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            Dedication

         
         
            For “Michelle Next Door.” This is how you’re saved in my phone. The idea for this series came from you, but your proximity
               as my neighbor came from much higher up. I’m so grateful for both.
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            Chapter One

         
         
            Savernake Forest

            Wiltshire, England

            August 1811

         

         The night was pierced by a woman’s scream.

         
         The sound, brief and raw, shot above the canopy and scraped down the hillside to bounce against the rock.

         
         Deep in the forest, a man slipped from his saddle and fell into the shadow of a limestone crag and listened.

         
         Gabriel Rein knew the sounds of the forest after dark. He knew nocturnal animals, he knew cave-dwelling smugglers, he knew
            drunken villagers who’d lost their way home. But a woman? A screaming woman?
         

         
         Gabriel’s life was so deeply embedded in the trees and rocks of Savernake, he rarely, if ever, encountered others. He employed
            three men to help him with the horses and an old woman to keep camp; beyond these, Gabriel had very little contact with the
            outside world. A screaming woman was not only unexpected, it was a moral dilemma.
         

         
         After ten beats, she screamed again; a shrill rip of sound that grabbed him by the throat and shoved him back.

         
         Gabriel swore and looked at the sky. He’d waited weeks for the threat of a storm without actual rain. His new commission was a young stallion terrified of storms and he meant to expose him bit by bit. No surprise, the horse was also unnerved by screaming. He stamped and huffed behind Gabriel, yanking the lead. They’d been picking their way along a rocky path, acclimating to
            the smell of rain and the flashes of lightning. They’d not gone far, and the horse had seemed willing to press on—until the
            screaming. Now the stallion’s ears flicked back and his nostrils flared and he dug in, refusing to proceed.
         

         
         Gabriel stepped to the horse and stroked his neck, assuring him with low words and the gentle clicking noise he used to calm
            frightened animals.
         

         
         “No?” screamed the woman in the distance. A word this time. Her inflection spoke less of a retreat and more of a request? The
            screaming woman was negotiating.
         

         
         Gabriel’s grooms had told him that the highwayman Channing Meade was raiding again. Meade made camp on the edge of Savernake
            Forest in August because the weather was mild and the deer were fat and the constable was lazy. Perhaps the screaming woman
            had been swiped from the village for Meade’s pleasure. Perhaps she’d come willingly, only to discover that Meade was a brute
            and his camp was a pit. Maybe the highwayman had set upon a carriage, and the woman inside objected to being robbed at knifepoint.
            Long Harry Road was little more than two ruts disappearing into a tunnel of murky green, and travelers should know better.
         

         
         I don’t care, Gabriel thought, stroking the horse.
         

         
         The forest had been a sanctuary to Gabriel since boyhood. He’d grown up in a constant state of evasion, tracked by spies and bounty hunters and mercenaries. He knew stillness and quiet like other children knew lessons and sport. He was a champion at holding his breath. 

         
         Now he was a man, and Gabriel wasn’t sure if the sanctuary was a necessity or simply a preference. He’d been here for so long,
            it was all he knew. The forest allowed him to owe nothing and rely on no one. His loyalties extended to his staff and his
            horses and no further. The work he did for clients was negotiated by an emissary; the same man provisioned his camp with supplies.
            The extreme seclusion had kept him alive for more than a decade. It kept everyone else alive. It was survival.
         

         
         As to the survival of the screaming woman? He couldn’t say. Except for rare encounters with women—professionals who kept things
            quick and anonymous—he knew very little of female companionship. And he didn’t care about this screaming stranger.
         

         
         I don’t want to care, he thought.
         

         
         The horse snorted and tossed his mane. Gabriel made the clicking noise and pulled on his lead, reining him around. They would
            return to camp. The rain wouldn’t hold off forever. The horse shouldn’t be subjected to rain and screaming.
         

         
         “Please!” came another cry from the woman. “Help!”

         
         Gabriel paused. There was a note of demand in her voice. An earnestness, a reasoning. This wasn’t uncontrolled wailing, she
            was expectant. She summoned. The sound slid under his skin and burned.
         

         
         Behind him, the stallion threw his head, yanking the lead. The horse was now properly agitated, dancing backward, snorting and hoofing the ground. 

         
         “Help!” the woman cried again.
         

         
         Gabriel swore under his breath, keeping his hand steady on the horse’s neck.

         
         I don’t care, he repeated in his head.
         

         
         The stallion pulled backward, seventy stone of frightened animal straining against the lead. Swearing again, Gabriel allowed
            the horse to reverse from the path.
         

         
         I don’t care.

         
         There was a circle of grass where the terrain leveled off, and Gabriel ripped up a handful of the fragrant sweet reed and
            held it out, inviting the animal to graze.
         

         
         I don’t care.

         
         He looked around. A giant oak loomed nearby, and Gabriel tethered the horse to a low limb, his flank shielded from the wind
            by the trunk.
         

         
         I don’t care.

         
         He’d fitted the stallion’s bridle with blinders, and now he pressed the leather patches against Zeus’s eyes, obscuring his
            sight. Each precaution was made with ease and gentleness, his movements rote. Soothing a frightened horse came as naturally
            to Gabriel as breathing, but he knew almost nothing about frightened women. And yet, his ears were acutely tuned to the sound
            of—
         

         
         “Please help me!” came another terrified cry.

         
         Gabriel—who really, truly did not care—pulled the ax from his belt and slipped into the trees.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Lady Marianne “Ryan” Daventry was not, by nature, a screamer.

         
         Ryan was a suggester. A stater of simple truths. A calm voice of reason when emotions were high and tempers lost. Her middle
            sister Diana had the flash temper and a very hearty scream. Their youngest sister, Charlotte, with her girlish fear of mice
            and bugs and branches scraping windowpanes, was also a known screamer. But not Ryan. Ryan, in fact, could only remember ever
            having screamed once or twice in her entire life.
         

         
         But she screamed now. She was well and truly terrified, and she screamed the raw and desperate scream of a survivor.

         
         At least she’d come into the forest alone. Her one consolation. Ryan was defenseless, yes, but her maid, Agnes, was safe back
            at the inn. Agnes had wanted to accompany her and Ryan had refused. Even without the threat of ambush, Agnes was unsuited
            for forest trespass. The maid was afraid of nice men in polite settings; she would never survive a snarling man with no life
            behind his eyes.
         

         
         “Cry all you like,” hissed the man with his hand clamped to Ryan’s jaw. “There’s no one within fifty miles to hear you scream.” With his other hand, he pinned her against his chest, her body dangling half a foot from the road. 

         
         Ryan couldn’t really say how she’d gone from mounted on horseback to the painful grasp of this fetid, sneering man. She’d
            been plodding carefully through the forest, nudging the frightened mare onward, when she came upon a row of men on horseback
            just over the crest of a hill. They sat so heavily, their ranks so impenetrable, she’d mistaken them for a line of statues
            blocking the road. But they weren’t statues: they were highwaymen and the brute who now held her was their leader. He’d emerged
            from the blockade like a cannon ball rolling into the chamber of a cannon.
         

         
         Despite her fear, she’d kept control of her mount and reined around. But he’d been deceptively fast for his size and managed
            to swipe the reins before she could bolt. Then his hands were on her and he dragged her from the saddle like a basket of wash.
         

         
         “Believe me when I say I’ve got nothing,” she now whimpered to the man. “No money. No jewelry. Not even food. I rode from
            the inn in Pewsey to have a look at the forest’s edge and lost my way.”
         

         
         “Of course that’s your claim,” the man said, releasing her chin with a teeth-rattling shove. Ryan tried to scuttle away, but
            his hand returned, this time with a dagger. He pressed the flat side of the dull blade against her cheek. “You’ve a horse,
            haven’t you?”
         

         
         “On loan from the inn,” she insisted. “Please do not harm the mare. She is not valuable. They loaned her to me for no fee,
            but they’ll want her back. They’ll come looking for her.”
         

         
         He pulled the knife from her cheek and dug his hand into her hair, yanking her head back with a snap. The pain and helplessness of being steered by her hair took Ryan’s breath away. 

         
         “Answer me with sass, will you?” the man mocked. “See how far that gets you.”

         
         “I’m telling you plainly,” she insisted, “if it’s valuables you seek, you’ll be disappointed. I’m sorry, I simply don’t—”
         

         
         “Your body then,” the man announced, wrenching her head back. “Easier to divvy up. A turn for every man. We’ll make a game
            of it. Find anything you may have hidden in the process.”
         

         
         Without hesitation, Ryan screamed again.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         While he ran, Gabriel told himself all the things he would do when he reached the source of the screams.

         
         He would not insert himself into the conflict, whatever it was.
         

         
         He would observe it from a concealed location. Downwind. With a clear path to retreat.
         

         
         He would ascertain who and how and why—all for his own information. It was pertinent to the peace and quiet of the forest and his solitude. This was reconnaissance,
            not a rescue; prevention, not preservation.
         

         
         For a long, hopeful moment, the screams had paused, but now they rang on. Sometimes words, sometimes only sound. Always resonant
            fear. As long as she cried out, he knew she lived. The more she cried, the easier she was to locate. The sounds came from
            Pike Hill on Long Harry Road. He’d suspected this. The rise would conceal an ambush; the ledge would restrict escape. Gabriel
            kicked into a sprint.
         

         
         The undergrowth was thickest between the trail and the road; serpent vines and spiked saplings, thorns thick and waist high. It was a nuisance in the dark, but Gabriel knew the land. He slipped easily through unseen gaps in brush, sidestepping bogholes and leaping over logs. He pushed deftly over, around, through, a silent piece of the night. 

         
         When he reached the last stand of trees before the roadside, he paused, allowing his breathing to slow, searching the undergrowth
            for stragglers or a watch. He saw no one. Channing Meade was sloppy. Not that it mattered. Gabriel had only come to look.
            He crept forward. Before he could see the road, he heard them.
         

         
         “Cry all you like; there’s no one within fifty miles to hear you scream,” growled the man’s voice. So it was Channing Meade.
            Gabriel had never met the man, but he’d observed him from various lookouts.
         

         
         Gabriel shuttled from one tree to the next, moving silently closer. He heard horses—four, possibly five—their hooves stamping,
            the creaks of their tack. He squinted, trying to distinguish shadow from figure. There was a line of mounted riders, their
            backs to him. The men sat alert in their saddles, intently focused on the business in the road. The animals appeared sleepy,
            bored.
         

         
         Gabriel inched closer, spinning the handle of the ax in his hand. He wouldn’t need the weapon, he reminded himself. He meant
            only to be ready. It was easier to throw if it was in his hand.
         

         
         A fallen tree stretched parallel to the road and Gabriel slunk to it, flattening himself against the damp, spongy floor of
            the forest. From here, he could see beyond the mounted riders to Channing Meade, unmistakable for his size, pacing before
            the men on horseback. Against his swollen belly swung the helpless figure of a woman in a cloak. Meade would dwarf most women,
            and this one was no exception. He clutched her back to his front and pressed a dagger to her cheek.
         

         
         Gabriel closed his eyes. He exhaled. And now he’d seen her. A woman restrained. A knife. Five men looking on.

         
         What did I expect? he asked himself. You followed the sound of distress. She was literally crying out for help. You knew. He swore in his head. His gut constricted like a taut rope, the fibers snapping under the weight of indecision. His own safety
            versus hers. Weakness versus might. The unprotected at the hands of the merciless. Lust and greed unchecked, and no one else
            for miles. His sanctuary disrupted.
         

         
         When he opened his eyes, Meade was pacing back and forth, parading the terrified woman before his men. Gabriel squinted, trying
            to see. Her profile was partly obscured by hood, then her hair, Meade’s round shoulder. Finally, the highwayman turned in
            the same moment clouds slid from the moon. He saw her. She had pale skin and big eyes; her expression was taut with fear.
            She was young but not a child. She was afraid but not hysterical. Meade wrenched her face upward and her delicate profile
            looked as out of place in the forest as a teacup.
         

         
         Gabriel swallowed back something bitter and hot. He felt suddenly winded, his body coiled, eager to pounce. He forced himself
            to exhale and look away. He studied the five men on horseback, inventorying their weapons. He examined the mounts, trying
            to assess their age and fitness. He looked down the road to the east and up to the west and checked the position of the moon.
            He looked at everything and saw nothing so clearly than a woman in need of help.
         

         
         “Please, sir,” she said, her voice terrified but steady. “Believe me when I say I’ve got nothing. No money. No jewelry. Not even food. I rode from the inn in Pewsey to have a look at the forest’s edge and lost my way.” 

         
         “Of course that’s your claim,” Channing Meade snarled. “You’ve a horse, haven’t you?”

         
         “Please do not harm the mare,” she begged. “She is not valuable. They loaned her to me for no fee, but they’ll want her back.
            They’ll come looking for her.”
         

         
         Meade shut her up by grabbing her hair and snapping her head back. Gabriel flinched. A hatch in his chest swung open. Cold,
            fresh air stung whatever was inside.
         

         
         “Answer me with sass, will you?” Meade growled. “See how far that gets you.”

         
         “Please,” the woman cried, “I’m telling you plainly. If it’s valuables you seek, you’ll be disappointed. I’m sorry, I simply don’t—”
         

         
         “Your body then,” Channing Meade said, yanking back her head with a snap. “Easier to divvy up. A turn for every man. We’ll
            make a game of it. Find anything you may have hidden in the process.”
         

         
         Gabriel was off the ground before Meade finished the threat. He pressed his hat low on his head, gripped the ax, and darted
            to the road.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         How, Ryan wondered, had she managed to be attacked by two different men in one night? It was a record, surely—especially when
            she factored in the third man—the one who’d attacked her in Guernsey. That man had been the reason she’d traveled to Savernake Forest in the first place. All told, she’d suffered three attacks in the
            span of a month. She was at capacity for marauding men.
         

         
         She was not, however, afraid—no, that was inaccurate. She was afraid, but she wasn’t terrified, not anymore. The current attacker had thrown her over his shoulder and run. He conveyed her, bodily, away from the ambush and the scrambling, shouting men. Her scalp burned from the highwayman’s meaty fist, and the wound on her
            leg pained her, but no one in this moment was actively threatening her.
         

         
         “Please, sir,” Ryan asked, hoping to discover her agency in this particular abduction. Her voice came out like a wheeze. With every footfall, the man’s shoulder nudged into her gut. Her hip was pressed into his ear and held in place by a tight arm around the back of her thighs. Ryan’s face bounced, upside down, against the hard plates of his back. She held on by squeezing handfuls of his coat. The wound on her leg had begun to throb. 

         
         “If you please,” Ryan tried again, speaking to her abductor’s back. She turned her head to the side, sucking in a breath.
            “I should like to appeal to your sense of—”
         

         
         “Quiet,” the man huffed. “Do not speak. Meade will not stay down for long. Even now, his men will give chase.”

         
         “Yes, alright,” she whispered, “but please may I be allowed to walk?” Surely this should be suggested by one of them. The
            puncture wound in her leg was four weeks old, and she no longer walked with a limp.
         

         
         “No,” he rasped.

         
         “Perhaps you could turn me upright and swing my legs around so I could—?”

         
         “No.”

         
         He was hiking them steadily upward, pushing around trees, climbing over fallen logs, trudging through sunken spots packed
            with forest decay. With every step, he dislodged a spray of rocks. Ryan watched the debris bump down the hillside in a waterfall
            of gravel. How they remained upright, she had no idea.
         

         
         After five minutes of steady climbing, they reached a crest of exposed rock, and the man fell against it, breathing hard.

         
         She cleared her throat and he brought a finger to his lips. Shhh.

         
         Ryan switched to a whisper. “I beg your pardon? But if you would simply release me to—”

         
         Shouts from men cut her off—voices from below that echoed up the hill. Amid the shouts, she heard thrashing and snapping,
            the sound of the forest disrupted.
         

         
         The man who held her swore in another language (French, unless she was mistaken) and shoved from the rock. Tipping forward, he rolled her unceremoniously from his shoulder and flipped her. She was suddenly face up, lying across his arms like a woman in a swoon. The forest canopy swung into focus above her head, a cathedral of foliage with the night sky behind. Before she could react, he tipped her again and folded her roughly against his chest. She tumbled against him like a string of buoys. Gathering her up, he slowly, carefully, eased around the stone. He crouched down, matching the shape of their bodies to the shape of the rock and wedged his weight into the boulder. Then he exhaled and became perfectly, breathlessly still. 

         
         Ryan was given no choice but to fold into a ball in his lap. Her ear was pressed against his clavicle and her hands were bent
            at odd angles against his chest. Her knees pushed into his ribs. She heard his heart, and felt his beard, and smelled wind
            and horses and man. She was powerless to do anything but close her eyes and exist in his arms.
         

         
         A minute passed . . . two . . . She’d been chilled on his shoulder but she was rapidly growing overwarm. Her stomach growled. The wound on her leg throbbed. She tried to shift, but he squeezed her tighter. She winced and tipped up her chin to draw breath. Her mouth brushed the whisker-rough skin at his throat. The contact was as unexpected as it was intimate—prickly and warm and tangy; she felt his pulse against her lips. For a long, fuzzy moment, Ryan’s mind skipped away from the woods, and the chase, and the throb in her leg. She held her lips to his throat, sharing the air beneath the brim of his hat. 

         
         Downhill, the highwayman and his lackeys could be heard lumbering through the underbrush. After a time, silence prevailed;
            then more thrashing; and finally she heard complaining, curses, and the diminishing sounds of their retreat.
         

         
         An eternity later, he released her. He simply dropped her and scooted away.

         
         Ryan hit the damp, mossy ground in a tangle, sucking in air and scrambling to get her hands beneath her. The contrast between
            the tight, warm circle of his arms and the wet leaves of the forest felt like a throw from a horse. While she untangled herself,
            he slid backward, keeping his weight on one knee.
         

         
         “Have they gone?” she whispered.

         
         “Yes. They are lazy and underpaid.”

         
         “Th-thank you,” she said. “I think. That is, if this is a rescue, I’m in your debt. If this is not a rescue, well—almost anyone
            would be better than the highwayman. I hesitate to ask, but I was riding a young mare when they attacked me. Do you—”
         

         
         “The horse now belongs to Channing Meade,” he said. He stood and made no offer to help her up. Ryan braced against the rock
            to keep from rolling down the hill.
         

         
         “You are acquainted with the highwayman?” she asked.

         
         “No, but highwaymen steal horses and yours was delivered to him on a platter.”

         
         He removed his hat, ran a hand through his hair, and pressed it back on his head. The clouds shifted and Ryan was able to see his face. His features matched his body; strong, angular, rough. Even so, she could tell that he was young; not much more than her own twenty-four years; certainly not thirty. 

         
         Also, he was rather handsome. He was bearded, and streaked with dirt, and scowling, but she understood handsomeness as a practical
            matter; the natural architecture of a face. Fine clothes and pomade only went so far. This man would be handsome in a bog.
         

         
         Ryan herself was neither pretty nor plain. She was not known for her appearance, a circumstance she’d accepted years ago.
            Ryan’s calling cards were reason and practicality and getting the job done. Her sister Diana was very striking and her sister
            Charlotte was very fragile—pretty, each of them, in their own way—and their beauty predicated everything they did. It was
            like a suffix. Lady Charlotte, the delicate one; Lady Diana, the radiant one. Lady Ryan was the one who held everything together.
            She was predicated by reliance.
         

         
         Likely, this man’s handsomeness was also deeply embedded in his personality. She’d only now seen his face, but she’d recognized
            the beauty of his physical form the moment he’d hefted her onto his shoulder. He had long legs and a broad chest, a rakish
            hat and dashing leather coat. All of it worked together to make him appear savior-y, rather than menacing. She reminded herself
            that even though handsome might feel safe, it was no guarantee.
         

         
         “I’m going,” he said suddenly, shoving to his feet.

         
         Going? she thought, and she realized he meant to leave her. He had rescued her perhaps, but to what end? To desert her in the dark
            forest?
         

         
         “Oh,” she said, looking around. “Alright. Yes of course.”

         
         “It will soon rain. I’ve left a nervous horse tied to a tree.”

         
         “Right. Sorry, but can I impose on you to . . . to . . .”

         
         She studied the trees around her. The landscape appeared the same in every direction: dark, steep, uncompromising. Her heartbeat
            ticked up. Perhaps this man wasn’t a threat to her, but the forest certainly was.
         

         
         “I’ll have to bring you to my camp,” he said. “We’ve no other choice. Can you walk?”

         
         “Your camp,” she repeated, dragging herself up. “How very . . .” she searched for the word “. . . kind.”

         
         She was relieved, certainly, but now the veneer of safety wrought by his handsomeness began to tarnish. His camp. She felt the prickle of unease. She didn’t even know this person’s name.
         

         
         “Forgive me,” she began, “but might I inquire . . . that is, can you tell me—? Do you have—? Will your family be there? At
            this camp? Will we be—”
         

         
         “I live alone except for my horses.”

         
         Ryan blinked at him. He turned away and began walking along a rocky ledge.

         
         He lives alone except for his horses.

         
         But would he simply leave—?

         
         Yes. Yes he would. He was walking away.

         
         Ryan tested the ground in front of the rock—one foot, then the next foot, then the next. The forest floor was slick and uneven,
            but she been raised on the windswept cliffs of Guernsey. The island was steep and rocky, constantly doused by ocean squalls.
            She knew challenging trails. She knew storms. She knew survival.
         

         
         “Right . . .” she began, speaking to herself, picking her way behind him. She stepped on a fallen branch and it snapped in two with a pop. Ryan jumped, fell sideways, righted herself on a tree.
         

         
         The man glanced back but said nothing. He turned and walked on. Ryan narrowed her eyes. What choice did she have but to follow?
            Gathering her skirts, she trudged after him.
         

         
         After a long moment, he asked, “Why are you alone in the forest after dark?”

         
         “Foolish mistake, I’m afraid,” she called. “I was out riding and lost my way. My maid and I have taken a room at the inn in
            Pewsey, and I borrowed a horse to have a closer look at the forest. I became disoriented in a clearing and couldn’t find the
            path. Eventually I came upon the road, but the sun set before I’d reached the end of it. I was navigating by moonlight.”
         

         
         “With a storm coming.”

         
         “Yes. The storm, the nightfall, the forest—which has been described to me as haunted by more than one person. It was all very reckless.” She glanced at the sky. “But I’ve actually traveled from London to Savernake
            Forest on urgent business. I cannot be deterred by weather or ghosts.”
         

         
         If she thought he would ask her the nature of this business, she was mistaken. If she thought he would congratulate her courage,
            he did not. He walked on in silence.
         

         
         Naturally, the silence compelled her to explain. “London is actually only half the distance I’ve traveled. If I’m being honest.
            I hail from the Channel Islands. I set out from Guernsey nearly a fortnight ago.”
         

         
         Finally, he asked, “What’s your business in Savernake Forest?”

         
         “I’m in search of a man.” Why not tell him the truth? Her intention was to leave no stone unturned.

         
         He made no response and she pressed on, “I’ve been told he makes his home in the wood. Honestly, I’m desperate enough to ask
            you about him. You are local to the area, I presume, considering your . . . er, camp. Perhaps you know him. He’s called Gabriel
            d’Orleans? He’s a Frenchman—that is, he left France when he was a boy, and he’s come of age in Britain. His last known location
            was . . .” and now she looked out at the misty, moon-bathed forest, crinkling her nose “. . . here. In this forest. Generally
            speaking. Regretfully, I’ve no specific direction.”
         

         
         The man stopped walking. His stillness was so sudden and so unexpected, Ryan almost collided with his back. She made a little
            yelp and jumped out of the way. Had he seen a snake, she wondered. Or a boghole? The highwaymen?
         

         
         “Sir?” she asked carefully.

         
         He stood motionless before her, shoulders raised, gloved hands balled into fists at his sides. When, finally, he began to
            walk again, he did not look back.
         

         
         “I was mistaken to think my camp would be suitable for a woman,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ll take you to the corner of
            the village instead. You can make your way to the inn from there.”
         

         
         “Oh,” said Ryan, surprised by this sudden accommodation. “Very well. If that is what you prefer. I’m in your debt—truly.”

         
         He made no reply. Ryan trudged silently behind him, watching him open and close his hands. Lightning pulsed in the sky but he didn’t look up; his gaze was fixed on the horizon. His stride lengthened. Ryan scrambled to follow, swatting at limbs and yanking at her cloak. If she didn’t keep up, he would leave her—of this, she had no doubt. He’d hardly been pleasant, but now he appeared agitated, almost angry. Unless she was mistaken, he was running away from her. 

         
         Ryan cleared her throat. “Forgive me, but I would be remiss if I didn’t ask again. This man, Gabriel d’Orleans, but do you know him? If not, have you heard tell of him? And if you have heard of him, do you know where he can be found?”
         

         
         “No,” he said.

         
         “No you don’t know him, or no you don’t know where he is?”

         
         “Gabriel d’Orleans,” the man said, “is dead.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         The words were out of Gabriel’s mouth before he could stop them, stones he couldn’t unthrow.

         
         “Dead?” repeated the woman behind him. “But are you certain? You knew him? You knew Gabriel d’Orleans?”
         

         
         They were coming to the ridge above the River Kennet. Gabriel considered lowering himself over the edge—simply swinging down
            and climbing to the water. The fog would swallow him up, and he would swim to his camp. This woman and her questions and her
            screams would live on without him. She would be frightened and confused, but eventually someone would find her. He’d saved
            her from Meade, it was enough.
         

         
         “But when did he die?” she asked, her tone suddenly razor-sharp.
         

         
         He ignored this question and weighed the odds. Was it possible she wasn’t the only person looking for Gabriel d’Orleans? She
            could be one woman alone, or there could be a bloody manhunt. For years, Gabriel had evaded government trackers and palace
            spies and even his own sister. He’d not hidden for years to be discovered now.
         

         
         “How did he die? And when?” she pressed.

         
         “I don’t know,” he said. “It was years ago.”

         
         “No . . .” she said on a breath.
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Lies about d’Orleans had always rolled effortlessly off of Gabriel’s tongue, as easy as locking a door. But this lie felt
            flimsy and unrehearsed. Yes, he’d locked the door, but what if this woman managed to crawl through a window?
         

         
         “If Gabriel d’Orleans is dead,” she was saying, “well . . . then . . . I’ve come for nothing. How can I return and tell them
            I came for nothing? This was our best, most feasible solution. Oh my God—what will become of us?”
         

         
         Gabriel stopped walking and turned back. This felt like a trick question. Who were the “them” in this pronouncement? Return
            where?
         

         
         It doesn’t matter. He forced his mind to become a blank slate of all the obligations he did not have—not to this woman, not to anyone.
         

         
         “What is your business with Gabriel d’Orleans?” he asked. If he had any obligation, it was to the name.

         
         “Your French pronunciation is so natural,” she observed. “But do you speak French, sir?”

         
         Gabriel swore in his head. He’d said the name with perfect inflection; the pronunciation of a native, of a man saying his
            own name.
         

         
         She caught up and rounded on him, stopping him on the path. Her eyes were the most defining feature on her face. Large and
            expressive; a dusky, foggy blue. He tried not to look at them. He tried not to look at any part of her.
         

         
         When he didn’t answer—when he averted his gaze—she murmured, “A question for another time, perhaps.”

         
         She’d lost her hat in the road, and her hair hung in limp, damp waves down the sides of her face. It looked dark in the moonlight,
            a striking contrast to her pale skin.
         

         
         After a moment, she said, “Sorry—you asked about my business, didn’t you? I might as well tell you.” She took a deep breath.
            “Gabriel d’Orleans was my fiancé. Actually. If you can believe it. It was an arranged marriage. The betrothal was set in place
            by our fathers when we were toddlers.”
         

         
         “Fiancé?” he rasped. Gabriel experienced the bottomless sensation of stepping from solid ground into a deep well.

         
         The woman nodded. “I’ve come in search of him. Because I need his help.”

         
         And now Gabriel was so deep inside the well, he could barely hear her.

         
         “Sir?” she prompted.

         
         He blinked at her. He gave a definitive shake of his head—No. And then he turned on his heel and trudged away. Actually, he ran.
         

         
         “Wait—sir?” He heard footsteps behind him but he didn’t stop.

         
         Was he running from her? Yes—yes he was.
         

         
         Did he remember her? Yes—yes, God help him, he did. He was awash in memories: an earl’s daughter, the betrothal, the letters, his dead father,
            his former life.
         

         
         He saw a brown-haired child in yellow ribbons, studying him with large eyes.

         
         He saw his father, toasting an old friend.

         
         He saw his father again, summoning him to the cavernous study inside the Palace Royale.

         
         He heard the words duty and tradition and covenant; a bond between two families.
         

         
         But how had she—?

         
         “Please stop, Mr.—?” she called from behind him. “Sorry, I don’t know your name!”

         
         Oh the irony, Gabriel thought. He kept moving.
         

         
         He’d hidden from his own sister Elise. For years, he’d hidden. He’d secluded himself so effectively, even she hadn’t found him. Oh, she’d come close; her investigators had cornered Gabriel’s emissary at a horse sale in Haymarket. They
            presented so much evidence and had so many good intentions, it had been impossible to evade them. When it was clear she intended
            to seek him out—to simply thrash through the forest and find him—he wrote to her and asked her to respect his privacy and
            the life he’d made and to keep away. It had been a harsh request, and he’d tried to soften it with the suggestion that they correspond. Elise had not understood
            but she’d conceded. She and her husband had also bought an estate not far from Savernake Forest. They were building a life
            in Wiltshire on the hope that he would, eventually, consent to see her.
         

         
         But he would not consent. The melding of his old life and his new life was a collision he wouldn’t survive. He didn’t want
            his sister to see what he’d become—he didn’t want to be seen by anyone. It was simpler and less painful and safer for all
            of them if he was left entirely alone.
         

         
         I want to be alone, he thought.
         

         
         Behind him, the woman called out, “I cannot keep up with you, sir.”

         
         Good, he thought.
         

         
         “I’m usually not so feeble.” Her voice was winded. “My legs are not as long as yours. And I’ve not slept. Nor eaten. And I’ve
            been lost in a wood. Also—attacked. You, yourself, have both abducted me and now, ironically, are fleeing from me.”
         

         
         “I’m taking you to the village,” he called, not looking back.

         
         It was another lie. He had no idea where he was taking her. They might’ve been walking in circles. Or off the ridge into the
            river. Or into a bog. Gabriel was lost, and found, and falling, and drowning, and losing his bloody mind.
         

         
         He stopped rushing away and turned. She trudged to him with determined strides, her cloak fanning out behind her.

         
         “Why,” he demanded, “would the fiancée of Gabriel d’Orleans travel from . . . from . . .” He stopped, trying to remember the
            details of the betrothal.
         

         
         “Guernsey,” she provided, coming up to him. “I’ve traveled from Guernsey. My name is Lady Marianne Daventry. I’m called ‘Ryan’ by those
            who know me.”
         

         
         Her shoulders rose and fell with the force of her breathing. She staggered sideways and, on reflex, he reached out a hand.

         
         Instead of clasping it, she took it up and shook it. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr.—?”

         
         Gabriel frowned. “Why did you travel from Guernsey to meet a dead man?”

         
         “Oh, right. That.” She retracted her hand. “Well, I came because I didn’t know he was dead, obviously; and it was my very great hope that he would address the very troubling—to put it mildly—matter of his cousin.”
         

         
         “His cousin?”

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         “What problem is caused by his cousin?”

         
         She sighed. “Well, the cousin of the prince—”

         
         She stopped. She swallowed. “I might as well tell you, this man I seek, Gabriel d’Orleans, is French royalty. Or he was when
            France was ruled by a royal family. He is, in fact, an actual prince. His title is—was . . .”
         

         
         And now she paused and looked upward, affecting the expression of someone reciting from memory. “I believe the full title
            is ‘His Serene Highness, Gabriel d’Orleans, Prince of the Blood.’ He was nephew to King Louis XVI. He went missing in the
            wake of France’s Revolution, and no one has seen him for more than fifteen years.”
         

         
         She raised her eyebrows as if to say, Can you believe it?

         
         Gabriel said nothing. In fact, he couldn’t believe it—couldn’t believe her. And yet—
         

         
         “Prince Gabriel’s father was executed in the Revolution,” she explained. “His mother fled the country. And he and his sisters
            were separated and exiled to England for their safety. He was a boy at the time. I was a year younger—nine years old, perhaps?—and
            I grew up knowing that the missing French prince to whom I was betrothed, had, for all practical purposes, vanished.”
         

         
         “Did you mourn him?” Gabriel asked from the bottom of the well.

         
         “Mourn the prince?” She frowned. “Well, I did, actually. If I’m being honest. I’d only met him twice, and he was a boy and I was little girl but he . . .” and here she took a deep breath “. . . he’d written me letters in the years before he vanished. Not a lot, but enough for me to develop a fondness for him. I replied to his letters and—” She paused again, as if to collect herself. “Well, even as children, we acknowledged the strangeness of an arranged marriage. But he hadn’t seemed to hate the notion and neither did I. He seemed very wrapped up in the duty of the thing. There was an earnestness to him that I admired; I’ve never been much for cynics. And I lived on a remote island but had been engaged to an adorable prince—what’s to hate in that? Very little if you were nine-year-old me. I would be lying if I said I did not worry for him when he fled France; nor that I didn’t feel very great sadness when his letters ceased. It was a girlish affection, perhaps. But it felt very tragic at the time. It was tragic, honestly.”
         

         
         Gabriel breathed in and out, searching her words for judgment or callousness. Searching for truth.

         
         She tugged off her glove and smoothed back her hair with a small pale hand. “These days, I’ve no remaining energy to mourn
            the past—not when the present is so very distressing. Any sadness spared for the missing prince is inconsequential compared
            to the imposter prince.”
         

         
         “What imposter prince?” asked Gabriel, annoyed at the man, whomever he was. He’d wanted to hear more about her girlish affection
            for the adorable prince.
         

         
         “His cousin,” she reminded, sounding annoyed.
         

         
         “Why do you call him an imposter?” asked Gabriel.

         
         “Prince Gabriel’s cousin turned up at my front door claiming that, in the absence of the long-lost Gabriel, he had inherited the title, and that he was the new Prince d’Orleans. As such, he was now in possession of the d’Orleans coffers and d’Orleans property—and also he
            intended to take possession of me.”
         

         
         “Possession of you?”

         
         “Yes. To take as his wife. Because of my long-standing betrothal to the missing prince. This imposter prince and I are to
            be united instead of the actual prince and I. Regardless of the transfer of the title. Or how I feel about the matter, which
            is horrified.” She took a deep breath.
         

         
         Gabriel stared down. Extreme shock felt like a blow to the head. Tiny lights flickered at the edge of his vision. He swayed
            on his feet. He hadn’t drawn breath since she’d said the word fiancé.
         

         
         “Shall I carry on?” she prompted.

         
         He blinked at her.

         
         “I’ll take your undivided attention to mean yes.” A smile. “So now this imposter prince is endeavoring to . . . to . . . collect. Me. And assume possession of my family’s estate, which is an old manor house and lands called Winscombe. My father is very ill
            and we’ve fallen on lean times. Still, there is the house and acreage and sheep. I am the least of what he wants, honestly,
            but also the means by which he acquires the lot.”
         

         
         She sighed and continued. “As I said, it’s a tragic tale with which I wouldn’t ordinarily burden a stranger. But you did ask.
            And I’m rather desperate to find any trace of the actual Prince Gabriel d’Orleans. So . . .”
         

         
         “What do you expect Prince Gabriel to do?” His voice was a rasp.

         
         “Well, I expected him to show himself. To reveal to this imposter that he is, in fact, not dead. There can be only one Prince d’Orleans, after all. Surely. Even in France.”
         

         
         “Which cousin is claiming to be the new Prince d’Orleans?”

         
         “What?” Her features twisted in confusion. “Do you mean what is the imposter’s name?”

         
         Gabriel waited, his heart a hot ember in his throat.

         
         “He’s called Maurice Emile . . . Something-or-other.” Her expression went sour. “And he’s frightening. Truly. I wouldn’t have
            left Guernsey, sailed to the mainland, and plunged into a dark wood, searching for an exiled prince, if the alternative was
            not truly frightening.”
         

         
         Gabriel took two steps backward. Maurice. Snide and petty and selfish Maurice; disagreeable, even when they were boys.
         

         
         “But how did you know to come here?” he demanded, trying to keep his voice calm. “To Savernake Forest? How did you find”—he
            paused—“your way?”
         

         
         “I’ve a letter,” she said, and she began searching her skirts, digging deep into a pocket and coming up with a small leather
            satchel. She flopped it open and plucked out a piece of parchment, folded again and again.
         

         
         “Remember I said Prince Gabriel and I used to correspond? My only clue was the last letter he wrote to me.” She unfolded the
            parchment, careful to protect the limp paper in the rising wind. “His letters before the Revolution discussed his life in
            the Parisian palace with his family. He spoke of the French Court, his lessons—typical ten-year-old things. And then the people
            of France revolted and the letters stopped. Until this one.”
         

         
         Gabriel stared at the pale letter in her hand. The parchment was tattered, its age obvious even in the dark.

         
         It was his letter.
         

         
         She held his letter, written more than a decade ago. It had been the desperate effort of a terrified, lonely, uncertain boy, far from home. His
            childish attempt to behave with honor to the very end; to set things to rights.
         

         
         Gabriel was gripped by an old heartbreak, stomach-churning and fearful. He took a step back. He scrubbed a hand over his face,
            trying to wipe away all the things he saw in memory and the vision of the woman standing two feet away. He contemplated turning
            on his heel and leaving her. He could dive into the forest, the only respite he’d known for years.
         

         
         “ ‘Furthermore it would be imprudent to reveal my exact location,’” she was reciting, reading from his letter, “‘but I will
            say that I’m in the county of Wiltshire in the south of England, in an ancient forest called Savernake.’”
         

         
         She lowered the parchment. “That is what he wrote to me in . . .” she referenced the letter again “. . . 1799. So . . . close
            to twelve years ago? His last letter, as I’ve said. But it’s the only clue I have. I used it to map out my search for him.
            As impossible as it may seem.”
         

         
         Gabriel was about to tell her that it did seem impossible; that she was asking the wrong man; that he didn’t understand any of it. The words were on the tip of his
            tongue. He need only articulate the lie.
         

         
         She cocked her head and studied him. “But you claim that I’ve come all this way for a dead man?”

         
         He blinked down at her, grateful for a question he could answer with a yes or a no. It was easier to lie in fewer words. And yet, he couldn’t speak. He was too busy swatting memories. Faces, smells, snatches
            of conversation—letters, swarming him like insects. How long had it been since he’d thought of the girl she’d been or the woman she might become?
            How long since he’d thought of her letters? Images and emotions flew at him from every direction. He was the prince, of course. He had been affianced as a child. He had written her, foolish boy that he’d been. He did have a terrible cousin called Maurice.
         

         
         He was just about to agree with her—to tell her, Yes, for God’s sake, the prince is dead—when lightning popped, and thunder cracked, and the sky opened up. The forest was doused with sheets of cold rain. She made
            a squeaking noise and quickly folded the letter into the leather pouch. She ducked her head and fumbled with the hood of her
            cloak.
         

         
         All at once, Gabriel remembered the spooked stallion he’d tied to the tree.

         
         “Zeus,” he hissed, looking around, judging how fast he could get to the animal.
         

         
         “What?” she asked, shouting over the sound of the rain.

         
         “One of my horses! He’s frightened by the rain! I have to recover him! Can you—”

         
         He looked at the sky. There was no help for it. He could hardly leave her in the middle of the storm. He’d have to take her
            to his camp and then recover Zeus.
         

         
         “Can you run?” he shouted.

         
         “What? Run? I suppose I can—yes.”

         
         He took up her hand and set out at a sprint.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         Ryan tried to keep up—truly. She’d engaged all remaining strength, ignoring the pain in her leg, her fatigue, her unsteadiness
            on dark, slick, unfamiliar ground. But his strides were longer, and he knew the way. He’d pulled her behind him for only a
            few yards before he turned back, swept her off her feet, and tossed her over his shoulder again.
         

         
         Ryan made a yelping noise but honestly, she was relieved. Given the choice between being dragged through the mud or carried,
            she preferred to be carried. Little known fact: it wasn’t terrible to be foisted up by a tall, broad-shouldered man and carried
            about. After the night she’d had. And in the rain. And by this tall, broad-shouldered man.
         

         
         For the second time that night, she found her head dangling down his back and her legs pinned to his chest. Her bottom stuck
            up to the sky, and he held her securely in place with an arm to the back of her knees. The contact just missed the wound in
            her leg. She was getting better at holding on. She clasped both hands around his middle and pressed her cheek into his spine.
         

         
         Her eyes were closed, but she felt the rise and fall of the terrain, heard the thud of his boots, smelled wet leaves. He splashed through a puddle and cold water splattered her face. She’d gathered up her
            hair with a hand, trying to keep it from trailing through the mud.
         

         
         He said something over his shoulder—some growled request that she couldn’t understand.

         
         “What?” she asked.

         
         “Close your eyes,” he repeated.

         
         “They’re closed!” she called back.

         
         But now she blinked them open and added, “Why?”

         
         “My camp is ahead,” he said, “and it’s . . . it’s very private. I prefer it to stay hidden.”

         
         Hidden? she repeated in her head. As if she would return to this terrifying forest on purpose and intentionally seek out this man’s camp.
         

         
         “They are closed,” she assured him—although now she felt compelled to open her right eye, just a crack. Not that it mattered;
            the world was a blur of wet vegetation and the flapping corner of the man’s coat.
         

         
         Five minutes later, he grunted “here” and fell sideways against something hard and unmoving.

         
         The relentless peck of raindrops had stopped, and she heard them tapping against an overhang above. A barrier protected them
            on one side from the wind. Ryan opened both eyes and looked around. He was leaning against a wall made of rough-hewn timbers,
            the gaps between the wood sealed with plaster.
         

         
         “Can you stand?” he asked, sliding her toward the ground.

         
         “Probably,” she managed. She left his body in a controlled fall. Her feet were numb and the wound on her leg ached. She staggered when she landed. Large hands caught her around the waist, shoring her up. Ryan’s sodden hair clumped in her face, and she smoothed it back, trying to see. 

         
         “Put a hand to the wall,” he said.

         
         “Thank you.” She reached out, trying to look around without seeming to look around.
         

         
         “You can look,” he said. “It’s a camp—nothing more. There’s no time for a tour and honestly, nothing to—”

         
         He exhaled deeply but didn’t finish.

         
         “Go,” she said. “Your horse—please go. I’m perfectly happy to wait”—she looked around trying to identify where he’d propped
            her—“here.”
         

         
         With no warning, two large dogs emerged from the mist, plodding to them. Ryan reacted without thinking, gasping and shrinking
            against the wall.
         

         
         “Careful,” he said, frowning at her wariness. He made a clicking noise and held out his hand. In unison, the dogs stopped
            walking and sat, tails wagging. “Have you a fear of dogs?”
         

         
         “No,” Ryan managed, turning her face to the wall. “That is, I haven’t been until recently. Sorry. I’m not—” She took a deep
            breath, trying to control her racing heart. “They are not aggressive—your dogs?”
         

         
         “No. They help with the horses and are companions to me.”

         
         Ryan nodded to the wall, trying to regain composure. She loved dogs. Winscombe had been home to many dogs over the years,
            and several of them had slept nudged against her in her bed. One incident should not destroy a lifelong affection.
         

         
         “Hugo,” the man said gruffly, “Tatin—bed.”

         
         The dogs made a whining noise but retreated, padding into the night.

         
         Ryan let out a slow exhale. “Thank you.”

         
         “I’ll set you up inside,” he said. “The dogs will be too curious not to return. And I assume you want in out of the rain.”

         
         “Well, only if it can be quickly managed. I would not detain you . . .” She glanced around but saw only a wash of dark greens
            and blues and grays. Somewhere nearby, horses whinnied and stamped. She smelled wet hay and manure.
         

         
         “I would ask you not to . . .” he exhaled “. . . touch anything.”
         

         
         Ryan laughed in spite of herself. “Understood. But I’ve not come here to rob you, please be assured. Or if I have, I’ve been
            very inefficient about it, have I?”
         

         
         “Don’t touch anything,” he repeated. He stomped away; she heard a door open and close. When he returned, he held a glowing
            torch. She peeked around the corner and watched him light lanterns on posts, illuminating the rainy night at intervals.
         

         
         “Does this mean that I’ll be left alone here? You live alone, sir?” She wanted to confirm this.

         
         “It is only the animals and me.” When four lanterns were aglow, he mounted the torch on a stake.

         
         “No staff?” she pressed, just to be certain.

         
         “No.”

         
         “No one at all to help you mind your horses?”

         
         “I’ve two grooms, but they’ve gone for the night.”

         
         “Of course.” Ryan looked at the sky. The rain was slowing and silver clouds parted to reveal a bright moon. “Honestly, it’s
            not necessary for me to wait in your . . . dwelling if you prefer me outside. You’ve been so very kind and . . .”
         

         
         Now Ryan stopped. In fact, she wanted very much to wait in his dwelling. She was soaked to the bone and shivering, and, oh—to sit down for ten minutes. If there was water and a crust of bread, all the better.
         

         
         “It’s through here,” he said, summoning her with a jerk of his head. She followed him around the corner of the structure.
            Was it a house? If so, the roof was very low, almost sunken, and—
         

         
         —underground?

         
         Ryan blinked at the domicile illuminated by flickering lantern light. It was less of a house and more of a . . . bunker? It
            protruded from beneath the gentle rise of a small, grassy hill. A wide, low doorway had been cut into the hillside like a
            human-sized mousehole. On either side of the door, the earth was held back by stone ledges.
         

         
         It was half house, half hill; part bunker, part cottage. It was sunken and settled and clearly very old. A stout chimney poked
            from the side of the hill like a cork; a small window beside the door was one open eye. It was the type of abode that children
            in a storybook might stumble upon in the forest; a magical dwelling for fairies or wood nymphs or a witch. It looked far too
            small to accommodate the man who’d abducted/rescued her. It hardly looked large enough for Ryan.
         

         
         “Shall I—?” she began, trying not to stare. She glanced behind her. She heard the horses milling in the darkness.

         
         “I’ll not be gone long,” the man said.

         
         He stepped to the door and Ryan had the errant worry that she was about to be led inside, knocked in the head, and baked into
            a pie. She never learned the name of this man.
         

         
         “I beg your pardon?” She cleared her throat. “I’ve been remiss in not learning your name, sir. I should hate to impose on your hospitality without knowing to whom I’m indebted.” 

         
         He wrenched open the heavy door with a creak and disappeared inside. She held back, hovering between the stone ledges.

         
         “Sir?” she tried again, her mind conjuring terrible names, the names of madmen and murderers.

         
         He didn’t answer. She heard the scrape of iron on stone and saw orange flames flicker in a corner grate. Light tumbled from
            the fireplace, and she could see his silhouette amid the outlines of crude furniture. A chair. A table. A shelf.
         

         
         “Come in out of the rain,” he said.

         
         Ryan swallowed. “Forgive me. I’m . . . I find myself grasping for the social constructs that usually govern these sorts of
            situations.”
         

         
         “You’re grasping for what?” He was annoyed.

         
         “Introductions, servants, an umbrella . . .”

         
         “Sorry,” he said, “you’re out of luck.”

         
         “The great irony is that I typically care very little about these sorts of things. Social constructs saw me betrothed as an
            infant and would now see me married to a petty tyrant. Forgive me, I’m rambling, the point is, I really must insist upon learning
            your name, sir. Please.”
         

         
         “It’s Rein,” he said, emerging from the dwelling.

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “I’m called ‘Rein.’”

         
         “Rain?” She looked up at the weeping sky.

         
         “Not ‘rain,’ as in a deluge, I mean ‘Rein’ like for a horse.”

         
         “Oh, ‘Rein,’” she repeated agreeably, as if this made all the sense in the world rather than lacking in subtlety for a man who described
            himself as “alone except for my horses.”
         

         
         “Thank you very much, Mr., er, Rein. Do go and see to your stallion. I’ll make myself at home. Whilst touching nothing—just
            to be clear.”
         

         
         “I’ll be back in half an hour,” he said, cramming his hat on his head. “Close the door and turn the lock.”

         
         And then he was gone, striding into the wet mist, his coat whirling behind him.

         
         Ryan turned to the open door and braced herself. Swallowing hard, she stepped gingerly over the threshold.

         
         Slowly, her eyes adjusted to the dim light of the fire. She looked around. The house had a wet, earthy smell but was neat
            and tidy. She was gratified to see the floor was made of wooden beams rather than dirt; and the ceiling was—she looked up,
            squinted, and then stood on her toes to stretch an arm above her head and touch—rock. The ceiling was rock. Oh. She touched the ceiling again. And
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