am I so funny?”

“Yes. Are you truly so ruffled I didn’t do as you wanted?”

“Wanted?” She glared at him. “You surely don’t imagine I—”

“I didn’t imagine anything. I know a token resistence when I’m holding it.”

“You, sir, are exactly what they say: a cad.”

He laughed aloud. “Though not cad enough for you.”

“You’re horrid.”

“I know what I am.” He leaned and sent words back at her, articulating each one, like little stings. “And you, my dear, are a Hot. Game-playing. Little Baggage. Whoever you are.” He laughed again. “Albeit a very beautiful one.”

He bowed, stepping back to bend low and make an elaborate swoop of his arm. “Mademoiselle.” He had a knack for turning courtesy into something else.

At the door, he turned toward her again. “I can find you, you know. I fancy you’re not unknown, and you’re hardly difficult to describe.” His eyes glanced down the length of her. “You are breathtakingly lovely, do you know that?” His smile grew suddenly wide as he added, “Yes, you do,” then chuckled. “And I did want to kiss you. I still do. Only not here. Not now.”


Christina let out a little pah, a puff of air, of shock, dismay. She stood there without words—mute, flushing by waves and turns, angry, unnerved, flattered, confused. Try as she might, she could think of no retort, no clever last word to fling at him.

The front door clicked softly behind him. His footsteps echoed across the portico, tapped down the steps, then disappeared at a run out onto the soft earth of the front garden. All was quiet. There was only Christina, standing alone in her pretty dress….

She’d been holding her breath. It came out in a huge hiccuping sigh, almost a sob. She looked around her. No one. No one to be any wiser, she told herself. Behind her, she could hear that dinner was over; everyone had moved into the ballroom to dance. Yet the entrance room where she stood felt hollow. The room echoed with a kind of loneliness she had never felt. Something had happened. Her cheeks were glowing with heat. Her hands, clenched in white-knuckled fists, were tingling cold.

And she was not happy. That awful man had ruined it. He had ruined a perfectly good evening by his silliness. She would never forgive him, she thought, never. And tears began to come down her face. Hot, bitter tears that tasted salty as blood.

 

On the day following her encounter with the earl, roses were delivered to her father’s house in London. A great many roses: It took eight large vases to accommodate them. All morning, Christina looked at them with a strange, confused delight. Though she wasn’t certain she should enjoy the idea, the Earl of Kewischester had indeed found her. He knew not only her name but the whereabouts of her home—and had the nerve to confront her here with a huge, florid display. He’d sent the biggest, fattest, reddest roses she had ever seen in her life.


Just what Christina herself might finally have made of all this, however, became a moot point. It was the reaction of Winchell Bower, King’s Counselor, that achieved a tangible effect.

He came in from court that afternoon and was, at first, delighted. He believed Richard Pinn had sent the flowers. Which made a parlor full of roses “a jolly, fine display.” Then he saw the note.

Respectfully, to Miss Christina Bower. From the Honorable Adrien Hunt, seventh Earl of Kewischester. The message was engraved. A plate had been cut for her.

At this point, the flowers, the entire gesture became “an ostentatious show of superiority.” The coup de grâce came, though, when her father realized the card had been signed, in ink, in the man’s own hand—just the single intial: A.

“What is this A? How well do you know this libertine…this…this dissolute…this…this…? Do you use his given name? Just his initial? How familiar are you? By God, daughter, I can see I have been too free with you.” Winchell Bower was livid. “Where on God’s earth did you meet this man?”

She explained she had only spoken to him briefly at the Baysdens’ party the night before.

“When? I never saw you speak to him. And he sends you roses? So many roses? The next day?” A crescendo was building. “My dear young woman, do you know Pinn’s son is interested in you? A baronet’s son. And there’s been talk of marriage. A marriage which, I must say, would see me content to the last of my days.” He took a breath. “But may I say that the Pinn family, any decent family, would not so much as turn their heads your way if this got out!”

This? “I don’t see how—”

But the counselor would allow no defense. “Open your eyes! You’re not a child any longer. An earl, especially that earl, is hardly likely to offer marriage. My God, girl, are you a fool? He doesn’t approach me. He sends you flowers! Many too many red flowers! Then he signs his name like a…like a…well, much too familiarly.” He drew himself up. “If he has laid so much as one finger on you…”

And, thus, there began a kind of revision of fact. For Christina was called upon to give details of the meeting. Over and over. It seemed neighbors, as well as every servant in the house, knew of the extravagant gift. It had taken six of the earl’s men (liveried) and two carriages (crested, of course) to bring the flowers. And the contents of the note, no doubt also through servants, became common knowledge. Circumstances made it necessary for Christina to express her shock and recount—in a slightly tidier, more modest version—the incredible cheek of the man.

Circumstances also made it possible. For, as it turned out, Christina’s version of the evening would be the only one ever heard.

On July 11th, the morning of the flowers, Adrien Hunt crossed the English Channel. From there the earl traveled to the province of Dauphiné in the southeast of France, where, exhausted from two days’ journey by boat then coach, he and his welcoming hosts went to bed. They were all still soundly asleep at midday on July 13th, when the commotion broke out.

Unbeknownst to anyone in the manor house, a group of local farmers had been gathering all night. By noon, feelings were high. United by hunger and a sense of injustice, they rioted. Local manor houses were burned and chopped. Whatever damage could be wreaked with sticks and rocks and farm tools was meted out. Only later would this be recognized as the preamble to the French Revolution—the provincial equivalent of the storming of the Bastille in Paris.

That day France stood on the precipice of enormous social change. A hundred years before, the English had had their revolution. Their king had lost much of his power to Parliament—and lost his head in the bargain. But France had continued on under the old notion that the French king ruled by Divine Right—that he and the French nobility had, by God’s will, the absolute authority to live better, freer, and without compunction for the lower class. But, since the turn of the century, industrialization had brought forth economic changes that added something new to the mix: a class of citizens who were neither poor nor aristocratic. La bourgeoisie. The middle class. The entire notion of three classes rather than two—and the power of the business class—would be built on events and ideas born in this turbulent period of French history.

France was not oblivious at least to the rhetoric of these ideas. French writers—Voltaire, Rousseau, Diderot—had given words to the new spirit breaking over the world. French treasuries had helped finance, across an ocean, the largest experiment in liberty, equality, and brotherhood: America. The surprise was, however, that these ideas could ignite so violently in France herself.

Three things made this possible. First, a foolish king, Louis XVI, followed a profligate one. Louis XV had taxed heavily. He and his noblemen—exempt from taxes—had grown accustomed to living richly and passing on the bill. His son, Louis XVI, saw both the high taxes and his own dwindling coffers. Yet he refused to make reforms or live more frugally. Eventually, there was simply no money left—either in his treasury or in the poor peasants’ pockets. Then, the final straw, crops failed. No wheat translated, for the poor man, into no food; bread was the mainstay of his diet. The masses, great in number, poor and hungry, had everything to gain and nothing to lose by uniting with the more articulate and savvy middle class. Voilà. The organism had a brain and a huge, massive body. A revolution came to life.


And Adrien was there on the morning this violent force—which would shake a continent for ten years—came screaming and wailing into cohesive existence. He, along with his hosts in Dauphiné, were roused from sleep and dragged from their beds. Neighbors—poor men, farmers—were their enemies. With whatever weapons they could carry, these angry, hungry people began their war on the upper class. Then, another stroke of enormous bad luck: In Adrien’s corner of the fracas, the weapon to hand was a scythe.

He sustained what were considered mortal injuries, the curved blade making a neat incision from under his arm, down and across his belly, around to his flank. No man, the doctors said, could ever had been more artfully sliced from one end to the other. The ailing lord was stitched together in France, then carried by litter, very gently, across the channel: brought home to die.

When the news came of the earl’s “accident,” Christina felt a guilty sense of relief. Her small lies were secure. But she felt also, as the days moved on, something else. She had lost something. And she had to deal with this tiny bit of grief alone. Her spirits became subdued. She became restless and hardly up to the social commitments expected of her. No one had the first inkling or understanding of it, but she went into a kind of mourning, not specifically for the earl himself, but related to him in a way she could not pinpoint. She went into mourning for herself. For something the earl had represented to her. And for a romance with life she suddenly realized was based too much on her own whim, too little on reality.









Part One

Shadows In the Sun


Except for the corn poppy, the pimpernel is the only scarlet flower in all of England.

Kewischester, Herbal Compendium, 1794












Chapter 1



May, 1792

Christina Bower Pinn arrived at the country house in a rented carriage. She stepped firmly into the mud of the driveway, wrested her own bags from the rear boot (Was the driver a lout? Or did gossip spread more rapidly than a team of horses could carry her?) and faced the front door. It was, she knew, the front door of a “gentleman friend,” that is to say, a kind of back door to her cousin Evangeline’s happy existence. But Christina was in no position to quibble. Thank God for her Evie’s willingness to help.

Christina pulled the door chain, then had to pull it again.

A preoccupied cook answered, covered at this early hour with the makings of the day’s bread. The housekeeper, she explained, was with the fowler, haggling over a catch of wild birds. There was no one else about, save a lazy gardener, who could never be induced to leave his dirt, not even to let someone in the front door. The master of the house was, as promised, in London. Yes, they were expecting Christina.

“Faîtes comme chez vous.” Make herself at home. The cook was French. Directions to her rooms were flung into the air over the woman’s shoulder, along with a mild dusting of flour. “Vous comprenez?” The cook didn’t wait for an answer, but rushed on. “You weel be make more comfortable plus tard. La femme de charge weel be up tout de suite.“

Christina was left alone in a vast entry hall that was purely amazing: It was not only enormous, but contained enough clutter to have furnished—richly—three or four such large rooms. Her host’s entrance room had all the plenty—and organization—of Ali Baba’s cave. Pictures, tapestries, objets d’art. Glass-fronted vitrines filled with a miscellany of tiny figures, vases, dishes. So much furniture was crowded together, Christina could hardly distinguish it all, though she took note of half a dozen chairs upside down, their claw-footed legs in the air where they sat atop their brethren.

A heavy, cloying scent drew her attention to a nearby sideboard. It held enough garden roses, heavy and wilting now, to have denuded every bush in Hampshire—the gardener wasn’t entirely lazy. Their smell made the vast room feel close, oppressive with the call to bees and pollination.

Naturally, Christina’s mind would turn to pollination. She remembered suddenly that Evangeline would be looking a bit pollinated herself when next she saw her. Christina hoped to be able to cope gracefully with the sight.

On this note, she heaved up her first bag and threw herself into continuing on—a phrase that was beginning to annoy her of late for how often her mind resorted to it. She carted up her own belongings as directed. Up the stairs, second landing; her apartments were on the right—or were they straight ahead? The two words in French were so alike.

Straight ahead must be correct, for the apartment was wonderfully devoid of all the busyness in the rest of the house. It was stark, in fact. As if longing for someone to move in and occupy it. The apartment’s sitting room and bedchamber pleased Christine immediately and immensely for their spacious simplicity.

And the light in the bedchamber! The windows were not mere windows but French doors that led onto a balcony. With delight, Christina began opening up the tall glass doors, hooking them securely. In temperate weather, as today, why, one could literally let the outside in. Birds sang in an overhanging tree branch. A breeze seemed to blow in sunlight—leafy shadows waved and chattered across the wall. What a lovely place to have landed.

She stepped out onto the balcony to look out over what had to be the best prospect on the whole of the rear estate. A formal garden of arbors and statuary was bordered by a wide path along which sat benches in nooks. At its center a fountain, defunct or at least not in use. An orangery lay beyond the garden. Then, from there, the land went wild—Christina’s favorite brand of landscaping.

The land became a grassy meadow, luminously green in the morning haze and dotted with little black-legged sheep. This meadow ran all the way to a woods at the horizon. The line of distant trees enclosed the property like open arms, giving the land a sense of entirety, an integrity. As if it could hoist a flag and declare its vastness sufficient unto itself.

A woods, Christina thought. Only royals and a handful of peers had their own private woods for hunting. Did those trees belong to her cousin’s friend? Was all of this his? Where had her cousin sent her?


Christina was suddenly aware of how little she knew about her new circumstance. Evangeline’s note had been brief. It had said the house would be vacant and that it would be entirely all right with its owner if she sent a visitor to it—it seemed Evie had this privilege. Christina knew, or at least suspected, that her cousin was involved with a gentleman here in her own region. She imagined she stood in his house. But Christina didn’t question the offer. She’d embarked knowing its drawbacks. While Evie had written, in a sentence, its advantages: The house was comfortable, less than a night’s ride away, and available on immediate notice.

God bless Evie’s less than conventional attitude. Not everyone came so willingly to the aid of a wife leaving her husband.

Christina took a deep breath and began to unpack.

After a time, the housekeeper appeared. There was no maid to spare; it was hoped Mrs. Pinn would understand.

The housekeeper was a starchier, more dour woman than the cook. And strange. As she spoke she fought an inappropriate smile—not of welcome, but one that glimmered, off and on, at one edge of her tight mouth.

“Shall I help you unpack?” “You’ve found your bath sheet?” “Do you require another lamp?” The woman had a litany of unnecessary questions she asked as she fingered Christina’s possessions.

Christina wished to finish unpacking, to undress, yet she became reluctant to do so. She supposed that her unusual and sudden arrival, with no maid and only a few belongings, amused the woman.

“I hate to keep you,” Christina said at last. “I know you are busy.”

“Not at all. I’m having my tea.”

Indeed. Me. You’re having me for tea.


“Look at that!” the housekeeper said all at once, and pointed out the window. “He’s not from here, you know.” This was meant to explain a great deal.

“Who?”

“The gardener down there.” The housekeeper gestured with emphatic distaste. “if you can call ’im that. All he does is meddle with God’s work. A devil be more his name. Blasphemous. Look. He’s at it now.”

Directly below them, a man in a broad hat had walked into view. He stood at the base of the sweetbrier that climbed the three stories almost into Christina’s room. The plant was still holding some of its spring bloom.

“How lovely,” Christina said.

The gardener brought out a small pair of shears, working so carefully over a stem he looked more surgeon than groundskeeper.

“Ugly,” the housekeeper spoke forcefully. “He makes orange roses. And every one of them has been sterile. Every one. It’s pointless.” A sly smile stole across the woman’s face.

With seeming satisfaction, the housekeeper left the room. Christina stood open-mouthed.

Such deliberate malice, from a stranger, left her stunned. But, surely, the housekeeper couldn’t know—

Though, of course, Evangeline did like to talk.

Christina slumped onto the bed. The woman had eyes, she thought. Perhaps it showed. She had never thought of herself in those terms before, but she felt oh so orange now. Didn’t the sun bring out pale orange freckles on her face and arms? Didn’t it streak the bundle of orange hair that weighted her neck? Her eyes—she closed them—were so light a brown as to almost be orange. Well, no, she refused to believe she was ugly. Rejected perhaps. Cast off. But not ugly. Her “orange” features were her strength, her immediate and visual uniqueness. She would carry them as if they were beautiful, mostly because she still believed they were, but partly because she was perfectly willing to bluff if they were not.

Sterility, though, was another matter. It was not ugly precisely. Just completely out of order: the last thing one expected to question of oneself.

Obstinately, even now, Christina’s mind would not let go of the feeling of being whole, normal—accompanied by a depressing sense of everyone else having got it all wrong. She wasn’t a breeding cow. Why should it matter so much if she couldn’t bear children?

Yet it mattered to Richard. And because it did, she was going to hear another humiliating word applied to her: divorced. She hadn’t been able to stay in the house a moment longer, once Richard told her: A future baronet needed heirs—and a wife who could provide them.

 

“Honest to goodness, Evie! The Earl of Kewischester! How do you expect me to get my father’s help when he finds out?”

“You don’t need Papa’s help, Christina. You’re a big girl—”

“You’ve stabbed me in the back.”

Evangline laughed. “I’ve given you a shove in the right direction. Besides, where else would you have gone?”

Christina turned from the window. Evangeline Sloane was slender—except for a large, round, pregnant belly—and very pretty, a fact she liked to celebrate as femininely as possible. Today, her brown ringlets jiggled sweetly at the shoulder of a pink voile dress. She had wide, innocent eyes—which she could use shamelessly to convey a rather fetching brand of helplessness, while being about as helpless as a fox.

Christina sighed as she sat back onto the window-sill. She looked at her cousin who sat on the sofa. The two young women had been having tea and scones in the earl’s small receiving room. “Evangeline,” she said, “don’t mistake me. I appreciate your help so very much. But this is too important. I want—need—Papa’s assistance.”

“Indeed, anyone who can handle Winchell Bow—”

“No, no.” Christina frowned. “Handle is the wrong word. I’m not trying to manipulate him. I only want for him to understand. You see, I’ve enjoyed a certain amount of independence since my marriage and—”

Evangeline laughed. “Yes, and don’t we all know it. That’s the reason Richard wants shed of you, not this other. He’s afraid of you, Christina. He can’t predict or control you.” With a fresh breath, Evie seemed willing to change the subject. “So who put this other idea into Richard’s head? How could anyone say you’ll never have children?”

“Doctors can, apparently. Three of them.”

“How could they possibly know?”

“Oh, it’s true, Evie.” Christina shook her head. “Two summers ago, I had some pain. It was nothing really. But then I started to bleed. My doctor said I had to stay in bed, but it only got worse. He began to talk about an infection and damage inside.” She heaved a sigh. “Richard was very concerned. I let him call in another doctor, then another. They were unanimous. I was forming scar tissue in my Fallopian tubes.”

“In your what?”

“I’ve heard it often enough; I ought to know how to say it.” Christina looked across the room at her cousin. “What it means, dear, is I can’t conceive. The tubes are too narrow to let an egg pass.”

Evie patted her tummy, pondering, then grinned up slyly. “Perhaps that’s not so bad.” At twenty-eight, she had five children, with a sixth on the way. “So what do you plan?”

Christina mugged a face. “My plan was to collect my thoughts, then write to my father for help. I have no idea what he’ll make of this now.” She bowed her head. “I don’t know, I suppose it’s all right to be barren. I just hate everyone’s gossiping about it before I’ve had a chance to understand what is happening to me first. I want time. Papa could do something for me, I know. He always can.”

“And Richard? You’ve talked to Richard?”

“For hours. He wants a divorce. He is quite set on it.” She made a dry laugh. “Do you know what he had the nerve to tell me? He wants to be able to remarry. He doesn’t want to come off in a bad light. I am not to make ‘a thing’ of this. ‘We must both think of the future.’” She let out a contemptuous breath. “Every time I think of the future, I want to throw up.” She shook her head. “He’s not being very nice.”

“He never has been.”

Christina frowned. “I used to think he was.” But she recanted. “No. I suppose you’re right. He just had all the right appearances.” She sighed. “And, of course, he pleased my father’s sense of upper class. A title.”

“You should have let your father marry him.” Evangeline made a sniff. “And only a baronet at that.” Then she laughed. “Now if you want a title, why not Adrien? Remember the flowers? How your father went on?”

Christina hadn’t thought of that for a long time. She groaned. “Please. I’d rather not—”

Evie was off and running. “A full, blooming earl. The Prince of Wales has slept in this very house. In fact, he’s gotten drunk in this room.” Her eyes always danced when she spoke of such things.

Evie reached over a pile of scones and jam for the teapot, edging forward as much as her girth would allow. “There’s so much I could tell you. Adrien looks wonderful. And he’s every bit as naughty as he’s always been.” She laughed. “I think he tells me every wicked deed just to fan his reputation. He flirts with me abominably. Even like this!” She patted her belly, laughing. “This past winter, even as I was beginning to show, he stopped me in the antechamber of the Haverings’s main dancing room and kissed me full on the mouth.”

Christina was shocked. For almost three years now, she’d been living within the decent boundaries of a responsible marriage. She shook her head at her cousin. “There is talk, you know, Evie. Of you and, I think, this man.”

“Just talk.”

Talk which Christina was, alas, inclined to believe.

Her cousin clicked her tongue. “Christina, don’t be a prig. He’s very charming. You will like him. Honestly.” She tilted her head. “And, of course, I would never be truly unfaithful to Charles. It’s just that Adrien makes me feel so—”

“Loose,” Christina finished for her.

Evie laughed, delighted. “No, you ninny.” More laughter. “Well, yes.” She mocked the unsmiling young woman across from her. “It’s a game, Christina. It’s only a game to play. Which Adrien plays quite hard and quite well.” She grew sober: affectionately admonishing. “Sweet coz, I wouldn’t ever really…you know. You must know that. Adrien could never take the place of dear Charles. He’s much too—well, full of himself. Adrien comes with all the drawbacks of someone who has had way too much for way too long. Selfish. Self-centered. Shallow, but fun. And he can be perfectly obnoxious when he wants to be. But one puts up with him. Partly because good-looking, rich, well-educated men can be so amusing to have around. And partly because”—she winked—“the Prince of Wales sleeps here occasionally, and it’s a tickle to be so near the blood.” Evie teased with her eyes as she reached forward to drop an enormous mound of clotted cream onto a split scone.

“Well, for all your recommendations”—Christina threw her cousin a sidelong look—“I can’t stay here. Not if he’s coming home. It would hardly strengthen my position with my father, let alone the rest of respectable society.”

“Don’t be silly. He travels with a horde of people. And he’s said he doesn’t mind. Besides, what would you want with a ‘respectable’ man—by which I assume you mean some boring banker or another would-bebaronet, ugh!—when the best of eligibles will be arriving here with Adrien!”

Christina groaned. “Oh, please. I just meant normal people. I couldn’t endure all the boring politeness of courting again. Besides, who wants a wife who can never produce children?”

“I wasn’t thinking strictly of marriage.”

Christina stood up. “Evangeline. You are incorrigible.”

“Richard would be green.” She laughed. “I should see to it he hears you are the guest of the earl.”

“Don’t you dare.” Christina wandered back toward the front window. “I hear the Marshalls’ are looking for a governess.”

“He pinches bottoms.”

Christina looked at her. “Who?”

“Felix Marshall. That’s why they are looking for a governess. Perpetually.”

Christina made a face, then folded her arms and looked out over the front drive and lawn. “My father would take me in, and bless him for it, but, oh”—she shook her head—“he’s just impossible. Which leaves me, I think, living off the dividends from the stock my mother left me.”

“Sell the stock. Start a business.”

“Doing what?” Christina threw a laugh, a little snort, over her shoulder. “I’m only good at dressing six times a day.” She heaved a sigh. “Oh, Evie, what am I to do? I need more than somewhere to stay. I need a place to belong, a fertile place to take hold again.” Oh, dear God, fertile—

“If you would like to live in the nursery until—”

“And crowd you further? No, dear, Charles is right. There isn’t room.”

“I could get you a bit more money perhaps.”

“You have given me too much already.” Christina could feel the heat behind her eyes. She tilted her head to balance the self-pity before it slipped down her cheeks in tears.

“Richard is such a rotter,” said Evangeline from the sofa.

“Fine, Richard is a rotter. But how does saying that help? I still don’t know what I’m going to do. Or where, or how, I’m going to live. I only know I’m being divorced. For something I have no control over, that will make me…strange to people. Different. I don’t know if I can cope with it all.”

“I haven’t a doubt in the world that you can. Admirably.”

“I think I’m going to cry, Evie. Do you want to watch, or do you want to leave?

“Christina—”

“I know, I know.”

“Poor, sweet Christina.”

“Oh, don’t. Please.” Christina had to wait a moment to gain control of her voice. “Badger me. Tell me more of your neighbors or of your wretched earl. But don’t call me ‘poor’ or ‘sweet,’ please.”









Chapter 2



Evangeline made a strong case for Christina’s remaining a houseguest of the Earl of Kewischester, the most convincing argument being: He would not only arrive with a number of friends, he would leave with them. When Parliament let out—not coincidentally on the day that grouse season opened in August—the English upper class vacated London en masse. From there they were notoriously fickle. It was nothing for a lord’s summer to include a bit of shooting on a northern moor, some strolling on a southern seaside, with various entertainments at places everywhere in between. The rich tended in summer to travel from one grand house to another as each other’s house-guests.

Besides, Evangeline argued, even Winchell Bower couldn’t object to company that was regularly the choice of the Prince of Wales.

Perhaps. The true reason Christina stayed, however, was that she had become more than a little fascinated with the earldom itself. The earl, hmm, well, he was a bit of a nuisance, if she remembered correctly, but, oh, the rest. His home, with its Frenchified furnishings and appointments, was as worthy of exploration as a Paris museum. And, oh, his estate—by the third day of her visit, she was completely in love with his lands.

They were safe: Gamekeepers patrolled them by sectors. A dense forest protected the rear of the property. High iron palisades ran the full perimeter. The earl had an uncommon zeal for privacy. The happy result was, though, that his vast acreage was one of the few stretches of English countryside where a well-to-do woman could stroll by herself, alone, anywhere, for as long as she wished, without fear of highwaymen or worse.

She liked best to walk along the periphery of the woods, in the shade of the trees. By the fourth day of her stay, this scallop of shadow, so clearly delineated by the sun, had become a real goal, near-obsession. Christina would hike toward it, arms swinging. Her nose would catch the first whiff of forest, its floor, its dampness. And something would release inside her. A moment later she would feel a tickle, the coolness that emanated from the trees. Then she would become engulfed by it, and she was there. No one. No servants, no cousins. Even the ducks and geese and occasional sheep gone astray didn’t wander near this private place she’d found. It was just hers alone. It was perfect.

She would sit in the cool grass then, legs stretched out, leaning back on her hands, and stare—for hours sometimes—at land so vast and gorgeous, it was beyond imagining. Green. Lush. Peaceful.

The first signs that the little Eden she’d found had a worm or two in it came on the eighth day of her stay. A letter arrived from a solicitor in London. The divorce was real. It would be final in five weeks’ time. But the end of the letter was what upset Christina. She was to be given “a reasonable monthly allowance from the Bower-Pinn Securities Account.”

There was no Bower-Pinn securities account.


Did Richard plan on forming one? Did he intend to supplement her income? That would be very good of him, but was not likely. Richard would inherit a title, but he and his family had little income. It was through Christina that money had been expected to flow eventually into the baronetcy. Richard was sensitive to the issue. He didn’t like that his wife came from more money than he did—he even came to resent the little account her mother had left her.

Oh, dear. Was that the “securities account” the lawyer mentioned? Christina indeed often split her monthly windfall with her husband, though stocks’ dividends were usually small—rarely more than four or five pounds total. Oh, my stars and garters, she thought. What a fiendishly petty man. Richard didn’t want her, but couldn’t give up the extra pound or two a month she’d meant to him.

She grew so angry that eventually she sat down and wrote a letter to her father. Mother intended the stock to provide me a little income, to be a small freedom from a husband’s parsimony, not the object of it.…

It was the second letter Christina had written to Winchell Bower. In the first, a week ago, she had explained as best she could what had happened, where she was, and why. Thus far, her father hadn’t acknowledged her letter, her divorce, or her existence outside her marriage. She was not optimistic he’d communicate over this new matter.

Then another misery. After a fretful morning of correspondence, Christina was eager to go out for her walk. She all but flew from the house—and within a hundred yards of the back terrace twisted her ankle in a rabbit hole. She railed at herself as she hobbled back to the house. Stupid, clumsy, preoccupied…But no amount of self-rebuke would cure the problem. The sore ankle kept her inside for the rest of the day.

The next day, the house was frantic with activity. A barrage of new faces, servants, and deliveries descended upon the place. Floors were wet from washing. Heat and clamorous noises emanated from the kitchen, boisterous calls and chops. Smells wafted to the rafters, marriages of roasting juices and cleaning compounds. Roast duck. Vapors of lye. Beeswax and lemon oil mingling with the aroma of honey tarts. And all this with servants as intent on their business as if they were making the wax and honey themselves. The king bee would buzz in by that evening or next. With “guests,” as Evangeline had predicted. Christina gleaned from the servants that her host was traveling in the company of eighty-seven “friends.”

Depressed at the prospect of further invasion, Christina tried to retreat to her apartment. But, even here, the commotion was intolerable. She couldn’t keep boxes from stacking up in her own rooms!

Out the window she spied her deliverance. Horses. A line of horses, heads high, coats glistening, pranced toward the earl’s carriage house.

 

Adrien Hunt bit down on the end of his cigar, squinting one eye against the drifting smoke.

“Shall we leave?” asked Thomas Lillings.

“Half an hour more,” he said.

“Fine,” Thomas said. Several others murmured grunts of agreement.

Adrien stood with five men at the edge of his Hampshire woods, in the shadows of the first trees. “If she doesn’t show by then—” He shrugged.

If she didn’t show by then, they’d either have to stop their trips to France or continue, knowing someone was wise to their identities and questionable activities.

“Then,” he continued, “I say, we continue as planned, but watch our backs carefully.”

More nods and murmurs. Yes.

Adrien scanned the open grassland, then looked down, flicking ash off the dark cigar. It looked fat and black against his long fingers. It also looked chewed on: The day had not been a good one.

“Who spoke to her last?” he asked.

A square-set man, Sam, said, “No one ever spoke to her. The last note came yesterday: It asked for today’s rendezvous.” He snorted. “‘With hope of the Englishman’s help for a brother in peril.’ It was signed, ‘Mlle D’Amley,’ and there is a D’Amley, a former duke, in La Force.”

“How did the note get to you?”

“It was in your hat the day my horse bit that fellow and you held the animal while I went back for our nets.”

“Right.” Adrien glanced down. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to sound annoyed with you—it’s myself I’m angry with.”

They waited for a woman not one of them had seen—though all of them uniformly felt the tension from their contact with her.

Two weeks ago an unknown woman had begun making pleas to friends of theirs, haphazard messages intended “to reach the right man.” She’d claimed to be a French aristocrat, who, like so many other French émigrés in England, was trying to get one or more family members out of France. Over the last two years, it had become a very dangerous place for “former” French aristocrats. All French titles and privileges had been declared null. Any nobleman who didn’t bow to the new equality of the land was subject to imprisonment often followed by death. Political opposition to the reigning powers was silenced in the most efficient way possible: It was cut off at the neck by a guillotine.

The woman in question had pleaded just that: She could not get her brother out of France. He was, she claimed, a prisoner in La Force, a prison on the outskirts of Paris. An “enemy of the revolution,” he was on the list for the guillotine. Having firsthand experience with the violence across the channel, Adrien had been very sympathetic.

Unfortunately, it turned out that the woman, her whole story, was a ruse. There was no brother, though there most certainly was such a prison. The administrators of that prison had sent the woman. She worked for them. Imprisoned French aristocrats had been disappearing from La Force for over a year. All escapes, remarkably successful, had the earmarks of a single mind and left a trail to England. The woman had been sent to find the source.

The source, very uneasy now, was smoking a cigar and rearranging, with the toe of his boot, a bit of moss and leaves on the ground.

“Crazy,” Adrien murmured. He had caught himself half hoping the woman wouldn’t show up. But, no, if she didn’t come, it meant she had already decided whom she would be meeting. And in that event, not only would French authorities be making life unpleasant, but now so would an English authority. The English Minister of Foreign Affairs, from whom Adrien had inadvertently gotten the information about the spy, had made it clear he didn’t like anyone messing about in intrigues with France, a purview he considered strictly his own.

Adrien slowly raised his head to stare along the line of trees. He was idly playing with his cigar when he felt his heart stop. He grew still. Staring at a pinpoint in the distance, he narrowed his eyes.

A rider was coming. She—for an abundance of skirt rode to the side—had not been immediately visible because she’d not come across the grass as they’d expected. No, she held to the cool ambuscade of shade, much as they had been doing.

“Thomas! Sam! There she is! Get to your horses and circle behind her. You four, cover the front, then Charles and Phillip take the side. Herd her back into the clearing. The less we startle her, the easier this will be.”

 

Christina had not been riding ten minutes when she noticed shapes moving ahead in the shade of her woods, other human beings.

She slowed on her horse, mesmerized by their sudden appearance and movement. They were a very busy group, one minute restlessly milling about, the next, bounding onto horses. Then, quite surprisingly, their mad rush came together and headed toward her.

The horses they rode had coats that glistened. The men were well dressed. Bright splashes of lace pounded to the rhythm of a gallop as they closed in—

They were pressing down on her! She reined her horse in a half circle. More men came out of the woods just behind her. They, too, veered in her direction. She reined her animal around. Then back again. The horse reared in protest. But it was true. My God, she seemed to be somehow a target for these men.

The sound of galloping began to pound like thunder. Then a cracking. The glint and posture of a raised pistol. Someone was firing over her head. She needed no more encouragement. She bolted for cover. Into the woods.

The mare was a marvel, surging into a gallop. Miraculously, it knew the way. Into the thick of trees and vegetation they both plunged, at a speed that sent Christina’s heart straight into her throat. She could hear, by the sounds of her pursuers, that she had surprised them. She actually gained ground ahead of them.

Voices came into the forest after her. Cursing, calling to one another. “This way!” “Cut her off there!” They were having difficulty overtaking her. Again, she blessed the animal beneath her. The mare was a miracle. It knew the woods. It leaped a fallen trunk, then jagged around a low branch that would have unseated her. She was going to get away.

Then a sharp explosion rang out.

It seemed so distant, the shot. But its effect was immediate. The ground beneath her gave way. As if everything was caving to the center of the Earth. Christina was suddenly aware of blood. Lots of it. Wet and sticky at her knee. The mare’s blood. The horse was going down.

Christina had to scuttle to keep from falling and sliding beneath the horse. It was screaming, screeching, deafening her eardrums. But there were other sounds. The men came after her. There was time for no more than a brief look as Christina leaped. A ghoulish sight, the animal flailed, its underbelly bleeding. Christina ran in mortal fear.

Mindlessly, she tugged and scrambled through any opening that materialized among the trunks and leaves. Her clothes caught, rent. Twigs and limbs scratched her face and arms and palms as she pushed ahead. A collision with an ungiving branch stunned her for a moment. But the calls of her pursuers—crisscrossing in front of her, behind her, from all sides now—added fuel to a kind of hysteria that drove her to more desperate impacts as the forest resisted her flight.

The woods were alive with crunching movement. Tears began to run and blind Christina’s vision. Her breath came hard and fierce, dotted with tiny sobs of frustration. Her movements, she could hear, were followed now with agonizing efficiency.

“Arrêtez! Ne bougez plus!”

She didn’t understand. Futility began to weigh on her. She began to lag. Her lungs burned. Her side had developed a knifelike stitch. But it was her ankle that finally brought her down. The sore ankle got a jolt going over a gnarled root, and there was no recovery.


A mouthful of dirt. Her teeth snapped violently. A dull bounce of forehead. Cut tongue…momentary spots…dizziness…. The earth pounded like a roar in her ears. Feet running, tearing through the brush. Men. Shouting. Stomping. The distant shrill of an animal’s moan piercing all of this, over and over.

Then the metallic-warm taste of blood in her mouth, as someone rolled her over. Blue sky through treetops…a smatter of white clouds…a strangling headache tightened at her temples. Her whole face washed cold. Only bubbles of consciousness…. Faces overhead, blotting, blackening out everything…. A hot hand patting her cold cheek…. Someone speaking in fragments, unintelligible phrases…. Then, nothing.









Chapter 3



Consciousness spread slowly, as if only the surface of her mind thawed. All was quiet. There was a slight chill, dampness from the ground, from her sweat-drenched clothes. But something was wrapped around her, keeping her warm. For a long time, Christina knew only the slow rhythm of her own breathing, a feverishness in her eyes, and a deep, contented lethargy.

In time, a soft conversation drew her head around. She unfolded further, turning on her shoulders to see behind her. Her tormentors were perhaps thirty feet away, congregated around the whimpering horse. She was lying at the opposite edge of a small clearing.

Of the men, the one who squatted beside the animal’s head was talking. He was somehow the center, the focal point for the rest. Every other man’s face was turned toward his.

He was a curious man, the one stroking the wounded horse’s neck. Unlike the others, he was missing his coat. This gave his white shirt a dazzling conspicuousness. Billows of sleeves escaped from a snug waistcoat. Mounds of white neckcloth. And over his high collar lay hair as shiny and black as anthracite.

The man stood. And another difference. He was taller than the other men. Very slender, but somehow solid. And there was something a shade foreign about him. He wore the brown, dull colors of an English country gentleman, but there was an excessiveness of lace, of cravat that was not strictly English. Christina linked this, if her memory could be trusted, to the baffling French that had been spouted at her.

The man turned. He seemed to catch sight of Christina in her new position, and was on his way over. Christina had the strangest sense suddenly…déjà vu.

As he stooped down beside her, the slightly dandified impression was again evident. He smelled of a spicy sweet water, though the smell was somewhat subdued by scents of the outdoors that clung to him. Leather, horses, grass, sun, perhaps tobacco.

He smiled. “You’re not in very good order after all this, are you? Can you stand?”

Again, the sense of something familiar flickered. But, uppermost, she was wary of his concern. “I doubt it. My ankle—”

His immediate and rather businesslike examination of her lower legs startled her—partly for the loss of sensation in one foot.

“I’ll cut the boot off if you have no objections,” he said. He called back over his shoulder, “Someone find me a knife.” Back to her: “Here, sit up a little.”

She jerked away from him as he reached to help her.

He paused, gave a mildly put-out look. “Are you going to panic again?”

“Not so long as you don’t shoot anything out from under me.”

“Yes.” He made a pull of his mouth. “How did you get hold of that horse?”

It hit her. She had been a bit slow, but there it was. He looked different. Thinner. More tense. And something—what? More serious. Yes, the Earl of Kewischester looked infinitely more serious, sadder, than when she had last seen him at the dinner party.

“Your grooms lent it to me.”

He was taken aback. It was the same game all over again. He didn’t know her.

Then she thought perhaps he did. “You?” He gave a puzzled frown. “Oh God. You’re the woman Evangeline has put in the house. Now I understand where you came from.” He muttered and shook his head. “None of us could figure it out. I had completely forgotten—”

And it seemed, conclusively, he had. He did not know the woman he had almost kissed three years ago.

A knife arrived. The man who brought it remained, with downcast eyes. Like a convict awaiting his sentence. Or a chance to escape.

“Thomas,” the earl addressed the one who had brought the knife. “Is this the woman you thought? It’d be a bit hard to tell, I’d think, with all the bruises and swelling.”

Christina looked up. She hadn’t seen Thomas Lillings since her wedding. But it was a huge relief—and a puzzling sense of having misunderstood something somewhere—to see him now.

He ignored her. “It is,” he answered. “It’s not a mistake I could make.” Then, with a painful sigh, a pained expression: “For God’s sake, what are you doing here, Christina?”

“I should be asking you.”

“You almost got yourself killed, you know.”

“By you?”

“By your own insanity. You damn near made us all into murderers with your craziness—”

“My craziness! You idiot! You chase a woman down, shoot the horse out from under her, then have the nerve to suggest—”


“That’s enough.” Adrien interrupted. “You were set upon by thieves, and we came to your aid.”

“What?” She pushed herself all the way up onto her arms so as to look at him. “You what?”

He looked her right in the face and said it again. “You were set upon by thieves, and we came to your aid.”

Her fear and confusion fused into anger. What kind of game was this? And Thomas, her friend. She could feel even his complicity against her somewhere. She looked around. The other men stood back. They wore hangdog expressions, a sense of wrongfulness that, though weary, seemed determined to stay wrong.

It was the earl who appeared to be their spokesman. She addressed him. “I know perfectly well by whom I was ‘set upon.’ And I don’t intend to participate in any hoax to save anyone’s good name. I want to know what is going on.”

He eased the last of the boot from her ankle. Her foot was swelling badly. She looked down the length of herself. Her dress was ripped and dirty. Her hair hung down in ratty knots. And there was blood on her skirts.

She pulled away sharply, as again the earl reached for her.

“Easy, my dear. I am only pulling the coat—”

It was his coat she’d been lying on. He brought it up over her shoulders.

“Now.” He began to lecture as one might to a slow child. “This might all seem very unfair to you. But we are going to stick fast to our story of thieves. The nine of us. If you want to try to concoct a different story, that is up to you. But no one will believe you.” He made a tired, rather nasty facsimile of his former smile. “And I am a wonderful liar, madam. I know just the sort of details to lend a story credibility. So give up. We will take very good care of you, see that you are comfortable, and right this unfortunate incident as best we can. Don’t ask for more. You won’t get it.”

He got up abruptly. “You talk to her, Thomas. And can you bring her back on your horse? I thought I might go prepare the way.” Then, once more, the earl turned to her. And with the logic that was now becoming characteristic of this encounter, he blurted something at her in French, something about a meeting; un rendez-vous. His face waited for a response.

Christina threw a rock at him. A fist full of leaves. Whatever was at hand. “What? Do you think you are a bloody prince! You pompous bully! If you think I am going to go along with any harebrained whitewash of what you’ve done…They
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