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        December 10, 1810

        The Vicarage

        Horsham-Upon-the-Thames

        Dead of night

      

      

      

      ‘Twas the perfect night to deal with his task, a new moon and the wee hours of the morning ensured no one would ever know what he was about. The echo of his boots on the previous night’s snow resounded in the quiet of the night. He melted into the dark near the shed entrance. Once he assured there were no witnesses, he pried the large bar off the door.

      Ah, there was the village’s maypole. Exactly where the pole resided for most of the year. Resting on a table along the side of the storage room. The red and white striped pole with a carved crown of flowers at its top was a local tradition.

      Every May first, folks came from miles around to join the festivities. During the day, the younger folks danced around the pole in wild abandon to celebrate the rites of spring’s arrival. After the smaller children were abed the parents returned to the green to enjoy a more high-spirited dance.

      Working carefully to remove the floral crown, he ran his hand into the hollowed out top of the pole. Satisfied with his hiding place, the man pulled a worn leather satchel from his greatcoat pocket. He stuffed the soft sack into the void before replacing the crown on the pole’s apex. He’d thought long and hard about the best hiding place for his treasure. Inside the pole was an inspired notion he thought—the treasure in the middle of town with everyone dancing around, not suspecting a thing.

      A job done well; he’d return to his bed with no one the wiser. After the May Day festivities, five months hence when the pole rested on its place in the shed, he’d retrieve his bounty. He possessed a ticket for a merchantman sailing for America in late May. The sooner he shook the dirt of Horsham from his bootheels the better.

      He’d sold his soul to the highest bidder, the French. Unfortunately, the French paid no better than the English. His good luck in finding the dead body of the Foreign Office courier with the leather satchel of British pound sterling coins handed him the wherewithal to start over. To have a second chance.

      Poor one-legged sod, danger was far closer than he knew. He believed his escape from the church through the cemetery was a safe exit. No one would venture out. A quick jerk of the wire around his neck severed his windpipe, then death.
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        * * *

      

      The assassin waited a few minutes. Eli Collins, former courier for the Home Secretary, Sir Perceval, laid lifeless at his feet. So good of the man to lead him to this village. No one would ever remark on Collins’ death. No one cared about a dead stranger.
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        April 28th, 1811

        Doncaster House

        Mayfair, London

      

      

      

      James Bennett, the Sixth Duke of Doncaster, also known as Jamie to his intimates, stood in the doorway of Lady Philomena’s library studying her scribbling one of her many notes. He wondered how many men and yes, women stood in this spot. Waiting. Wondering why the spymistress sent for them. What mission would they be given? Would they live to tell the tale of their quest?

      “Doncaster don’t stand there. Come. Sit. Time’s wasting. I must leave within the half hour for an audience with Prinny. That man will be the death of me. Always demanding my presence.”

      “Good morning, my lady. I enjoy looking at you spin your many webs of intrigue. I imagine your mind races from note to note. I’m so glad you are you and I’m a mere foot soldier doing your bidding.”

      Lady Philomena Preston folded her note. She motioned to her left. Her ever-vigilant secretary stepped forward. “Apply my seal. Have it delivered directly into Perceval’s hand. The courier is to wait for a response.”

      The secretary, one of four employed by Lady Philly, left the library. She turned her attention to him. “I know I said your services wouldn’t be needed until after Parliament adjourned at the end of the season, but we have a situation.”

      Jamie leaned forward. In truth, Philly had ordered him to stand down and deal with his duty in blasted boring Parliament.

      “What’s happened? Is it Helen?”

      “Interesting you assume Miss Stokes is part of the problem.”

      “I assume so because, more often than not, Helen is at the epicenter of any situation. She’s your protegee after all. I wouldn’t expect any less of her.”

      Philly’s voice filled with laughter. “My, you are testy this morning.” Her voice turned cold as she continued speaking, “but, you are correct. Helen is in Horsham-Upon-the-Thames. Working as a governess for a young lady, the daughter of an earl. Abner is with her. He’s working in the earl’s stable. I arranged for their employ because a man was killed in the village before Christmas. Garroted. One of Perceval’s couriers.

      “I sent them there to retrieve a pouch of gold coins stolen from the body of a dead Foreign Office agent last fall. This morning, I’ve learned that the pouch also contained a list of French sympathizers to our cause. Should the wrong person find the pouch, the French will execute everyone on the list. Perceval demands I send another agent to Horsham. He’s fearful French agents will find the list.

      “Your Grace, your services are required. You leave within the hour. Your valet will accompany you. Helen’s employer, William Lansing, the Earl of Brompton, is hosting a house party during Horsham’s May Day celebrations. I replied you’ll be attending. Be warned, Helen doesn’t know you were invited, your arrival will cause quite a stir. Safe travels.”

      With those words, Lady Philly, spymaster for the Privy Council, nodded toward the doors to her garden. “Leave out the rear gate. Your horse awaits.”

      Jamie couldn’t believe his ears. His last mission with Helen had been difficult. The woman took exception to his insistence she must conform to his directives. He was only trying to protect her.

      The headstrong woman saw his efforts differently. After a bitter discourse on how he treated her like a child instead of an equal, Helen wrote to Philly asking for a new partner. The spymaster complied with Helen’s request. They parted ways.

      Jamie stood and bowed. “Lady Philly, you never cease to amaze me. We both know Helen will be furious with me for my imposition. You are the one who made the decision to separate us. Not a month later, you are ordering me to assist the chit again.

      “Farewell, please give Prinny my regards. I almost pity the man. Not even he deserves the mental thrashing you tend to bestow on us all.”

      Philly waved off his words. “Don’t concern yourself with Georgie. I have known him since he was born. Have known each misstep the boy has taken. A fact, of which he is more than aware. I’ll deal with the brat. Now, enough chatter, be off with you.”

      He’d been dismissed. With that, Jamie strode from the lady’s library. Horsham was a two-hour ride from Town. His gut rolled with trepidation. That emotion was present anytime he dealt with Helen Stokes, Philly’s ward. The woman possessed as little caution as Philly. Both women would make him an old man before his time.

      Maybe his mother was right, and he should spend the season in Town, find a bride and marry. He’d had enough gallivanting around the English countryside chasing spies.

      His only hesitation about doing so was he loved Helen Stokes. He loved the beautiful, obstinate woman who refused to love him back. Of all the rotten luck.
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        * * *

      

      May Day was two days away. So much to do. How would she see to all the details before May Day? Why had she been nominated to oversee the annual festivities? A nomination she never accepted.

      She’d only been in the earl’s employ for less than a month. Unknown to her employer and the villagers of Horsham-Upon-the-Thames, Helen Stokes served the king’s government as a spy. Her skills include expert marksmanship, knife fighting, and a highly developed sense of observation.

      The revered maypole had been unearthed from the vicarage’s shed, repainted its signature red and white stripes. The pole, at that moment, laid prone on the village green, ready to be raised upright.

      Helen sat in the morning room of the Fourth Earl of Brompton’s country seat, Bromfield, an imposing country house of fifty rooms. Helen, head bent in concentration, sorted the multitude of ribbons.

      Local tradition dictated the order placement of the ribbons on a circlet situated on top of the maypole. Helen, grew up on the streets of London, possessed only the most rudimentary skill with a needle. Her task to sew the ribbons onto the wood ring meant her fingers now bore tiny painful pricks.

      She closed her eyes. Dealing with the many traditions of the day warred with her need to deal with the real reason she was now a servant in Brompton’s household. She said a silent prayer never to be involved in the blasted holiday again.

      Considering her past missions, she’d assumed her time in Horsham would be quick. Someone had killed a man, Eli Collins. Left his body astraddle on one of the headstones in the church cemetery before Christmas. Collins, a former infantryman, fought on the Iberian Peninsula until he was injured. Lost his right leg.

      Upon returning to England, the man joined the Foreign Office as a courier. He disappeared after a fellow agent was found dead. Philly said the dead courier had carried a fortune in gold coins. The Foreign Office wanted the money back.

      Lady Philly, her superior, sent fellow Agent Abner Parrish and herself to find the missing gold. They’d been in Horsham for three weeks and were no closer to discovering the treasure’s hiding place.

      Helen grimaced at the thought of the afternoon meeting with the village ladies. Today’s topic would be the refreshments for the May Day Assembly ball. No one wanted to be excluded from the discussions of market booths, the May Day picnic, the selection of the May Queen, or the assembly ball hosted by the Earl of Brompton. Except her.

      “Ouch!” Another stab with her needle. She stuck her pin-pricked finger into her mouth to stave the trickle of blood. Could this assignment be any worse?

      First, Lady Cunnington, who traditionally oversaw the preparation of the May Day celebrations, had fallen ill and taken to her bed. She asked for Helen’s assistance with the planning. Hence, Helen found herself sitting in the morning room surrounded by thirty ribbons measuring twenty feet each.

      “Helen, where are you?” Abby’s voice shattered the afternoon quiet. “I have news.”

      Abby! Perfect timing. She was much better with a needle than Helen. The young woman, her current charge and the earl’s only child was all of six and ten years old.

      Lady Philly wrote to the earl asking if he needed a governess and groom. She asked the earl to employ two of her former servants. The peer jumped at the chance to gain a governess from Town for Abby. As for Abner, the earl always needed grooms.

      Not that Abby needed a governess. The child was at least two years from coming out to Society. With Philly being an undeniable force in Society, a word from her would assure the earl’s daughter a successful first season.

      The girl ran full tilt into the morning room before collapsing on the settee next to Helen, scattering all the ribbons Helen had sorted only moments before. She barely glanced the girl’s way. Her charge had a propensity for making more of ordinary occurrences than necessary. The best way forward was to listen to Abby until she said what she’d come to say and then some.

      Not that Helen faulted the girl for her effervescence. Not very much of note ever happened in their little village. Well, except for the discovery of a dead man laid out across the Widow Hemmings’ gravestone.

      “Do you want to hear what I have to say? I’m bursting to share the news.” Abby grabbed the set of ribbons from Helen’s hands and tossed them aside.

      “Feel free to tell all, but please pick up those ribbons.” Helen pointed to the morass of ribbons on the floor. I’ve worked all morning to get the colors sorted correctly. Lady C will have the vapors if I fail to align the thirty ribbons in the order she stipulated.”

      Abby dropped to the floor, picking up ribbons. “Here.” She bounced up to pace back and forth. “Our first house guest has arrived. You’ll never guess who is at this very moment enjoying a glass of brandy with Papa in the library. I heard Willis announce him. I never dreamed we’d entertain a duke. You know they say, he’s quite the rake.” The girl’s voice had risen higher and higher with each word.

      “A duke? Which duke?” Helen frowned. Knowing Brompton, he’d invited every duke alive and able to endure a carriage ride from Town. A futile effort for certain, but she kept her own counsel on the subject. Brompton seldom went to Town, so he wasn’t well known in the loftier circles of Society.

      Alarm bells clanged in the pit of Helen’s stomach. To be sure, the earl wasn’t drinking brandy with Doncaster? Philly would have sent word. Not even Philly would ambush her with his presence. The spymaster had promised.

      Her unspoken attraction to the duke robbed her of all common sense. She could not do her job with him nearby. If Doncaster had accepted the earl’s invitation, something must be amiss.

      “The Duke of Doncaster.” Abby unaware of Helen’s unease continued. “I’m sure Papa is bursting with pride at the duke’s arrival. The staff is in a tizzy.

      “Thank goodness, Papa was smart enough to have the Tudor Chamber made ready.”

      Abby swung her arms and fell back again into the swath of ribbons. “Imagine I will meet a belted duke before I ever make my bow to the Queen. Papa says the more titled gentlemen I meet before we go to Town, the better.”

      Helen sorted and attached ribbons to the pole ring. Abby continued to wax on about her mysterious duke. She barely listened. She couldn’t blame the girl for her excitement. A duke in residence was quite the coup for the earl’s household.

      “–I can’t imagine what young lady would venture into an empty parlor with any gentleman.”

      Helen’s head shot upward. “Abby, what are you going on about?”

      “I read an on dit in one of papa’s old newssheets. In February, the duke was caught in a compromising circumstance at the Weatherington musicale with an unmarried lady. A mystery really. No lady was named. One must assume since he’s here without a wife, he didn’t marry the girl. I suppose dukes can do as they please.”

      “Abigail!” Lord Brompton’s outraged voice rang through the morning room.

      Helen shuddered. She knew without looking Doncaster stood in the doorway with the earl.

      “Brompton, please do not chastise the child on my behalf,” the duke said. “Lady Abigail is most correct in I did not marry.” He bowed to them. “Please make me known to the ladies.”

      The earl quickly handled the introductions.

      “Lady Abigail, I did offer for the lady’s hand, but she refused me. Quite eloquently with words to the effect ‘not if I was the last man on earth.’ Added a rather insulting bit about my arrogance and penchant for tomfoolery.”

      Abby didn’t hesitate. “Your Grace, I’ll marry you.”

      “Abigail! Enough of your foolishness. I came to introduce my well-mannered daughter to the Duke of Doncaster, not an unrepentant hoyden with a much too sassy tongue.”

      Brompton directed his attention to Helen. “Miss Stokes, you’ve made great progress. I hope your ribbons will be ready to add to the crown by tomorrow evening so the men can raise the maypole.

      Helen nodded. “Yes, my lord. I’m almost finished. All that’s left is the braiding. Abby and I will finish that chore this afternoon.”

      The earl clapped his hands together. “Excellent, Lady Cunnington’s illness has thrown our normal preparations into a bumble broth.

      “I forgot the other reason for seeking you ladies. Cook has nuncheon ready. Doncaster thought lunch on the terrace would be nice before the other guests arrive this afternoon.”

      Helen attached a pink ribbon before looking up to find Doncaster’s gaze on her. She wanted to vanish like a wisp of smoke. The man had the nerve to wink at her. The dratted man loved a good farce or any exercise for jokery.

      Abby bounced to her feet. “What a lovely idea. Come Helen, let’s freshen up.” The girl led the way to the door.

      Helen knew it was no mistake when she passed by Doncaster, his hand slid down her arm. She would not allow him to run roughshod over her. She’d had enough of him dictating what she should and should not do.
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      Helen mulled over the idea of feigning a megrim but knew to do so would only cause the earl to question her rudeness to his guest. After all, who would not want to share a meal with a duke?

      Resigned to her fate, Helen followed Abby onto the terrace. Doncaster had been right about the perfect setting for nuncheon. The footmen assisted her and Abigail to their chairs. Soon, the group was enjoying a chicken broth soup.

      “Miss Stokes, I say you look vaguely familiar. Have we met before?”

      The absolute nerve of the pompous man. He knew better than to call attention to her or to insinuate they may have crossed paths in the past. She wanted to kick him but wouldn’t. She followed the rules. She wished she could say the same for him.

      “Your Grace, I think not. I don’t think I would forget meeting a duke. I prefer postings in the country. I’m certain you prefer Town, am I right?”

      “Yes, I do prefer Town.” The duke sipped his wine. “How did you come to Horsham?”

      Drat! He wasn’t done with her. The first chance she got she intended to kick his shin with all her might.

      The footman removed her soup bowl, and another servant placed a plate of sliced chicken and parsnips in front of her. Yuck. She detested the vegetable.

      “I can answer that question,” Abby chimed in. “My old governess, Miss Vinson, took ill. Papa sent her to Bath to recuperate. Papa’s friend, Lady Philomena Preston, learned of her departure. She wrote to introduce Miss Stokes who was journeying back to Town for her next posting.”

      “How fortuitous for you, to have Miss Stokes traveling through Horsham just when you were in need.

      “I know Lady Philomena. Lady loves hats. Thinks herself a bit of a matchmaker. I avoid her company as much as possible.” He resumed his study of Helen. “Miss Stokes, not to belabor the point, but I cannot shake the feeling we’ve met before.”

      The infuriating man grinned at her. She so detested his cockiness. No other agent would tread so close to exposing her identity. Foolhardy indeed. She shifted her foot just so. Her well-placed kick hit his shin. Doncaster grunted. Helen nibbled on her parsnips with glee. That should remind the man who was the better fighter.

      “Oomph!”

      “Your Grace, are you well?” Helen asked with all sugary concern.

      “Yes, my shin is a bit sore. Unfortunate mishap with a tree limb on my ride from Town.”

      “Your Grace, I’m certain I would remember if our paths had ever crossed. You do have an arresting demeanor. I suppose that aura comes from being a duke.”

      “Miss Stokes.” The earl growled.

      The duke laughed. “Brompton, I’ve not been so entertained in quite a while. Both ladies are delightful. I look forward to getting to know them.”

      Helen suffered through two more removes. She had enough. Time to depart. The man would seek her out soon enough.

      Before the footmen appeared with the sweet course, Helen spoke up, “My lord, time is short for the final touches on the ribbons. Perhaps, Abby and I may have our sweet course in the morning room? I’m certain you gentlemen would enjoy a much more spirited fare then a cup of tea.”

      “Excellent idea, Miss Stokes. Doncaster, let us adjourn to my bookroom for a more potent libation.

      “Abby, help Miss Stokes until the crown of ribbons is ready. We’ll see you both in the drawing room before dinner. Our other guests will have arrived by then.”

      Once she and Abby returned to the morning room, Abby was enthused about Doncaster.  “Oh my, I’ve never seen a more handsome gentleman. Do you think he meant his words on staying out of Lady Philly’s presence because she’s a matchmaker? Perhaps, he was jesting? Helen, what do you think?”

      “Abby, enough chatter about the duke. Let’s finish the ribbons.” Helen nodded in the direction of the remaining jumbled strands. “We must start on the braiding if we are to be done in time for you to dress for dinner.”

      That observation certainly got Abby’s attention. The girl was thrilled about the first night of the house party. Abby had talked of nothing else since her papa announced his plan to host the week.

      Helen gritted her back teeth as she replayed Abby’s words about Doncaster and marriage.  That incident at Weatherington’s. She had not been compromised. Marry him indeed!

      Helen should remind the girl to behave with propriety and decorum before the house party guests arrived. To do so was her duty. Still, no matter what she said to the girl, Abby would be incessant in her pursuit of Doncaster.

      Helen motioned for the girl to gather the ribbons. “You can dream of the man after we deal with this.”

      Abby huffed up in a pout as she carefully picked up the ribbons. Helen didn’t know what was worse, a talkative Abby or a silent one. At least, when the girl chattered, one knew what she was thinking. The quiet Abby was a scary proposition all around.

      Hours later, Willis knocked at the doorway of Abby’s bedchamber. “Lady Abigail, Miss Stokes, his lordship is asking for you to join him and the duke in the drawing room to greet his guests.”

      Helen winced. She’d forgotten. Brompton worried Abby would be too ebullient when speaking with his guests. His solution was for Helen to run interference when the girl spoke too bluntly.

      The girl’s last governess, Miss Vinson, a spinster shared her rather bizarre opinions on courtship and marriage with Abby. The impressionable girl took her every word as the gospel.

      In the early days of her employment, Abby had shared some of the governess’ tenets. Gentlemen, over the age of thirty, had shriveled private parts. Helen knew Jamie would be horrified to hear that tidbit. He was about to turn one and thirty years old.

      Another gem was the belief that younger girls should never ever follow a gentleman from a room. To do so was to be compromised and forced into marriage to one of those shriveled up gentlemen.

      The earl’s once simple request grew more complicated with Doncaster’s presence. The blasted man would torment her at every turn.
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        * * *

      

      Helen followed Abby into the drawing room. Jamie watched Helen ease her way against the wall near the doors. It would take more than Helen to smooth over Lady Abigail’s effusiveness. The child would be a handful in Town. Brompton had shared his daughter’s rather skewed views of courtship.

      He pretended to listen as a baron expounded on the benefits of house parties over a ball in London. His focus was on Helen though. He watched her eyes grow large when she sighted him. Or maybe it was the gentleman standing at his side. He searched his mind for the fellow’s name. A baron. Lived locally. A name started with a C.

      Lady Abigail inserted her person between the baron and him. “Lord Cunnington, how delightful to have you join us. I assumed your mother’s illness would preclude you from attending our party.” Her high-pitched voice reminded Jamie of a little bird, chirping. “Ah, Your Grace, are you a friend of Lord Cunnington’s? I never considered you would have friends in the area.”

      Cunnington grinned at the girl. “Indeed, Lady Abigail. We are not acquaintances. A status I hope we can change this week.

      “Your father introduced us. As for Mama, she enjoyed the food basket Miss Stokes delivered two days past. She’s still in her sickbed but insisted I come tonight. She said to pass on her appreciation for your thoughtfulness.”

      “The food basket was Helen’s idea, not mine. Come, Your Grace, I want you to meet one of my dearest friends.” Abby took Jamie’s arm and towed him away.

      He’d never been treated thusly.

      Helen walked parallel to shadow them from across the drawing room. Watching her attempt to remain invisible was as entertaining as listening to Lady Abigail 's chatter.

      He turned in Helen’s direction. Doncaster touched his little finger to the third button of his vest then gesturing toward the terrace doors. He needed to talk to Helen pronto.

      She shook her head. He touched his earlobe and tugged. She nodded her agreement, but the woman was angry. No bother that. The sooner they talked, the sooner he could return to Town.

      He watched her slip out of the drawing room doors. After a few minutes, he made excuses to Lady Abby and her friends before making his way to the terrace and down to the gardens below.

      He walked toward the dense privet hedge surrounding the groomed lawn. He’d made the contact, now Helen would find him. They’d successfully effected this manner of communication many times in the past two years.

      A hand appeared through a gap in the hedge. Without hesitation, Doncaster joined Helen in a darkened copse of trees. He almost stumbled as he found his way to Helen’s side. She reached out.

      Doncaster shook off her touch. “Hands off, Stokes. I must return to that insipid gathering without leaves in my hair if you please. I do have a reputation for impeccable grooming to uphold.”

      She snapped back. “You were the one to ask for this meeting, not me. What do you want, Doncaster? Why are you here? Abner and I have the situation well in hand.”

      “You know better than to think I came to a country house party of my own volition. I detest these affairs. A week in the company of people I do not know. Women waylaying me at every turn. Give me my townhouse on Portman Square any day.

      “Philly sent me. She’s received information that adds another layer of trouble for your investigation. The old girl worries about you more than she does the rest of us. Why she does is beyond me. You can out-shoot, outmaneuver any of us without breaking a sweat.

      “Philly received word that pouch you seek also contains a list of Frenchmen sympathetic to the British efforts to dethrone The Little Corporal.  The French want the list,” he explained.

      “How does she know this?” Helen walked away from him to sit on a small bench behind the hedge. “Nothing of note has happened hereabouts since Eli Collins’ body was found.”

      “You know Philly never shares her sources. She says there are strangers in Horsham. Possibly French strangers. As for Collins, who found his body?”

      She lifted her chin, her eyes cold and lifeless. “The vicar. Eli Collins had a letter from Perceval in his pocket, or no one would have known who he was.”

      “What happened to the letter?”

      “Brompton has it. Before you start looking for the note, I’ve already done so. Found it in the earl’s desk. Copied it. It was written in code, but I haven’t been able to decipher.”

      “What about Abner? Has he found anything to tell us where the gold is hidden?”

      “No, he’s searched every barn, shed, and outbuilding within five miles of Horsham. Poor man spends his days laboring in the earl’s stable and his nights searching. I fear he’s going to collapse from exhaustion at any moment. I’m of no help. I can’t leave the house except in the dead hours of the early morning. Abner refuses to consider me doing so. Says you will kill him if a single hair on my head is harmed.”

      “Abner’s not changed. Still the dramatic sort. I wouldn’t kill him, but I would hurt him enough, so he’d wish he was dead,” Jamie retorted.

      The idea of Helen alone, hurt or dead filled him with such desolation. He’d never recover from the loss of her. He forced himself to shove those dire thoughts to the back of his mind.

      “Dear Lord, Cunnington is heading our way. Don’t move,” she whispered. “What’s he doing out here? He normally attaches himself to Brompton. Such a toadying pompous buffoon. No doubt he saw you leave the drawing room and followed. He wants to further his acquaintance with you to gain the prestige of having a duke for a friend. Cunnington and his mother grasp any opportunity to elevate their standing on the social ladder.”

      Jamie looked over his shoulder to see the baron strolling along the hedge. In mere moments, the man would be near enough to see them. “Stay here. Crouch down. I’ll distract him. Meet me tonight. Usual time.”

      He moved closer to Cunnington before stumbling through the gap of the hedge onto the lawn. Wiping at his jacket to knock off a few leaves. “Oh, Cunnington, isn’t it?” He slapped his back. “Dratted hedges. I don’t know how I ended up on the other side. I can see why Brompton has the blasted bushes. Affords one excellent privacy.”

      Cunnington stared at him in disbelief. He’d proven himself to be far less than a perfect duke. It was a bit of fun to disparage the baron’s perception of how a duke should act. One of the many reasons he’d accepted Philly’s offer to serve the King’s government was the old lady’s assertion he could assume any identity required. He couldn’t pass up the opportunity.

      “I say Doncaster, shouldn’t you be indoors with the others? Walking in the gardens alone leaves you open to some over-eager lady’s attentions. Don’t want to remember this gathering as where you became leg-shackled, would you?”

      How low he had sunk to have the baron chastise him on proper manners. A quick look over the insufferable man’s shoulder confirmed Helen was making her way back to the manor through the kitchen garden. Safe and sound.

      He slapped Cunnington on his back and motioned for him to join him. “Cunnington, you are so right. What was I thinking? You must remain by my side for the duration of the party. I hope I can count on you.”

      The baron puffed up like a cock on the walk. “Your Grace, I would be honored to act as your companion. I am in alt over the prospect. Mama will be thrilled.”

      “I appreciate your assistance, but why were you looking for me?”

      The baron pinkened. “Truthfully, I was not looking for you. Earlier, I saw Miss Stokes leave the drawing room. When she didn’t return, I hoped she’d ventured into the garden. I’ve been told she’s connected to Lady Philomena Preston’s family. Mama and I hope to have Miss Stokes introduce us to the lady.”

      Doncaster and Cunnington returned to the now crowded drawing room. Doncaster managed to engage a group of gentlemen in a conversation about horseflesh. Cunnington forgot all about him as the others discussed the upcoming season and the racing schedule.

      Doncaster wandered from group to group. A few words here and there was all anyone required of him.

      All he could think about was Cunnington’s intention to use Helen’s connection to Philly for his gain. What a scoundrel. The man had no notion of how fruitless such a request would have with Helen. She’d never acknowledge her true relationship with Philly.

      The woman was an orphan. Left on the steps of a church in Mayfair. The vicar asked Philly to take her in. A spinster, Philly was happy to provide for her. She’d mothered the babe and then the girl.

      Educated her as well as any man with the goal of Helen holding her own against any foe. The young woman spoke five languages and several dialects. Trained in marksmanship, knife-fighting, and all forms of Asian martial arts. She was a fighting machine. He’d never seen a man get the better of her.

      He forced his mind back to the mission. Could Cunnington be the villain they sought. Jamie would count the hours until he saw Helen again. He refused to allow Cunnington, or anyone else, to hurt her. He’d die before he would allow Helen to be harmed.
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      Helen enjoyed every meal she’d eaten at the earl’s table until tonight. According to those around her, Cook had done herself proud. Each course was more delicious than the last, or so the guests opined. As for Helen, every bite lacked taste. Every glance down the table to see Doncaster sitting at Brompton’s left sent her insides spinning.

      Luck shined on her when Abby unexpectedly begged off from joining the ladies in the drawing room after dinner. The girl complained of a megrim. While Abby’s complaint sounded contrived, Helen was not one to miss out on the opportunity to retire.

      She waited in her bedchamber as the halls echoed with the sounds of the guests returning to their rooms for the night. The clock in the entry hall chimed twice in the wee hours before the house was silent. Helen waited an additional hour before slipping out of her room for the back servant stairs. What did she care how long Doncaster stood outside in the chilled night air.

      Within seconds of stepping out the kitchen door, she pressed her body against the wall. A sharp snap and a short whistle sounded off to her right. She eased her way in that direction. Doncaster, or rather Jamie, waited near the side of the kitchen garden.

      They had a set of hard and fast rules during the year they'd been partners. One asked for the meeting, and the other made first contact. Any deviation from that practice meant trouble was afoot.

      Jamie moved to her side. His warm breath tickled her neck as he whispered in her ear, “I visited the stable after dinner. Abner will meet us at the bottom of the garden in the potter’s shed.” He swept a courtly bow. “Shall we?”

      She bit her cheek to refrain from calling the duke on his propensity for silliness in the face of dire circumstances. She’d learned long ago not to attempt to hold Jamie accountable for his behavior. He would never change. The man would always be a boy at heart.

      The potter’s shed door stood ajar. Helen waited for Jamie before moving closer.

      Jamie held her arm. “Stay. I’ll go first.”

      She watched him step into the shed. Another moment passed before he reappeared with Abner at his heels.

      Their fellow agent spoke first. “We can’t talk here. Someone walked by maybe five minutes ago. There’s a folly further down the hill near the lake. We’ll be able to see anyone who is about.”

      Once again, Jamie took her arm. They arrived at the small folly. Jamie motioned for her to stay and entered the gazebo. He soon stepped out of the shadows and motioned for her to join him.

      Helen wasn’t surprised to find Abner already inside. Their third man was an accomplished acrobat. Philly discovered him performing at Astley’s Circus. The man was an escape artist.

      Abner nodded to her and then shook Jamie’s hand. “’Tis good to see you, Doncaster. With all the strange goings-on here, I’m glad to have another one of us here. I assume you’ve arrived at Lady Philly’s behest?”

      “Indeed, I have. Philly’s learned there’s a list of Frenchmen who are sympathetic to our cause in that money bag. She wants the list. You know how the old lady is about getting her way. There’s another bit of news.”

      Abner groaned. “Of course, there is. You wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

      “Philly says there are strangers about here. Not sure if they are Frenchies or English thugs for hire. Everyone is a potential threat.”

      “How lovely for us. Trained assassins? That is who you are talking about?”

      “Yes, I didn’t want to cause a stir, but you’re right.”

      The three formed a triangle so every angle of the surrounding garden was observed. Jamie started the conversation. “Philly sent me to offer my assistance with finding the gold and the list. I don’t know Brompton well. Made a brief acquaintance while Parliament was in session last year. I did receive the invitation for the house party but according to my valet, every duke who is breathing received an invite. What can I do to help?”

      Not one to give over to anyone, much less a duke. Abner grinned. “Tread carefully, Jamie. Mayhap, the earl wants a duke for a son by marriage. He wouldn’t be the first lord to grasp for a higher title for his daughter.” Abner added. “He may want you to see the innocent girl shackled now before she gains some Town bronze.”

      “Abner, shut it. What can I do?”

      His friend must’ve seen his jesting was wearing thin. Abner nodded in Helen’s direction. “Missy, what can the duke do to help us?”

      Helen didn’t hesitate. “Spend some of your day at the tavern? Isn’t that what lords do? While away the day in a private parlor. Hold court for those who want to be seen in such elevated company.

      “The baron set my teeth on edge. I know he’s the last person I should suspect of being involved with this business, but we all know traitors come from every walk of life... even peers, or more especially peers.

      “I know sometimes I come up with bizarre theories but what if Cunnington is part of this business? What if he knows who we are? Remember the old saying about keeping your friends close and your enemies closer?”

      Jamie remained quiet for a moment. The man always mulled over what he said before speaking. At one time, this trait frustrated her. Helen was a woman of action. Inaction could get them killed.

      “Cunnington is a strange duck,” Jamie finally said. “Tonight, he remained at my side. Couldn’t rid myself of his company. He continually interrupted me when I spoke. He’s a dead boor. Every other word is about his poorly feeling mother.” He gave Helen a considered stare. “You should know he told me in the garden this afternoon he intends to ask you for an introduction to Philly. Said you have a connection to her family. Someone told him, he said.”

      Helen snorted. “I’m too lowly born for his taste or rather for his mother’s preference. I believe she took to her bed so I would be too busy with the details of the celebration to garner her son’s attention.”

      Laughing, Abner slapped his knee and pointed at Helen. “I’ve thought Cunnington to be a little light in his attics to let but now I know the fellow has rung the bell one too many times in the belfry.”

      She groused. “You don’t have to find such an eventuality so comical. May I remind you; I quite successfully assumed the identity of dear Princess Amelia.” She tilted her nose in the air and sniffed with regal hauteur. “No one was the wiser.”

      What no one said was she performed that role for old King George. Amelia was his favorite child. Her illness upset him. Caused him to take to his own sick bed.

      Queen Charlotte asked Philly to find a woman to impersonate her daughter for brief visits with the king. Philly chose Helen for the mission, her first. She’d never been more terrified in her life. Had nightmares of being hung for treason. She’d go to her death before admitting her fears from that assignment.

      Abner laid his hand over his heart. “Forgive me, Helen. You were a vision of loveliness in the princess’ gowns. You fooled old King George.”

      “Enough you two.” Jamie snapped.  Let’s all agree Helen is more than qualified to impersonate anyone including an ailing princess. Cunnington is at the top of our list for possible involvement in the theft of the gold. Helen, do you have anything to report? The darkness is wasting.”

      “I’ve visited every house in the village. Lady C falling ill was a boon for our inquiry. No one questioned my calls to discuss the building of the market stalls or to sample baked goods. You wouldn’t believe the hours I’ve spent with the ladies debating all manner of details for the assembly ball.”

      Jamie gave her a pointed look. He twirled his finger in the air. “Possible hiding places, if you please.”

      “The church’s bell tower, Lord William’s turrets, Widow Stephens flower beds–”

      “–flower beds? Why do you think gold would be hidden in the flowerbeds?”

      “I overheard the widow complaining about an oddity in her daffodils. Said her flowers aren’t blooming as well as years before. I walked by her house Monday last. She’s right. Her daffodil beds are uneven. There’s a distinctive sinking of ground in the dead center of her flowers.”

      “Sinking? That means what?” Jamie asked.

      “Buried treasure? The sunken dirt implies someone has been digging in the daffodils. Where better to hide a bounty of gold coins than in a widow’s flowerbed?”

      Abner crossed his arms. “Now, I’ve heard everything. You think someone dug up the widow’s flowers to bury the hidden treasure. Helen, my girl, you’ve been reading too many of those Gothic novels.” The burly man laughed.

      She remained quiet for a few moments. “I do have another theory, but you’ll think my supposition is sillier than buried treasure.”

      Jamie nudged her arm. “Helen, dearest, won’t be the first time I’ve thought you so. I will own your silliness has saved our necks a few times.

      “Remember that time in Lisbon? You said the comb holding the senora’s mantilla in place was the wrong shape. I ignored your warning and ended up with this scar on my upper brow. Had you not rushed in to take that wicked blade from her, I would have more scars on my person.

      “Never say I don’t learn from my mistakes. I’ll never call you silly again. I may think it, but I will never speak of my doubts.”

      Helen watched Jamie’s face to see if he was funning her. “Very well, I think the gold is hidden in the maypole.”

      Jamie bit his cheek to keep from laughing. Abner had no such discipline as he guffawed, embracing his ribs. The woman never stopped amazing him with how her brainbox worked.

      Why would anyone hide a fortune in gold in a five and ten-foot pole festooned with ribbons? More the question was where would one hide the gold in the pole? He knew better than to voice his questions. Helen, in a snit, was not to be endured.

      “Helen, the maypole is at present resting on its side in the village green. Tomorrow, the village men will attach your ribbons and stand the pole upright. That pole is the focal point of May Day. Every eye trained on the pole for the next four and twenty hours,” Abner said.

      “You don’t think I know I sound ridiculous?” She shot back, “that pole remains in the vicar’s shed all year except for two days. I sneaked in last week and examined the pole from every vantage point.

      “I’ll own I found no hiding place, but why else would Eli Collins be here? He was a Town man. He had no reason to be in Horsham but was found dead in the cemetery. Near the vicarage.” Helen continued, “if the pole is the hiding place, the killer won’t have to recover his treasure now. He can leave the gold hidden until we give up and return to Town. Gentlemen, we have a waiting game in play.”

      Her words ran through Jamie’s mind. He’d learned to not discount her imaginings. The woman was right more than she was wrong. He stroked the scar over his brow. Yes, indeed, more right than wrong.

      “It’s not the pole or any other possible hiding spots that concern me, Abner said. “It’s the strangers, two gentlemen. One is staying at The Goose and The Gander until after the assembly ball or so the gentleman told Sullivan. The other fellow is a guest of Cunnington’s.

      “No one is questioning their arrival in the village. The villagers are accustomed to strangers coming for May Day. Most of the villagers open their doors to provide bedchambers to the visitors here for the celebration. They are proud of the crowd May Day brings. More coin in all their pockets they say.”

      “Any faces familiar to us?” Jamie asked.

      Abner shook his head. “No, I only mention those two because I can tell for a fact they are here for the gold. They have watched Helen’s every move for the last week. We’ve been fingered as agents I’m certain of that. Our mission here is known. The danger to us is increasing every day we don’t find the killer and the gold.”

      No one said a word as Abner doffed his cap in Helen’s direction. “I need some sleep. Tomorrow I’ll offer to help with the maypole. Meet here again tomorrow night?”

      Jamie nodded. “Yes, maybe one of us will have made progress. I’ll visit the tavern for a pint in the morning. I may contrive to be introduced to the strangers.”

      “Abby and I must deliver the ribbons to the village green after nuncheon.” Helen added.  “I never want to see a ribbon again as long as I live. I’ll keep a listen to the villagers for any hint of the gold.”

      Abner took his leave while Helen remained by Jamie’s side. Best to make their way back to the house once Abner was no longer moving around the gardens. Should they be caught, they would do what they did at the Weatherington musicale. Plead innocence of any wrongdoing. That ploy worked well for them. No one in Society would ever believe Jamie would marry a commoner like Helen.

      How stupid all of Society was. He’d marry Helen in an instant. All he’d wanted for over two years was the woman at his side as his wife and the mother of his babes.

      They walked back to the manor. Neither spoke a word. He watched the shadows.  All too soon, they were at the kitchen door. Helen reached up and kissed his cheek. She never stopped surprising him. The last time she’d kissed him had been months earlier. That kiss had been as unexpected as this one.

      Struck mute, Jamie opened the door and nudged her inside. Once she’d melted into the kitchen darkness, he closed the door behind her. After that kiss, he needed another turn around the garden. Maybe two turns. Helen Stokes robbed him of all common sense on the best of days. In the dead of night, she rendered him senseless.
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        * * *

      

      “Miss Stokes, I’m interested to see the raising of the maypole. Never seen the sight before. No such goings-on happen in Town. Would you object to my joining you on the green this afternoon?”

      Helen looked over the rim of her teacup to find Jamie grinning. How like him to disturb her when others were around. She rose from her bed a good hour earlier than normal, hoping to avoid the dratted duke. How like Jamie to make such a public declaration to prevent her from refusing him. No one ever denied a duke. Certainly not a governess

      “Your Grace, I’m certain the villagers will welcome you with open arms. They are proud of their heritage. This will be the 126th anniversary of the first May Day celebration. Some of the older folks believe a well-attended observance leads to a more successful harvest in the fall.”

      Jamie clapped his hands together. “Excellent, may I offer my escort? How soon will you be ready to depart?”

      “How generous of you, but I must decline. I’m due in the village within a quarter hour. I’m to meet with the village matrons to discuss the May Queen competition. The deliberations are quite robust, especially for ladies. I must leave now, while you have need of sustenance before leaving the manor.”

      “I left my bed two hours ago,” Jamie replied. “I had a tray in my room. So, I’m ready to depart as well.”

      “Your Grace, I had no idea you were an early riser. I would enjoy your company this morning. I must fetch my bonnet and shawl from my room. I’ll join you at the front entry.”

      Helen bobbed a slight curtsey and rushed out of the room. After a short stop to refreshen herself and retrieve her things, Helen returned to the front entry where she found Jamie relaxing.

      “Ah, Miss Stokes, there you are. Shall we?” He offered her his arm. “How fortuitous for our plans for the day managed to fall in step together. I do enjoy a brisk walk.”

      She hated when the man manipulated her. He’d planned from the start to escort her to the village.

      Would he ever see her as an equal? Men were pigheaded. She refused to be the first to break the silence between them.

      Jamie held out for about five minutes before he spoke, “I think you’re right about searching the bell tower. I made my way up to the turrets here last night. Didn’t find any cubbyholes or niches large enough for someone to hide a leather pouch.”

      “You went abovestairs without me?” she fired back.

      “I couldn’t sleep and decided to venture up to the turrets. As I said, I found nothing. What do you say to a tour of the church after your meeting is concluded?” Jamie asked.

      She refused to answer too quickly. After a long silence, she said, “Yes, I’ll find you at the tavern for your personal tour of Horsham's religious hub of activity. I know the vicar will be preening like a peacock over your interest in his church.”

      “Excellent. Will you be calling on Lady Cunnington today? Do you anticipate seeing Lord Cunnington?”

      “I sent word this morning, I will call on the baroness after my meeting with the village ladies.” Helen snorted. “As for Cunnington, the man is a pest. If past visits are the standard for the day, then yes, the man will be at home.”

      A movement caught Helen’s eye. She tightened her hold on Jamie’s arm. Helen turned her head toward Jamie and smiled. “Don’t look. There’s a man watching us from the trees to our left, at the edge of the meadow. Do you see him? Don’t be obvious.”

      “Helen, I do know how to covertly surveil a subject.” Jamie growled. “The man sprinted away. He was too far away. I didn’t recognize him. Dressed too fine to be a laborer. Let’s continue to the village. Once you are safely at the church with your ladies, I’ll stroll around the green. If we are lucky, our nameless friend may show himself.”

      “Why didn’t you give chase?” Helen asked.

      Jamie glared at her. “Helen, I’m a duke, not a ruffian. You know as well as I do, my role is that of a guest and my options are limited. Too many would take note of me cavorting across the earl’s field.”

      Helen laughed. He looked put out with her. Silly man had chased all manner of hooligans during their partnership. In those instances, she’d run along at his side as any good partner would do. Would do the same now. Until they located their prey, time was wasting. May Day was tomorrow.

      Helen tugged his arm. “I’ve had a thought. We left the manor much earlier than I planned. What do you think of visiting the bell tower now?” she asked.

      Jamie gave her a suspicious look. “Why the sudden interest?”

      She shrugged. “If we go up into the tower, we may see our lurker below. The view from up there is quite encompassing of the village. Just a thought. Also, perhaps visiting now, the villagers will think I’m being gracious in touring the church with you before my meeting. The ladies will be agog at the thought of us being together.” She stepped closer until her foot touched his. “Jamie, I know what you are about. I remember all too well your fear of dark small spaces. My suggestion will mean you can climb the stairs now rather than later when you’ve worried yourself into a state.”

      Jamie looked around the green. “Excellent memory, my dear. What else do you remember about me?”

      “You’re as arrogant and as full of yourself as ever.”

      Jamie chuckled. He motioned to the village green. “Miss Stokes, I’m a lover of old churches. I understand St. Stephens is the oldest house of worship between here and Town. may I impose upon you to share what you know of the building?”

      “Your Grace, I consider it an honor to share the beauty of our church. The stained-glass windows are beautiful at this time of the morning. You really should climb into the bell tower. The vista of the village and the manor are quite lovely from there. I’m quite certain you will enjoy the view.

      “Shall we proceed, Your Grace?” Helen dipped into a small curtsey.

      “I’d be delighted.” They promenaded arm-in-arm across the green.
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        * * *

      

      Neither knew about the man hiding in plain sight. Neither knew they were now the hunted.
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      Helen paused at the church’s doorway and listened. Silence. Good, the vicar must be at home.  The vicar, Reverend Everly considered May Day and other local holidays to be pagan observances. He refused to show his face while the villagers frolicked in the village green. A frolic, even more rambunctious, due to the imbibing of copious amounts of The Goose and The Gander’s signature punch.

      She took Jamie’s hand, remembering his fear of dark closed spaces rendered him helpless. What she did not know was why he feared the dark. One day he’d confess what had transpired in his past to cause him to be fearful of dark places. Only when he trusted her with his secrets would she trust him with hers.

      Helen guarded her secret well. She knew one truth. A truth he’d never know. The only way to keep a secret was to never tell anyone.

      Her secret? She loved James Bennett, the Sixth Duke of Doncaster. She didn’t see the duke. She saw the man.

      She saw Jamie. Laughing at some silliness. Talking to his horse. Watching children play. The man had a wistfulness about him. His gentleness stole her heart.

      She knew better than to suggest she could deal with the bell tower alone.

      Jamie refused to give in to his fears, which was one of his many admirable traits.

      Helen was as skilled as Jamie in the defensive arts. Helen’s major complaint with the man was his penchant for taking on the role of her protector. Today was no different.

      Jamie pulled Helen back and gave her a stern look before making his way up the steps to the bell tower. The confounded man left her no choice but to follow in his footsteps.

      Both she and Jamie were armed. All agents of the Crown moved about fully armed. Jamie’s weapon of choice was a flintlock dueling pistol. Manton had made the weapon to his specifications.

      Helen carried two weapons. A pistol primed and ready to fire. Her second weapon was her weapon of choice, a shortened stiletto blade nestled in a leather sheath sewn inside her right half boot. Jamie often complained about how a lady’s clothing possessed many more hiding places than a gentleman’s garments.

      Jamie tugged on her cloak, “You have your pistol and blade?”

      “Sod off, Jamie,” Helen growled. “You know perfectly well I’m armed with both weapons. My stay in the country hasn’t completely robbed me of all good sense.”

      She followed him up the stairs. She stepped onto the landing to stand next to him at the side of the large bronze bell. She looked around for possible hiding places. So many nooks and crannies in the rafters. A daunting task for sure.

      Helen took charge. “I say you start on the other side while I start on this side,” she said. “We can meet on the far side of the bell.”

      Jamie nodded and headed right. She touched the wall as high as she could go. Feeling for any gap in the timbers or the slightest indention or anomaly that could hold a pouch.

      After about an hour of prodding the walls, Helen whispered, “Jamie, I’ve found nothing.”

      “I haven’t either. I say we call a halt to the search. Mayhap Abner has discovered the gold’s hiding place.”

      “I still say the gold is in the maypole.”

      “Helen, before dawn, I visited with the men guarding the pole. Brought them coffee and sweet rolls from the earl’s kitchen. While they broke their fast, I gave the pole a good going over. I nudged that crown of flowers. Nothing moved. No hollow sound. Nothing. The gold and the list are not in the pole, so both are here somewhere. We must continue our search.”

      A sharp squeak of wood resounded through the bell tower. Someone was on the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Jamie jerked Helen into his arms and kissed her. The taste of her mouth sent waves of awareness shooting through his body. Memory of their first kiss filled his head. In Town, when a band of Seven Dials thugs surrounded them, intent on killing him. Helen had kissed him to slip her pistol into his hand. That kiss had been shared in fear. This kiss was full of emotion and passion.

      Guilt ate at him. Now wasn’t the time for kissing. He should be focused on the threat, not her mouth. His bones melted as she continued to nibble his lips. The woman knew how to kiss.

      “Blimey, would you two control your desires until we are all not at risk of being sliced into tiny pieces or shot?” Abner opined.

      Helen drew back from Jamie’s arms. “Abner, what are you doing here? Did you find the leather pouch?”

      Their partner shot back. “I remained behind after you left the green. Thought I may see someone watching you. Nothing caught my attention, so here I am.”

      “Do you have anything to report?” Jamie demanded. The less said about their kiss the better.

      “I’ve searched the farms to the west. Found nothing of import. I did notice Cunnington’s house guest acting odd as he left the village earlier. I followed him to Cunnington’s estate. He avoided the house. Made for the dairy. Thought that odd as well. It was the man he met that caught my interest the most.”

      “You recognized the man?”

      “Aye, Lady Abigail’s dancing master, Henry Garner. Helen, you never saw the fellow. He called a halt to his lessons and left for Town or so he said. I’d wager my next pay Garner is part of whatever is going on here.

      “A small coin pouch exchanged hands.”

      “Would you describe the dancing master,” Helen asked.

      “About six feet tall, dark hair, and is black as a crow. Has a long nose with a nasty scar along the neck. Looked like he was sliced from the tip of his ear to his shoulder. I would wager an English bayonet did the cutting.” Abner ran his hand down his neck.

      “With that bit of development out in the open, what have the two of you found besides each other’s lips?”

      “You’re being crude. Not well done.” Jamie opined. “We are at an impasse. Helen believes the gold is in the maypole, while I am convinced the gold is here in the bell tower. Any words of wisdom or insight from you to unearth the gold is appreciated. I, for one, would like to return to Town.”

      Helen stepped between the two men. “Enough you two, Abner, a man followed us to the village this morning. I think he was Garner. Your description fits the man I saw.”

      Jamie pointed to the large bell hanging above their heads. “We’ve been here less than a half of an hour. The bellringer will be here soon. We must depart before that happens.”
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        * * *

      

      Jamie left Helen at the vicarage door.  He traded his easygoing self for his stiff ducal demeanor as he entered The Goose and The Gander. He pulled his posture upright and stiff. Mr. Josiah Sullivan, the innkeeper, nodded in his direction, but kept talking up one of the  barmaids.

      Sullivan handed off the tray of filled mugs before heading in Jamie’s direction. “Your Grace, welcome to my humble establishment. I have a private parlor free if you desire some quiet.”

      “No, I think I want to sit in the main room. Nothing like a lazy morning to enjoy a pint and jovial conversation.”

      The innkeeper leaned closer. “You may find the table in the back next to the two gents to your liking. They been here about a quarter hour.  Their conversation has been heated at times. Maybe the gents Lady Philly is looking for.”

      “Ah, so you are acquainted with the lady. Should’ve known she’d have a friend in the village.”

      The older man chuckled. ‘Your Grace, the lady has made use of my private parlor many times over the years. Those fellows are looking our way. You best claim your seat.” The innkeeper sketched a shallow bow before leaving Jamie to navigate the crowded tavern.

      He listened to the conversations around him as he made his way to the last row of tables against the tavern wall. Seemed the village men were waiting for Helen’s meeting with their wives to adjourn.

      Once everyone congregated on the green, the men would man the ropes and pulleys to slowly lift the pole upward only to be lowered again into the ground. No doubt the raising of the pole created as much excitement as the actual May Day dancing around said pole. What man didn’t want to flex his muscles for his lady?

      Jamie dropped down at the one remaining table. Two gentlemen sat two tables over from him. The duke could only make out a few words from their conversation.

      “... tomorrow will be busy–”

      “–looking forward to the assembly ball. Horsham has a flock of lovely young ladies to partner on the dance floor.”

      “An evening with the village ladies will be better than dinner with Cunnington. Man is a blowhard. Boasts of his association with the Duke of Doncaster.”

      The men wouldn’t have noticed him if one of the barmaids hadn’t sashayed over with his pint. “Yer Grace, Sullivan sent me over with yer pint. He said to tell you the ladies sent word they will be another quarter hour at least.”

      Jamie handed the girl a coin. “My thanks for the pint. Walked from Brompton’s manor so this will taste good.”

      The bar wench smiled and had the nerve to lean her hip on his table. “Yer Grace, me name’s Hilda. I’m free anytime for anything else you may want to sample.”

      Jamie choked on his ale. “Umm... no, Hilda, I think this mug of ale is all I can handle this morning. I’m here to watch the raising of the maypole.”

      “Well, if you want something else to raise besides the maypole, just give me a signal.” She winked as she turned away.

      “If I maybe so bold, Your Grace,” said the gentleman closes to Jamie, “Your face is as red as a ripe tomato. The girl must have high expectations to flirt with you.”

      “Your Grace, ignore Billy. He’s been trying to get Hilda’s attention for two days without success. May I present myself and my friend?”

      “If you can protect me from the barmaid, I’ll grant any boon.”

      The unnamed man stood and bowed. “Merriweather Jenkins, a solicitor from Manchester, here for the celebration tomorrow.” He motioned to his companion. “William Clements, a fellow traveler.”

      Jamie shook first Jenkins’ hand and then Clements’s.  He motioned for the two men to join him. “Mr. Clements, from where do you hail?”

      “My family comes from a small village in Hertfordshire. Kindlington. I’m visiting Lord Cunnington and his mother.”

      “I’ve met the baron. Friendly chap. Sorry to hear his mama’s ailing. Everyone at the manor is bemoaning her poor health. I hear she’s the driving force of the May Day festivities.”

      Clements patted his heart. “Yes, we are all in sympathy with Cunnington. His mama’s sickness couldn’t have come at a worst time. Old lady lives for the excitement of May Day. Cunnington, a good son, has remained by her bedside day and night.

      “The baron told me this morning he intended to dose his mama with laudanum after nuncheon so he could sneak out for the raising.” Clements snickered.

      “What so funny about a sick lady?” Jamie asked.

      The younger man snorted. “Not the laudanum dosing but the pole raising?” The gent made a vulgar gesture with his hand. “Rather humorous, innit? A pole raising? Mayhap the villagers of Horsham have an erotic sense of humor?”

      Jamie had enough of the younger man. “I think I’ll venture out into the green. Good day, gentlemen.” He ignored Clements’s offer of his hand in farewell. What an uncouth bloke.

      Jamie stepped on to the green just as Helen arrived with the village ladies walking in her wake. He bowed and took her hand as she joined him on the edge of the green.

      She curtsied. “I assume from your smiling countenance you enjoyed your respite at Mr. Sullivan’s the tavern.”

      “I did indeed. Met two gentlemen. I’ll introduce you after the maypole is upright. Shall we join the others?”

      Helen took his arm. “I look forward to meeting your new acquaintances.” She leaned closer and whispered. “I assume you want another look at the pole.”

      “My dear, it’s uncanny how you always know what I’m thinking. Yes, let’s inspect this infamous maypole of Horsham-Upon-the-Thames.”

      Abby stood by the maypole with the circlet of pastel ribbons draped over her arms. Two other young ladies were holding the remaining length of the ribbons. Brompton joined his daughter for the placement of the ribbons on to the floral crown.

      Everyone watched the ascent of the now ribbon-bedecked pole as it was hoisted into its upright position. The young women rushed forward to secure the ends of the ribbons to hooks near the base of the pole. Everyone cheered as the ribbons billowed in the morning air.

      “What do you think, Your Grace? Have you ever seen a more beautiful sight?” Helen gushed. She continued. “All those ribbons fluttering in the breeze. Just imagine tomorrow when the fiddlers are playing jigs and reels while young couples prance around one another. Flirting for all they are worth. May Day is a magical time.”

      “Miss Stokes, I wholeheartedly agree. How could I have ever missed such a celebration of spring?”

      “We both were always in Town chasing after domestic enemies of the king’s government. Neither of us has had time to venture into the countryside to enjoy their festivals, have we?”

      Jamie meant to reply with a little flirting of his own, but he spotted Cunnington coming in their direction. “Ah, Cunnington, I was just telling Miss Stokes, I’ve never seen such a sight. I must return every year for Horsham’s May Day festivities.”

      “My lord, I hope your mama’s faring better today,” Helen said. “Your appearance on the green bodes well for a return of her good health. I thought I would call upon her after this afternoon to share the latest developments on the festivities.”

      “Good day, Your Grace, Miss Stokes. Mama is still abed. She did ask me to extend her thank you for the food basket you sent over.”

      “The earl insisted we do all we can to aid in her recovery. The village is not the same without her presence.”

      “I wish I had better news, but Mama’s no better this morning. As for accepting callers, I fear she’s
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