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            Dedication

         
         
            Dedicated to those readers who have written letters of encouragement. Thank you. You’re appreciated.

            K. E. W.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            A Rose in Winter

         
         
            A crimson bloom in winter’s snow,

            Born out of time, like a maiden’s woe,

            Spawned in a season when the chill winds blow.

             

            ’Twas found in a sheltered spot,

            Bright sterling gules and blemished not,

            Red as a drop o’ blood from the broken heart,

             

            Of the maid who waits and weeps atop the tor,

            Left behind by yon argent knight sworn to war,

            ’Til ajousting and aquesting he goes no more.

             

            Fear not, Sweet Jo, amoulderin’ on the moor.

            The winter’s rose doth promise in the fading runes of yore,

            That true love once found will again be restored.
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            Chapter One

         
         
            October 23, 1792

            Northern England

         

         “Marriage!”

         
         Erienne Fleming drew back from the hearth and slammed the poker into the stand, venting a growing vexation with the still
            young day. Outside, the cavorting wind gleefully whipped large, splashing raindrops and stinging shards of sleet against the
            leaded windowpanes to mock with its carefree abandon the bondage she felt in her spirit. The rolling chaos of dark clouds
            churning close above the tiled roof of the mayor’s cottage mirrored the mood of this trim, dark-haired young woman whose eyes
            flashed with a violet fire of their own as she glared down into the flames.
         

         
         “Marriage!”

         
         The word flared afresh in her brain. Once the symbol of a girlhood dream, of late it had become more a synonym for foolery.
            It was not that she opposed the institution. Oh, no! Under the careful guidance of her mother, she had prepared herself to
            be a fitting spouse for any man. It was only that her father, that self-same mayor of Mawbry, was bent on matching her to
            any wealthy purse, regardless of what foppish, obese, or bone-thin caricature of a man bore it to her door. All other desirable
            traits, including manners, seemed unimportant to him. Indeed, not even to be considered. If the man be rich and willing to
            wed, then he was a likely candidate for her hand. A sorry lot they had proven to be, and yet—Erienne’s finely arched brows
            drew together in sudden doubt—perhaps they were the best her father could do without the enticement of even a reasonable dowry.
         

         
         “Marriage! Pah!” Erienne spat the words out in renewed disgust. She was quickly losing the blissful fantasies of youth and
            beginning to look upon the state of wedlock as something less than pleasant. Of course, it was not altogether rare that a
            young lady should detest an arranged suitor, but after the sampling she had been subjected to, she held little hope that her
            father’s usual dogmatic nature would greatly improve his selections in the future.
         

         
         Restlessly Erienne strode to the window and stared pensively through a diamond-shaped pane toward the cobbled road that meandered
            through the village. The trees that bordered the hamlet were little more than dark, skeletal shapes in the slashing rain.
            Her gaze drifted down the empty lane, and a dull ache, not unlike a mild dyspepsia, was born in her at the thought that barely
            an hour separated her from a meeting with an unwelcome suitor. She had not the smallest desire to put on a gracious smile
            for another simpering buffoon, and she dearly hoped, yea, even prayed, that the road would remain devoid of travelers. Indeed,
            should a rain-weakened bridge collapse beneath the conveyance bearing the man, and the whole lot fall into the foaming water
            never to be seen again, she would not grieve overmuch. The man was a stranger to her, a faceless entity identifiable only
            by a name she had very recently been given. Silas Chambers! What kind of man would he prove to be?
         

         
         Erienne glanced about the modest parlor and wondered how he would view her home and if his disdain would be apparent. Though
            the cottage was as fine as any in the town, the spartan furnishings readily conveyed a lack of wealth. Had it not been for
            the fact that the dwelling was offered with the position, her father would have been hard pressed to provide such lodging.
         

         
         Self-consciously she smoothed the worn velvet of her plum-hued gown, hoping its outdated style would not be noticed. Her pride
            had been stung too often beneath the haughty arrogance of mincing fops who saw themselves well above her and felt no compulsion
            to keep the fact a secret. Her lack of dowry weighed poorly against their heavy purses. She longed to demonstrate to those
            opinionated oafs that she was as well schooled and certainly better mannered than they, but such an attempt would have brought
            harsh disapproval from her father.
         

         
         Avery Fleming thought it unnecessary and imprudent for any member of the fairer sex to be tutored beyond the basics of womanly
            duties and certainly not in ciphering and the written word. If not for her mother’s inheritance and stubborn insistence, such
            a luxury of schooling would not have been bestowed upon the daughter. Angela Fleming had carefully held back a part of her
            own wealth to see the matter done, and Avery could say naught, considering he had himself, during the course of their marriage,
            appropriated the major part of it to support his own widely varied indulgences. Although the same opportunity had been lavishly
            expended upon Farrell, after less than a year at an advanced seminary, the lad had declared an intense dislike for “the pompous
            preaching and unjust disciplines of a bunch of stodgy old men” and resigned as a man of letters to return home and “learn
            the trade of his father,” whatever that might be.
         

         
         Erienne’s mind prowled like a foraging hind through the long months since her mother’s death, recalling the many hours she
            had spent alone while her father and brother played at cards or drank with some of the local townsmen or, when they traveled
            to Wirkinton, with the sailors and tars who came to the port. In the absence of Angela’s careful rationing, the family’s meager
            wealth dwindled rapidly away, and with its loss came the ever-constant tightening of purse strings, which in turn brought
            an increasing pressure from her father to wed. The critical juncture in this process came after the wounding of her brother
            in a viciously one-sided duel that left his right arm hanging at his side with the elbow fused at an odd angle and the hand
            beneath it weak and nearly useless. From then on Avery appeared beset by a fever to find her a rich husband.
         

         
         A sudden anger nipped at the heels of Erienne’s memory, and her thoughts quickened with its challenge.

         
         “Now, there is one I’d like to meet,” she hissed hotly to the room at large. “Christopher Seton! Yankee! Blackguard! Gambler! Roué! Liar!”
            Whatever name she seized upon seemed to fit. Indeed, a few titles that dwelt upon his lineage flitted through her mind, and
            she savored the taste of them.
         

         
         “Aye, to meet that one face to face!” She imagined close-set eyes and a thin, crooked nose, stiff, straight hair sticking
            out from beneath the brim of a tricorn, narrow, pinched lips twisted in a cruel leer that revealed small, yellowed teeth.
            A wart at the point of a receding chin completed her creation. The vision was sweet as she finished and set it atop a thin
            and bony frame.
         

         
         Oh, if she could just meet that one! Though she might not best him in a brawl, she could certainly flay his composure to her
            satisfaction. He would smart for a fortnight from the tongue-lashing she would lay upon him, then perhaps he would think twice
            before wreaking his vengeance on a less than wise and unwary lad, or causing havoc to rain upon an elder.
         

         
         “Were I a man,” she struck a fencing pose and swept her hand before her as if it held a razor-sharp rapier, “I’d fix him thus!”
            She stabbed once, twice, thrice, then whipped the imaginary tip across her victim’s throat. Delicately she wiped the phantom
            blade and restored it to an equally airy scabbard. “Were I a man,” she straightened to stare pensively through the window,
            “I’d assure myself that braggart knew the error of his ways and henceforth would bend to seek his fortune in some other corner
            of the world.”
         

         
         She caught her reflection in the crystal panes and folding her hands, struck a demure pose. “Alas, a brawling lad I am not,
            but a mere woman.” She turned her head from side to side to inspect the carefully arranged raven tresses, then smiled wisely
            at her image. “Thus my weapons must be my wit and tongue.”
         

         
         For a moment she cocked a dark, finely arched brow above a baleful glare which, with the chillingly beautiful smile, could
            have iced the heart of the fiercest opponent. Woe to the one this lass unleashed her ire upon.
         

         
         A drunken bellow from outside the house broke into her musings. “Eriennie!”

         
         Recognizing her brother’s voice, Erienne hastened into the entryhall and, with a heated admonition ready on her lips, threw
            open the portal to find Farrell Fleming leaning heavily against the doorjamb. His clothes were badly mussed and spotted, his
            tan hair like so much tangled straw beneath his tricorn. It was obvious from a mere glance that he had been drinking and carousing
            the whole night long and, since the hour was near the eleventh before noon, most of the morning as well.
         

         
         “Eriennie, me own fair sister!” he loudly greeted. Stumbling back a pace, he managed to reverse direction and lurched into
            the hall, flinging wide a spray of icy water from his sodden cloak as he passed his sister.
         

         
         Erienne glanced anxiously up and down the road to see who might have witnessed this debacle and was relieved that on this
            miserable morn no one was about except a lone rider some distance off. By the time he came over the bridge and passed the
            cottage, he would see nothing out of the ordinary.
         

         
         Erienne closed the door and leaned against it as she frowned at Farrell. He had caught his good arm about the balustrade and
            was trying to steady himself while he tugged feebly at the ties of his cloak.
         

         
         “Eriennie, give yer li’l Farrell a hand with ‘is rebesh . . . uh . . . rebelush garment. It willn’t leave me as I bid it.”
            He grinned apologetically and lifted his crippled arm in helpless appeal.
         

         
         “Fine time for you to be coming home,” she admonished, helping him out of the recalcitrant cloak. “Have you no shame?”

         
         “None!” he declared, attempting a gallant bow. His efforts caused him to lose his precarious balance, and he began to totter
            backward.
         

         
         Erienne quickly caught a handful of coat and wedged a shoulder beneath his arm to steady him, then wrinkled her nose in distaste
            as the stench of stale whiskey and tobacco smoke filled her nostrils. “The least you could have done was to come home while
            it was still dark,” she sharply suggested. “Out all night drinking and playing your games, then you sleep the day through.
            Have you no better pastime?”
         

         
         “’Tis pure folly that I’ve been hindered from honest work an’ from holdin’ me own in this family. You can blame it on that
            Seton devil, you can. He did this to me.”
         

         
         “I know what he did!” she rejoined crisply. “But that’s no excuse for the way you’re carrying on.”

         
         “Cease yer harpin’, wensh.” His words were more than slightly slurred. “Ye’re gettin’ to sound more like an ol’ maid ev’ry
            day. A good thing Father has it in mind to marry ye off afore too long.”
         

         
         Erienne ground her teeth in mute rage. Catching a firmer grip on his arm, she tried to direct him into the parlor but staggered
            as he leaned heavily against her. “A pox on the both of you!” she snapped. “One as bad as the other! Marry me off to any rich
            man who comes along so you can carouse your lives away. A fine pair you are!”
         

         
         “So!” Farrell jerked his arm free of her and accomplished an adroit quick step for several paces into the parlor. When he
            regained his footing on the treacherously heaving floor, he faced his sister and timed his sway like any seasoned salt to
            the slowing motion of the room. “You resent my sacrifice for your honor,” he charged, trying to fasten an accusing eye on
            her. The task proved beyond his present capability, and he yielded to let his unruly gaze roam where it would. “Me and Father
            only wants to see ye fairly wed and safe from wayward rogues.”
         

         
         “My honor?” Erienne scoffed. Setting arms akimbo, she regarded her brother with something between tolerance and pity. “If
            you’d care to remember, Farrell Fleming, ’twas Father’s honor you were defending, not mine.”
         

         
         “Oh!” He was at once apologetic and humble, like a small boy caught in a prank. “Tha’s right. ’Twas Father.” He stared down
            at his lame arm, swinging it forward to draw her attention to it so he might elicit as much sympathy as possible.
         

         
         “I suppose in a small way it was also for me, because I bear the Fleming name,” Erienne mused aloud. “And after Christopher
            Seton’s slander of it, ’tis hard to ignore the gossip.”
         

         
         Thoughtfully she gazed once more at the rainswept landscape beyond the spattered panes, paying little heed to her brother,
            who was carefully weaving his way toward a whiskey decanter he had spied on a side table. Much to her disappointment, she
            saw the bridge was still intact, evidenced by the passing of the lone rider over its cobbled surface. The man appeared in
            no special hurry, but came steadily on, as if undaunted by the drizzle and assured of all the time in the world. Erienne wished
            it could be so with her. Heaving a sigh, she faced Farrell and immediately stamped a slender foot in vexation. He had set
            out a glass and was trying to work the stopper from the decanter with his good left hand.
         

         
         “Farrell! Haven’t you had enough?”

         
         “Aye, ’twas Father’s good name I was tryin’ to defen’,” he mumbled, never pausing in his labor. His hand was shaking as he
            slopped the glass full. Memory of the duel haunted him. Over and over he heard the deafening roar of his own pistol firing
            and saw the astonishment and horror on the judge’s face as the man stood with the kerchief still in his raised hand. The sight
            was permanently impressed on his mind, yet at the time he had felt a strange mixture of horror and a blossoming glee when
            his opponent stumbled back clutching his shoulder. The blood had quickly seeped through Seton’s fingers, and Farrell had waited
            in frozen expectancy for him to crumple. Instead, the man steadied himself, and the surge of relief Farrell had briefly known
            was abruptly washed away in a tide of cold sweat. The full folly of firing before the signal was given struck him when Seton’s
            weapon slowly raised, for the bore of the pistol halted dead center on his chest.
         

         
         “You challenged a man well beyond your experience, all because of a game of cards,” Erienne chided.

         
         The buzzing in Farrell’s head forbade the penetration of his sister’s words. Paralyzed by the scene that slowly unfolded in
            his mind, he saw only the gaping bore that had threatened him that early morn, heard only the thunderous beating of his own
            heart, felt only the gut-wrenching terror that now tormented his waking hours. On that chilly morn the sting of sweat had
            been in his eyes, but he had been too frightened even to blink, afraid that the slightest movement would bring a deathbound
            ball to slay him. The splintering panic had saturated him and torn at his nerve ends until with a bellow of helpless rage
            and frustration, he had raised his arm and hurled the empty weapon at his foe, never realizing that the sights of the other’s
            pistol were already lifting to a point above his head.
         

         
         Another explosion of sound had shattered the silence of that early dawn and buried it beneath an avalanche of echoes, turning
            Farrell’s bellow of rage into a shriek of agony. The tearing shock that had seared through his arm had left a burst of white-hot
            pain throbbing in his brain. Before the smoke had cleared, he had fallen to the chilled, dew-laden greensward and there had
            writhed and moaned in utter torment and defeat. A tall, silhouetted shape had approached to stand just behind the kneeling
            form of the surgeon attending his arm. Through the haze of pain he had recognized his tormentor framed against the misty light
            of the rising sun. Christopher Seton’s composure had done much to shame him, for the man calmly attempted to stem the flow
            of his own blood with a cloth tucked inside the shoulder of the coat.
         

         
         Farrell had realized in the midst of his pain that by taking an unfair shot he had lost far more than the duel. It was a devastating
            blow to have one’s reputation ruined so completely. No one would accept a coward’s challenge, and he found no safe haven from
            the condemnation of his own mind.
         

         
         “’Twas the lad’s own foolishness that caused the wound.” Seton’s words came back to plague him, drawing a whimper of despair
            from his lips. The man had stated it out boldly. “If he hadn’t thrown his pistol, mine would not have discharged.”
         

         
         The judge had replied in a similarly distant and hollow tone. “He fired before I gave the signal. You could have killed him,
            Mr. Seton, and no one would have questioned it.”
         

         
         Seton had growled his answer. “I’m not a slayer of children, man.”

         
         “I assure you, sir, you are blameless in this matter. I can only suggest that you hie yourself from here before the boy’s
            father arrives and causes more trouble.”
         

         
         To Farrell’s way of thinking, the judge had been too forgiving. The desire to make it understood that he was not of the same
            gracious mood had roiled through him, and he had screamed a string of foul curses, venting his helpless rage on the man rather
            than face the truth of his own cowardice. Much to his chagrin, the insults had produced nothing more than a bland smile of
            contempt from his opponent, who had strode away without giving him further heed, as if he were a child to be ignored.
         

         
         The torturous vision retreated, and reality returned with its hard facts. Farrell faced the full glass before him, but his
            trembling knees could scarcely bear his weight, and he could not afford to give up the support of his good arm long enough
            to lift the whiskey to his lips.
         

         
         “You mourn your terrible loss.” Erienne’s words finally claimed his attention. “And you’re ready to count your life done at
            two years short a score. You’d be far better off had you left the Yankee alone instead of playing the outraged rooster.”
         

         
         “The man’s a liar, and I called him out for it, I did.” Farrell cast about for a haven and saw a welcome chair nearby. “’Twas
            Father’s honor and good name I sought to defend.”
         

         
         “Defend, bah! You’re crippled for your effort, and Mr. Seton has not retracted one word of his accusation.”

         
         “He will!” Farrell blustered. “He will, or I’ll . . . I’ll . . .”

         
         “You’ll what?” Erienne questioned angrily. “Lose the use of your other arm? You’ll get yourself killed believing you can go
            against a man with Christopher Seton’s experience.” She threw up a hand in disgust. “Why, the man is nearly twice your age
            and sometimes I think twice your wit. You were foolish to go after him, Farrell.”
         

         
         “The devil take ye, wench! Ye mus’ think the sun rises and sets for yer lordly Mr. Seton.”

         
         “What do you say?!” Erienne cried, aghast at his accusation. “I’ve never even met the man! The most I know about him is some
            gossip I’ve heard, and I can’t very well rely on that for accuracy.”
         

         
         “Oh, I’ve heard it, too,” Farrell sneered. “Every li’l gatherin’ o’ twitterin’ females is abuzz ’bout the Yankee an’ his money.
            You can see the gleam o’ it in their eyes, but without it, he’s no better’n anybody else. An’ experience? Huh! I’ve probably
            had as much.”
         

         
         “Don’t you dare brag about those two you nicked,” she snapped back in irritation. “No doubt they were more scared than hurt
            and in the long run just as foolish as you are.”
         

         
         “Foolish, am I?” Farrell tried to straighten himself to display his outrage at such an insult, but a loud belch seemed to
            deflate his purpose, and he slumped toward the table again, mumbling in self-pity. “Leav’ me be, wench. Ye’ve attacked me
            in an hour o’ weakness an’ exhaustion.”
         

         
         “Hah! Drunkenness, you mean,” she corrected acidly.

         
         Farrell stumbled to the chair and fell into it. He closed his eyes and rolled his head on the padded back. “Ye take ‘at rogue’s
            side agin yer own brother,” he moaned. “If Father could only hear ye.”
         

         
         Erienne’s eyes flared with bright sparks of indignation. In two steps she was before his chair, catching the lapels of his
            coat. Braving the rank fumes that issued from his sagging mouth, she bent toward him.
         

         
         “You dare accuse me?” She shook him until his eyes rolled in confusion. “I will tell you simply, Brother!” Her words were
            spat out in a half-hissed, half-snarled torrent of verbiage. “A stranger sailed into these northern climes, setting everyone’s
            eyes agog with the size of his merchant ship, and the third day after his arrival in port,” she jerked the coat and Farrell
            in it to underscore her facts, “he accused our Father of cheating at cards. Whether true or false, he had no need to bleat
            it aloud for all to hear, causing such a panic among the merchants of Mawbry and Wirkinton that even now Father fears they’ll
            throw him into debtor’s prison for the notes he cannot pay. Aye, and ’tis for the ease of this predicament that he seeks to
            marry me off. The wealthy Mr. Seton can hardly care about the havoc he has brought upon this family. I will indeed hold the
            man responsible for all he’s done. But you, my dear brother, are an equal fool, for a heated denial and a failure to enforce
            it only strengthen the other’s cause. Such men are better dealt with in calm deliberation, not youthful bravado.”
         

         
         Farrell stared at his sister in stunned amazement for this attack on his person, and Erienne realized he had heard nothing
            of what she had said.
         

         
         “Oh, what’s the use!” She pushed him back in disgust and turned away. There seemed to be no effective argument that would
            point out the folly of his ways.
         

         
         Farrell eyed the brimming glass of whiskey and licked his lips, wishing she would bring him the drink. “You may be a couple
            years older’n me, Erienne.” He was extremely weary. His mouth was cotton thick, and it took an effort to speak. “But tha’s
            no cause to rant at me as if I were a child.” Tucking in his chin, he mumbled glumly to himself, “Tha’s what he called me . . .
            a child.”
         

         
         Erienne paced before the fireplace, seeking that elusive rationale with which she could affect her brother’s reason, until
            a soft sound halted her, and she turned to find Farrell’s head lolling limply on his chest. The first low snore quickly deepened
            into a rich, sonorous example of the art, making her crushingly aware of her blunder in not seeing him directly to his room.
            Silas Chambers could arrive momentarily, and her pride would pay a heavy toll beneath his scornful smirk. Her only hope would
            be her father’s speedy return, but that too might prove to be a double-edged sword.
         

         
         In the next halting moment, it dawned on Erienne that the leisurely clip-clop of hooves that had sounded outside for the past
            moment or two had ceased in front of the cottage. Erienne waited tensely for some indication of the rider’s whereabouts, and
            doom descended when a heel grated on the step, closely followed by a loud rap on the door.
         

         
         “Silas Chambers!” Her mind leaped apace with her nerves. Glancing wildly about, she wrung her hands in distress. How could
            his arrival be so ill-timed?
         

         
         In frantic haste she ran to Farrell and tried to rouse him, but her best effort failed even to interrupt his measured snores.
            She caught him under the arms and attempted to haul him up, but alas, it was like trying to hoist a loose bag of heavy stones.
            He slumped forward and slid to the floor, sprawling in a limp, disorganized heap as the room echoed again with the caller’s
            insistent knock.
         

         
         Erienne had no choice but to accept the obvious. Perhaps Silas Chambers was not worth her concern, and she’d even be grateful
            for the blighting presence of her brother. Still, there was a reluctance to lend herself and her family to the ridicule that
            would surely follow his visit. Hoping at least to hide her brother from the casual eye, she pulled a chair around in front
            of him and spread a shawl over his face to soften the snores. Then with calm deliberation she smoothed her hair and gown,
            trying to squelch the anxieties that remained. Somehow it would all work out for the best. It just had to!
         

         
         The persistent summons came again as she reached the door. She laid her hand on the latch, a cool vision of poised womanhood,
            and swung open the portal. For a brief moment the space seemed entirely filled by a tall expanse of darkly wet cloth. Slowly
            her gaze traveled up from expensive black leather boots, over a long length of redingote, to the face beneath the dripping
            brim of his beaver hat, and then her breath halted. It was a man’s face, and far and away the most handsome she had seen in
            many a year. When a slight frown marked the brow, as when she first glimpsed it, the features appeared awesomely stern and
            foreboding. There was a tense, almost angry look to the crisp, chiseled line of his jaw, the taut cheeks, and the slightly
            aquiline profile that would have been well at home at sea. Yet humor came quickly, flitting about the features and compressing
            the tiny wrinkles of mirth at the corners of the eyes. The grayish-green eyes were totally alive, as if searching out every
            last note of joy in life. They openly and unabashedly displayed his approval as his gaze ranged over the full length of her.
            The slow grin that followed and the sparkle in his translucent eyes combined to a most disarming degree to sap the strength
            from her knees.
         

         
         This was no doddering ancient or swaggering fop, Erienne realized, but a man alive and virile in every fiber of his being.
            That he greatly exceeded her expectations was undeniably an understatement. Indeed, she wondered why such a man had to resort
            to seeking a bride by way of barter.
         

         
         The stranger swept off his hat in gallant haste, revealing a short, thick crop of dark, russet-brown hair. His rich, masculine
            voice was as pleasing as his good looks. “Miss Fleming, I presume?”
         

         
         “Um, yes. Oh, Erienne. Erienne Fleming.” Her tongue seemed unusually clumsy, and she began to fear that it would stumble and
            betray her. Her mind had begun to race, forming thoughts totally counter to what they had been earlier. The man was nearly
            perfect! Without visible flaw! Yet the question persisted. If the man was willing to wed, how could he reach a mature age
            without being entrapped by at least a dozen women?
         

         
         There must be a flaw! her common sense raged. Knowing Father, there is a flaw!

         
         Race as it might, her mind was fairly outdistanced by her suddenly active tongue. “Do come in, sir. My father said you would
            be coming.”
         

         
         “Indeed?” He seemed to digest her statement with a certain amount of amazement. The quirk in his lips deepened into an amused,
            one-sided grin as he peered at her inquiringly. “Do you know who I am?”
         

         
         “Of course!” She laughed brightly. “We’ve been expecting you. Please come in.”

         
         As he stepped across the threshold, a faint frown of perplexity furrowed his brow, and he seemed almost reluctant to yield
            her his hat, riding crop, and gloves. Tucking the latter into the crown of the hat, Erienne laid the articles aside.
         

         
         “You surprise me greatly, Miss Fleming,” he commented. “I had expected to be greeted with resentment, not kindness.”

         
         Erienne mentally cringed at the implication of his words. She had not considered that her father would be so tactless as to
            reveal her unwillingness to wed. How could her parent have even thought that she would resent such a handsome suitor when
            he was so far above the rest who had come seeking her hand?
         

         
         Responding with a feigned laugh of gaiety, she carefully expressed her concern. “I suppose Father told you of my reluctance
            to meet you.”
         

         
         The man grinned knowingly. “No doubt you thought me some horrid beast.”

         
         “I am much relieved to see that you are not,” she replied, then worried that she had spoken with too much enthusiasm. She
            gritted her teeth, hoping he wouldn’t think her a forward filly, but what she had said was almost an understatement.
         

         
         Hiding her pinkening cheeks, she reached past him to close the door. A gentle cologne mixed with the pleasant smell of horse
            and man touched her senses with an acute awareness that left her almost giddy. Certainly no imperfection here!
         

         
         His long fingers were deft and quick as he unfastened the buttons of his redingote. He swept the garment off, and try as she
            might, Erienne could find no flaw in those wide shoulders, lean waist, and long limbs. The ample swell of manhood beneath
            the snugly fitting breeches gave bold evidence of his masculinity, and remembering the cause of his visit, she was suddenly
            aflutter, as if already a bride.
         

         
         “Let me take your coat,” she offered, trying to steady her trembling voice. The impeccably tailored clothes were to be admired
            nearly as much as the man who wore them. Yet on someone of less impressive stature, they might have lost much of their flair.
            The waistcoat, worn beneath a dark green coat, was fashionably short and of a light buff hue that matched the breeches. The
            leather boots were made to mold the lean, muscular shape of his calves and were turned down at the tops to reveal cuffs of
            tan. Though the garments were stylish and costly, he wore them with a manly ease that held no hint of a foppish demeanor.
         

         
         Erienne turned aside to hang the redingote on a peg beside the door. Stirred by the contrast of chilly wetness on the outside
            and the warmth on the inside, she paused to smooth the raindrops from the rich fabric, then faced him with a comment. “It
            must have been a miserable ride on a day like this.”
         

         
         The green eyes lightly swept her and catching her own, held them with a smiling warmth. “Miserable perhaps, but with such
            beauty to greet me, easily borne.”
         

         
         Perhaps she should have warned him about standing so close. It was most difficult to subdue the deepening blush of pleasure
            while appearing nonchalant. She berated her mind for its spring-halt inadequacy, but her thoughts had become mired in the
            fact that she was actually entertaining a man who, for once, seemed to fulfill every letter of her desire. Surely there was
            a flaw. There had to be!
         

         
         “My father should be back any moment now,” she informed him demurely. “Would you care to wait in the parlor?”

         
         “If it would not inconvenience you,” he replied. “There is a matter of importance I wish to discuss with him.”

         
         Erienne swept around to lead the way but almost froze when she entered the adjoining room. Farrell’s shoe jutted obtrusively
            from behind the chair where she had left him. She was appalled at her own foolishness but realized it was too late to redirect
            their guest. In an attempt to distract the man, she gave him her prettiest smile as she crossed to the settee. “I saw you
            coming over the river from the north.” She sank to the cushion and silently gestured for him to take a chair. “Do you live
            somewhere nearby?”
         

         
         “Actually, I have a town house in London,” he responded. He swept back the tails of his dark green coat, revealing its buff
            lining, and took a seat in the very chair that partially hid Farrell.
         

         
         Erienne’s composure faltered slightly when she considered how ridiculous she would feel if he chanced to spy the undignified
            heap behind him. “I . . . ah . . . was about to brew some tea,” she stated in a nervous rush. “Would you care for some?”
         

         
         “After such a wet and chilly ride, I would enjoy that immensely.” His voice was smooth as velvet. “But, please, don’t trouble
            yourself on my account.”
         

         
         “Oh, ’tis no trouble, sir,” she hastened to assure him. “We have precious few guests here.”

         
         “But what of his one?” To her overwhelming chagrin he swept a hand toward Farrell. “A rejected suitor, perhaps?”

         
         “Oh, no, sir! He’s only . . . I mean . . . he’s my brother.” She shrugged helplessly. Her mind was too numb to allow a quick
            riposte. Besides, now that her secret was out, it was probably best to be completely honest, since there was no other logical
            explanation. “He . . . um . . . imbibed a trifle heavily last night, and I was trying to get him up to his room when you knocked.”
         

         
         Subdued amusement played on his face as he rose from his chair. Dropping to a knee beside her brother, he tossed aside the
            shawl and lifted a limp eyelid. The snores continued undisturbed, and when the man glanced up at her, his humor had grown
            more obvious. Strong white teeth sparkled behind a broadening grin. “Would you have need of assistance toward that end?”
         

         
         “Oh, certainly, sir!” Her own smile would have charmed a sprite out of its lair. “I would be most grateful.”

         
         He came to his feet with a movement so easy and quick that it almost made her gasp with surprise. He shrugged out of his coat,
            confirming the fact that those broad shoulders belonged solely to him, and folded the garment neatly over the back of a chair.
            The vest had been meticulously tailored to fit the tapering chest that rose from a lean, narrow waist. When he lifted Farrell
            from the floor, the fabric of his shirt stretched taut for a moment, revealing the flowing muscles across his shoulders and
            arms. The weight that she had scarcely been able to move was casually laid over his shoulder. He turned to eye her quizzically.
            “If you will lead the way, Miss Fleming.”
         

         
         “Erienne, please,” she bade as she brushed close by him to obey. Again the nearness and the fresh, manly scent of him filled
            her head, and she hurried into the hall, hoping he would not see the blush that infused her cheeks and neck.
         

         
         Ascending the stairs, Erienne felt almost smothered by a perusal she knew by instinct never left her. Yet she dared not glance
            around, afraid she might prove her intuition correct. Indeed, if she had been able to note the admiring attention he paid
            her gently swinging hips and trim waist, she might have had even more reason to blush.
         

         
         She ran ahead to Farrell’s room to throw back the covers on his bed, and the man followed to dump his burden into the downy
            softness. She bent over her brother to loosen his stock and shirt, and when she straightened, her heart began to race, for
            the man was standing much too close again.
         

         
         “I believe your brother would be more comfortable without his shirt and boots.” Glancing down at her, he showed strong, white
            teeth in a sudden grin as he offered, “Shall I remove them for you?”
         

         
         “Oh, by all means,” she responded, warmed by his smile and solicitude. “But he’s lame. Be careful of his arm.”

         
         The man paused and looked at her in surprise. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

         
         “No need for you to be concerned, sir. ’Twas much of his own doing, I fear.”

         
         His brow raised in wonder. “You’re very understanding, Miss Fleming.”

         
         Erienne laughed to hide her confusion. “My brother is of a different opinion.”

         
         “Brothers generally are.” The grin came back as she lifted her gaze, and his eyes moved leisurely over the fragile features,
            pausing at length on her soft red lips.
         

         
         Erienne’s senses felt dazed, snared on the brink of time. Distantly her mind observed that the irises behind those dark lashes
            were a clear green, with a hint of light gray around the inner edge. They glowed with a warmth that brought the color rising
            to her cheeks and made her heart thump unevenly in her chest. Mentally chiding herself for lacking the poise and aplomb of
            a highborn lady, she stepped away and began to putter about the room, allowing him to attend her brother. Since he appeared
            to have the matter well in hand, she did not offer any assistance, preferring to keep a secure distance. The silence grew
            long and stilted, and feeling a need to speak again, she tried a bit of clever repartee.
         

         
         “The day has been quite miserable so far.”

         
         “Aye,” he agreed with equal originality. “A most miserable day.”

         
         The deep timbre of his voice reverberated in her breast, and Erienne gave up trying to discern what his faults might be. In
            comparison to the ragtag collection of suitors who had come before him, he was about as close to perfect as she and her senses
            could bear.
         

         
         When Farrell had been stripped to his breeches, the man came away from the bed with the shirt and boots in his hands. She
            reached to take the articles and was almost startled when his fingers deliberately lingered beneath hers. A warm shock went
            through her, slowly shredding her nerves. The thought formed in her mind that with all the fumbling, fondling caresses of
            her various suitors, she had never been affected as deeply as by this casual contact.
         

         
         “I fear the weather will be much the same until spring,” she said in a nervous rush. “Here in the north country, one can expect
            a lot of rain this time of year.”
         

         
         “Spring will be a welcome change,” he replied with a slight nod.

         
         The brilliance of their conversation did little to betray the active minds working beneath. The realization that he might
            soon become her husband dwelt foremost in Erienne’s mind, and she grew curious as to what circumstances had brought such a
            man here in quest of her hand. Considering the choices her father had presented her of late, she would have felt fortunate
            if Silas Chambers had been only tolerable-looking and something less than ancient, but he was so much more than that. It was
            hard to believe her fondest hopes could be completely fulfilled in this one man.
         

         
         In an attempt to calm her emotions and put a safe distance between herself and this man, she crossed the room and spoke over
            her shoulder as she put away her brother’s clothes. “Being from London, you must find these northern climes quite different.
            We really noticed the change when we moved from there three years ago.”
         

         
         “Did you come for the climate?” he asked with amusement glowing in the clear green orbs.

         
         Erienne laughed. “If you become accustomed to the dampness, ’tis quite pleasant to live here. That is, if you can ignore all
            the frightening rumors of highwaymen and raiding bands of Scots. You’ll learn about them if you stay here for very long. Lord
            Talbot complained so fiercely about the Scottish bands raiding the hamlets along the border, my father was brought in as mayor
            and then a sheriff was appointed to keep the outlands safe.” She spread her hands in a gesture of doubt. “I hear many rumors
            of distant skirmishes and of highwaymen murdering and robbing the rich as they pass in their coaches, but the best my father
            and the sheriff have done has been to catch a poacher on Lord Talbot’s lands. Even at that, the man wasn’t a Scot.”
         

         
         “I shall resist the urge to boast of my Scottish ancestors lest I be taken for a highwayman or the like.”

         
         She gazed at him in sudden worry. “Perhaps you should take special care not to tell my father. He gets highly upset when any
            discussion about the Scottish and Irish clans arises.”
         

         
         Her companion dipped his head slightly to acknowledge her warning. “I shall try not to anger him unduly with such a revelation.”

         
         She led the way from the room, speaking over her shoulder. “I assure you ’tis not a family trait. I have no reason to dislike
            them.”
         

         
         “That’s encouraging.”

         
         Erienne was somewhat dazzled by the warmth in his voice and failed to devote due attention to the stairs. Her slippered foot
            partially missed the first step, causing her to stumble and teeter precariously on the brink of a precipitous descent. Her
            breath froze in her throat, but before she could react, a long arm encircled her waist and yanked her back to safety. Caught
            against his broad, hard chest, she gasped in breathless relief. Finally, tremblingly, she raised her gaze to the face above
            her own. Filled with concern, his eyes searched hers until gradually the worry left them, to be replaced by a deeper, smoldering
            light.
         

         
         “Miss Fleming . . .”

         
         “Erienne, please.” Her whisper was subdued and distant.

         
         Neither of them heard the front door being opened or the mingled masculine voices drifting up from below. They were caught
            in their own private universe and might have remained there undisturbed for several more moments had not an enraged bellow
            roused them to abrupt awareness.
         

         
         “Here now! What’s the meanin’ o’ this?”

         
         Still much in a daze, Erienne pulled away and glanced down to the hall below, where her father and another man stared back
            in equal amazement. The rapidly darkening, wide-eyed face of Avery Fleming was enough to unsettle her composure, but the thing
            that really roused doubt about the rightness of her world was the coarse-featured visage of the thin, bony stranger who stood
            beside her parent. He matched her vision of Christopher Seton exactly. All he needed was a large wart on his chin to be her
            foe incarnate.
         

         
         Avery Fleming’s righteous display of anger fairly shook the house. “I asked ye what’s the meanin’ o’ this!” He gave her no moment to answer before he ranted on. “I leave ye for no more ‘an a moment or two an’ come back to find ye
            flauntin’ a man in me own . . . You!” Avery threw his hat to the floor, and his sparse hair stood on end. “Be damned! Betrayed in me own house! By me own kin!”

         
         Red-faced with embarrassment, Erienne quickly descended the stairs as she tried to shush her kin. “Please, Father, let me
            explain . . .”
         

         
         “Ahhh, ye needn’t!” he snarled in derision. “I can see it all with me own eyes! Betrayed, it is! An’ by me own daughter!”
            He flung up a hand contemptuously toward the man who came down the stairs behind her and sneered, “With this bloody bastard!”
         

         
         “Father!” Erienne was shocked at his choice of titles. “This . . .” She also indicated the one descending down the steps.
            “This is the man you sent. Silas Chambers, I believe.”
         

         
         The raw-faced stranger stepped forward, bobbing his head in a confused, birdlike manner. He jabbed his hat out in front of
            him to gain their notice and began to stutter, “I . . . I a-a-am, I-I m-mean, h-he . . . he’s n-not . . . ooof!”
         

         
         The last was an abrupt exhalation caused by Avery when he stepped forward and flung his arms wide in a gesture of complete
            disgust. The gaunt man was brushed aside as the father’s discomfiture burst in broad display.
         

         
         “Ye mindless little twit! Have ye lost yer wits? He’s not Silas Chambers!” He thrust a thumb over his shoulder at the bony one. “This one’s yer man! Right ‘ere!” Then he
            struck a portly, bowlegged pose and stabbed a stubby finger at the man on the stairs. “‘At one! ‘At fatherless swine . . .”
         

         
         Erienne leaned against the wall and shut her eyes tightly. She already knew what her father would say.

         
         “. . . ‘E’s the one what blasted poor Farrell’s arm! ‘E’s yer Mr. Seton! Christopher Seton, it is!”

         
         “Christopher Seton?” Erienne’s lips formed the words, but no sound issued forth. She opened her eyes and searched her father’s
            face as if fervently seeking a denial of what she had heard. Her gaze went to the gawky stranger, and the truth was only too
            clear. He was no different from the rest of the suitors her father had brought for her consideration.
         

         
         “You foolish ninny!” Avery continued to berate her. “This is Silas Chambers! Not that conceited scoundrel ye was wrapped up with!”
         

         
         An expression of stunned horror on her face, Erienne stared up into the green eyes.

         
         Christopher smiled sympathetically. “My apologies, Erienne, but I thought you knew. If you’ll remember, I questioned you about
            it.”
         

         
         The dismay on her face yielded beneath the onslaught of pure rage. She had been duped! And her pride ached for revenge. Hauling
            back a hand, she let fly a stinging slap to his bronze cheek. “’Tis Miss Fleming to you!”
         

         
         Rubbing the side of his face, Christopher Seton laughed softly, his eyes still warm and sparkling. Erienne could not bear
            his taunting gaze and presented her back to him. He admired it briefly before he lent his attention to her father. “I came
            to inquire about a debt you promised to make good, sir. I’m wondering when I might expect such an event to take place.”
         

         
         Avery’s head lowered sheepishly between his shoulders while his face glowed a bright red. Avoiding Silas’s inquisitive stare,
            he mumbled something about paying the debt as soon as he could.
         

         
         Christopher stepped into the parlor to retrieve his coat and came back shrugging it into place. “I was hoping you could be
            a bit more specific than that, Mayor. I don’t like to intrude on your hospitality too often, and you did promise to pay me
            within a month’s time. As you must be aware, the month has come and gone.”
         

         
         Avery clenched his hands into tight fists but dared not bring them up from his sides lest the movement be taken as a challenge.
            “You’d best keep yer moldy presence away from here, Mr. Seton. I won’t have the likes o’ ye servicin’ me daughter. She’ll
            be gettin’ married, and I’ll not see ye hinderin’ the nuptials.”
         

         
         “Ah, yes, I did hear some rumors about that,” Christopher replied with a sarcastic smile. “After meeting her, I’m somewhat
            amazed that you haven’t been more successful, though it seems rather unjust that she must pay the rest of her life for a debt
            you made.”
         

         
         “Me daughter is none o’ yer concern!”

         
         Though Silas Chambers had jumped as each word was being shouted, Christopher had held a bland smile on his face. He appeared
            undaunted as he replied, “I hate to think that she’ll be forced into a marriage because of a debt owed to me.”
         

         
         Avery gaped at him in surprise. “Aye? Ye wouldn’t be thinkin’ o’ forgettin’ ’bout the debt, now would ye?”

         
         Christopher’s laughter dispelled the notion. “Hardly! But I’m not without eyes in my head, and I realize your daughter would
            be a most charming companion. I’d be willing to wait a bit longer for what is due me if you would allow me to court her.”
            He shrugged casually. “Who knows what might come of it.”
         

         
         Avery nearly strangled over the suggestion. “Blackmail and debauchery! I’d sooner see her dead than taken up with the likes o’ ye!”
         

         
         Christopher considered Silas, who nervously crushed his tricorn against his chest. When he returned his gaze to the mayor,
            his mockery was subtle yet direct. “Aye, I imagine you would.”
         

         
         Avery blustered under the jibe. He was aware that Silas was not much to look at, but the man had a modest fortune. Besides,
            his daughter was better off avoiding marriage to a handsome rake who would get her with a brood of brats. Silas would be suitable
            enough for her needs. But then, after seeing her with this Seton devil, Silas might be hesitant about offering marriage for
            fear he might be getting tainted goods.
         

         
         “There be plenty o’ suitors willing to pay the bride price,” Avery insisted, just in case Silas had any doubts. “Men what
            are wise enough to see what treasures she’ll bring ’em, and not one of ’em abused her kin.”
         

         
         Facing Erienne, Christopher favored her with a lopsided grin. “I suppose this means I won’t be welcomed here again?”

         
         “Get out! And don’t ever darken this door again!” she cried, fighting tears of anger and humiliation. Her lips curling with
            contempt, she gave him a scathing perusal. “Were a twisted, scar-faced, hunchbacked cripple the only other man on earth, I
            would surely choose him over you!”
         

         
         Christopher let his gaze glide down her. “As for me, Erienne, were you cast down before me, I would not be wont to cross over
            you to get to some broad bovine.” He smiled in wry humor as his eyes met hers again. “‘Twould be pure foolishness to spite
            myself for the sake of pride.”
         

         
         “Out!” The word was spat from her lips with vengeance as her arm thrust out in the direction of the door.
         

         
         Christopher gave a curt, mocking bow of compliance and approached the peg which bore his redingote while Avery seized his
            daughter’s arm and jerked her into the parlor.
         

         
         “What’s this now?” The mayor hissed in an angry demand. “Here I goes out and risks me fine health in a highblowin’ nor’easter
            to bring yer beau to ye an’ returns to find ye throwin’ yerself at the likes o’ him!”
         

         
         “Silas Chambers is not my beau!” Erienne corrected in an urgent whisper. “He’s just another man whom you’ve brought to look
            me over as if I were some horse to be traded. And I wasn’t throwin’ myself at anyone! I just stumbled, and Silas . . . Mr.
            Seton caught me.”
         

         
         “I saw what the beggar was tryin’! Had his hands all over ye, he did!”

         
         “Please, Father, lower your voice,” she begged. “’Twas not the way you think!”

         
         As the argument continued and Avery’s voice grew louder, Silas Chambers twisted his tricorn in painful indecision. On the
            verge of panic, the lank, pale-haired, coarse-faced man cast repeated glances toward the parlor.
         

         
         “I expect they’ll be engaged for some time,” Christopher stated, slipping into his redingote. As Silas glanced at him, he
            tipped his head to indicate the two in the parlor. “A strong rum might help settle your stomach. Or perhaps you would care
            to join me for a bite to eat at the inn? You can return here later if you wish.”
         

         
         “Why . . . ah . . . I believe I . . .” Silas’s eyes widened as a jumbled bellow came from the parlor, and he made a hasty
            decision. “I believe I shall, sir. Thank you.” He jerked on his tricorn, suddenly grateful for any excuse to be gone from
            this place.
         

         
         Hiding an amused smile, Christopher opened the door and allowed the man to precede him. As the chill wind and pelting rain
            struck them, Silas shivered and hurriedly pulled up the collar of his coat. His nose reddened abruptly and seemed to stand
            out like a large, glowing beacon. He drew on a pair of tattered gloves and stuffed a frayed scarf into his collar, causing
            Christopher to raise a skeptical brow. If the man had wealth, there was not a great lot of visible evidence to substantiate
            the fact. His appearance was that of some hardworking accountant whose employer miserly doled out his wages. It would be interesting
            indeed to see just how deep the man would dig in his purse should a contest evolve for the fair hand of Erienne Fleming.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The front door closed gently but with the same effect as a sudden crack of thunder. The unexpected sound startled Avery from
            his tirade, and he faced the hallway with sagging jaw, realizing that not only had Christopher Seton left, but also that Silas
            Chambers had gone with him. With a groan of despair, Avery turned to his daughter again and threw up his hands.
         

         
         “Ye see what ye’ve done! We’ve lost another one because o’ yer blamed foolishness! Dammit, girl! Ye’d best tell me why ye
            let that rascal in me house, or I’ll set me whip to yer back.”
         

         
         Erienne rubbed the still stinging spot above her elbow where her father had held her arm. She could see the empty pegs beside
            the door and experienced a sense of elation that she had at least ordered that overbearing knave from the cottage. She was
            also abundantly relieved that Silas had seen fit to leave with him. Yet she felt a strange sense of loss too, as if something
            briefly seen and delightfully pleasant was forever gone from her life. She spoke with careful emphasis as she again tried
            to explain. “I had never met Christopher Seton before, Father, and whenever either you or Farrell described him, it was in
            less than accurate terms. You told me a Silas Chambers was on his way here, and when a man arrived, I assumed it was he.”
            Turning away, she fumed silently to herself. And a vile beast he was too, leading me on like that and letting me believe he
            was another man!
         

         
         Avery spoke in a half-weeping tone. “Me daughter escorts me blood enemy ter the bedchambers o’ me own house, and only the
            good saints know what went on. And she tells me ’twas a mistake. A mere mistake.”
         

         
         Erienne stamped her foot in frustration. “’Twas Farrell, Father! He stumbled in here drunk and passed out on the floor. Right
            there where you stand! And Mr. Cham . . . I mean Mr. Seton was kind enough to carry him upstairs to his bed.”
         

         
         Avery fairly roared, and his eyes flared, “You let ‘at blighter lay hands on poor helpless Farrell again?”

         
         “He didn’t hurt him.” Erienne scuffed her foot against the threadbare carpet in embarrassment, mumbling to herself, “’Twas
            me he abused.”
         

         
         Her reply did not soften Avery’s rage. “Me lord! Ye make him sound like a bloody saint! He didn’t hurt him,” he mimed in a
            squeaky voice and thrust an accusing finger toward the door. “’Twas ‘at devil who laid me poor Farrell down in the first place.
            The very same one ye was consortin’ with!”
         

         
         Erienne gasped at the slur. “Consorting! Father! We put Farrell to bed, and when I started down the stairs, I stumbled. He
            caught me! He saved me from a fall! And that, Father, was all that happened.”
         

         
         “’Twas enough!” Avery threw up his hands again, then folding them behind his back, began to pace in front of the hearth. “’Twas
            enough,” he repeated over his shoulder, “ter give ‘at fine Mr. Chambers a clear view o’ his own intended a-twistin’ in the
            arms of another man. Why, he’s probably halfway back ter York by now.”
         

         
         Erienne sighed in frustration. “Father, Silas Chambers was never my intended. He was only another one of your precious prospects.”

         
         Avery shook his head sadly and groaned. “Only another one. And they’re gettin’ fewer by the day. Without a dowry ’tis nigh
            impossible ter convince ’em ye’ll be a fittin’ bride.” His anger found new fuel. “What with yer highfalutin ideas on marriage
            an’ all. Gotta respect and like the bloke ye marry, ye say. Bah! ’Tis only an excuse ter reject ’em all. I’ve brought ye the
            best, and still ye turn ’em away.”
         

         
         “The best?” Erienne scoffed. “You brought the best, you say? You brought a wheezing, fat glutton; a stumbling, half-blind
            old man; a bone-thin pinchpenny with hairy warts on his cheeks. And you say you’ve brought me the best?”
         

         
         Avery halted and stared at her in hurt reproof. “They were all single men, o’ good report, o’ good lineage, and each and every
            one was the bearer o’ a wealthy purse.”
         

         
         “Father,” Erienne took on a pleading tone, “bring me a young and handsome gentleman, one with a good purse, and I will love
            you and tend your needs and wants till your dying day.”
         

         
         He fixed her with a jaundiced eye and drew himself up, assuming his best lecturing posture. “Now, daughter, it becomes apparent
            ter me ‘at ye’ve an error in yer way o’ thinkin’.”
         

         
         Had Erienne been near a chair, she might have sank into it in sheer despair. As it was, she could only favor her father with
            a blank stare.
         

         
         “Now mind ye, girl. I’m givin’ ye a bit o’ pure wisdom.” He waggled a finger at her to emphasize his point. “‘Ere be more
            ter a man than a handsome face or a pair o’ broad, square shoulders. Look at yer precious Mr. Seton, for instance.”
         

         
         Erienne flinched at the sound of the name and ground her teeth to keep back a flood of heated verbiage. The cad! He had deliberately
            tricked her!
         

         
         “Now, ‘ere’s a cagey one for ye. Always schemin’ ter get the upper hand.”

         
         Erienne almost nodded before she caught herself. The man had played upon her confusion for his own amusement, and her pride
            stung beneath the suspicion that he had been a step ahead of her all the time.
         

         
         “Him being such a rich dandy, I s’pose those doxies on the waterfront would be proud to be on his arm, but no decent lady
            better take up with his sort. He’d fill their bellies with babes without so much as a promise o’ marriage. And even if ye
            did get him ter say the vows with ye, which I doubt, he’d leave ye for one reason or another when he grew tired o’ ye. ’Tis
            the way o’ those handsome cocks. They seem just as proud o’ what’s in their britches as their own fine fair looks.”
         

         
         Blushing to the roots of her hair, Erienne recalled where her own gaze had briefly dwelt, with just as much curiosity perhaps
            as any other smitten virgin.
         

         
         “’Tis true enough ‘at Seton’s a handsome one, if ye go for ’em hard, bony jowls.” Avery rubbed his knuckles against his own
            sagging dewlaps. “But ter those who know, he’s a cold one, he is. A man can see it in his eyes.”
         

         
         Erienne remembered the warmth of those crystal-clear orbs and doubted the truth of her father’s observation. There was a vibrant
            life and an intensity in those green eyes that no one could deny.
         

         
         Avery ranted on, “With his arrogant and deceitful ways, I pity the wench who weds him.”

         
         Even if she detested the man, Erienne had to disagree again with her sire. Surely the wife of Christopher Seton would be far
            more envied than pitied.
         

         
         “You needn’t be concerned, Father.” She smiled somewhat ruefully. “I shall never again be taken in by Mr. Seton’s wiles.”

         
         Excusing herself, Erienne made her way up the stairs and paused briefly outside Farrell’s door. The snores continued undisturbed.
            No doubt he would sleep the day away, then come the night rouse himself for another drinking bout.
         

         
         She frowned slightly and glanced around. There was a faint scent in the hall, of a mild, manly cologne, and for an elusive
            moment the green eyes highlighted with light gray flicked through her mind and hinted at what the strong, straight lips had
            not been wont to speak. She shook her head to banish the vision, and the top step caught her eye. The memory of the way he
            had lifted her back and held her to him sent a dizzying thrill through her. She could almost feel the rock-hard arms clasped
            about her, and the smooth, sleek firmness of his well-muscled chest pressed against her bosom.
         

         
         Erienne’s face flamed at the meanderings of her mind, and she ran to her room, where she fell across the bed and lay staring
            out a rain-spattered window. His silken jibes echoed through her mind.
         

         
         Cast down! Cross over! Bovine!

         
         Suddenly her eyes flew wide as she realized the full import of what he had said. She could not find the slightest pleasure
            in being informed that he would not step over her to get to a cow. She cursed his glib tongue and herself for not seeing his
            meaning immediately. With an agonized groan, she rolled onto her back to stare at the cracked plaster of the ceiling, which
            gave her mind no gentler balm than the water-streaked glass had.
         

         
         Downstairs in the parlor, Avery continued to pace in distraught agitation. Trying to find a wealthy husband for his daughter
            was proving to be the most difficult task he had ever set himself upon. It was true irony that just when Silas Chambers was
            getting into a heated froth at the idea of having a young and beauteous maid for a wife, that rapscallion Seton appeared to
            disrupt the whole affair, as if he had not done enough harm to the Fleming family.
         

         
         “Damn!” Avery struck his fist into his palm, then sought a strong draught to assuage the pain of both hand and spirit. Restlessly
            he began to roam the room again, cursing his luck. “Hell and damnation!”
         

         
         He had been well on his way in His Majesty’s service when he had inadvertently saved one Baron Rothsman from certain capture
            during a confrontation with Irish rebels. The baron had proved effusive in his gratitude and urged the aging captain to retire
            and join his entourage in the London Court. Sheltered by the influence of the baron, he had progressed rapidly through several
            levels of the politico.
         

         
         Avery’s eyes grew distant, and he sampled a second share of the fiery brew.

         
         It was a blissful time in his memory, an endless whirl of high-minded conferences and meetings and, in the evenings, the balls
            and social affairs. There had come into it all a pale-haired, newly widowed beauty of exceptional breeding, and though her
            eyes were always sad, she had not rejected the attention of the slightly graying Fleming. Avery discovered that her first
            husband had been an Irish rebel and that his final act had been to test a length of rope on one of His Majesty’s prison barges
            shortly after the wedding. By then, Avery was well infatuated and cared naught that she had loved such a hated foe, but pressed
            her into marriage with him.
         

         
         A child was born, a girl with locks as dark as her mother was fair, then two years later a son of the same mouse-brown hair
            and ruddy complexion as his father. A year after the boy arrived, Avery Fleming was elevated in position again. This one carried
            responsibilities far beyond his level of competence, but it introduced Avery to the private clubs of the London elite and
            to the high-stakes games of chance that flourished within the velvet walls. An awestruck Fleming took to the latter like a
            duck is gorged for the roasting platter, oblivious of the end that awaited him. Despite the worried warnings of his wife,
            he wagered heavily and even invested in a horse that seemed addicted to the sight of many other horses clearing the way well
            ahead of him.
         

         
         His debauchery at play and ineptitude at work caused so much embarrassment for Rothsman that the baron soon refused to accept
            his calls. Angela Fleming suffered in her own way. She had to watch her personal fortune dwindle until the only dowry she
            could give her daughter was one which could never be taken from her, an education and as much preparation as possible for
            life as a wife on whatever level the girl would seek.
         

         
         “Damn ‘at foolishness!” Avery growled. “With the coin ‘at woman wasted on ‘at simple twit . . . Why, I could’ve still been
            livin’ in London.”
         

         
         Dismissed from his position in that city a thrice of years ago, he had been banished to the North of England, where he was
            appointed mayor of Mawbry and carefully directed through his simple and limited duties by Lord Talbot. On leaving London he
            had left his debts unpaid, seeing no need to worry about debtors’ prison, for in the northern climes he would be reasonably
            safe from discovery. It was a chance to start over again with a clean slate and prove himself to be a man of high intelligence.
         

         
         Then Angela died, and he went through a brief period of mourning. A lively game of cards seemed to help him over his loss,
            and shortly thereafter it became his habit to take weekend jaunts with Farrell to Wirkinton or meet with the cronies at the
            Mawbry Inn for a game or two during the week. In his unquenchable quest for games of chance he often visited the waterfront,
            where he could be assured of finding a fresh face and a full purse. A few tars might have suspected that his skill with cards
            was more through the dexterity of his fingers than with luck, but a common seaman dared not speak out against an official.
            As it was, he had enlisted his talents only when the stakes were high or when he needed the purse. He was not so selfish that
            he was against sharing portions of the prize money by buying a round or two of ale or rum, but seamen were generally poor
            losers, especially that brawling, treacherous breed of Yankees, and he suspected that more than a few complained to their
            captains. He cursed himself for not being more cautious when Christopher Seton had asked to join his game, but sea captains
            were usually easy to spot, and Seton had not been of that ilk. Rather, he had given the appearance of being a gentleman of
            leisure or a nattily dressed dandy. His speech had been as precise and refined as any lord at court and his manners impeccable.
            There had been little evidence to indicate the man owned the vessel in port and a whole bloody fleet of others.
         

         
         The size of the Yankee’s purse had astounded him, and Avery had purposed to take him for a substantial sum. His blood had
            rushed with the excitement and the challenge of besting a moneyed gentleman. Whatever the outcome, it had promised to be an
            exciting game even for those who watched. Sailors and their doxies had gathered close about the table. For a time Avery had
            played the cards straight, letting fate ply its erratic favor where it would, then as the stakes mounted he began to lay out
            his ploy, holding back the cards he needed. Across the table from him those hooded eyes never flickered even once, nor had
            the bland smile wavered far from that bronze visage. Thus, when Seton had reached across the table to flick open his coat,
            spilling the carefully hoarded cards in front of everyone, Avery was taken completely by surprise. Trying to think of how
            best to deny the accusation, he had gawked and sputtered. His blustering denials had placated no one, and though he could
            recall glancing about for reinforcement, there had been none until Farrell entered and rushed forward to defend his sire’s
            honor. Never being one to indulge in good judgment, the younger Fleming had hotly issued a challenge to the stranger.
         

         
         Avery’s features grew grim. His carelessness had been the direct cause of his son losing the use of his arm, but how could
            he admit that to anyone but himself? He had hoped that Farrell would kill the fellow, thereby canceling the debt. Two thousand
            pounds he owed the blighter! Why couldn’t things have gone his way just once? Why couldn’t Farrell have killed him? Even if
            Seton owned a fleet of ships, no one in England would have mourned his loss. The man was a foreigner. A worthless Yankee!
         

         
         A snarl transformed Avery’s face as he remembered the sailors from the Yankee ship, Cristina, chortling after the game and patting the man on the back while they respectfully called him Mr. Seton. Why, they had rejoiced
            so heartily over his victory, Avery was of the firm belief they would have been ready to start a brawl in his defense. Everything
            had gone well for the Yankee, but nothing was left for the Flemings to be proud of. Word had spread faster than the plague
            that he had been called out as a cheat, and with that, creditors had started to hound him for their money and to close his
            accounts.
         

         
         Avery’s thick, rounded shoulders slumped wearily. “What’s a poor beleaguered father ter do now? A crippled son! An arrogantly
            selective daughter! How will we make ends meet?”
         

         
         His mind slowly churned as he debated his next course of action in getting his daughter married. A rich merchant near Wirkinton
            had seemed eager to meet Erienne after hearing him boast of her beauty and many talents. Though quite ancient himself, Smedley
            Goodfield was deeply appreciative of the young ladies and was sure to find the girl to his liking. The one fault Avery saw
            in him was that he was extremely tight with a coin, only parting with a shilling when he was forced to. However, with a sweet
            young thing to warm his blood and his bed, Smedley might prove to be a lot more generous. And, of course, as old as he was,
            he couldn’t live much longer. Avery held a vision of Erienne widowed and wealthy. Were such an event to occur, he could enjoy
            life’s abundant treasures once again.
         

         
         Avery scratched a bristled jowl as a leering smile
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