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Chapter One

 


The wind whipped the leaves into piles of
green and gold, and almost immediately lifted them to dance in the
air until they fell to the ground to create another heap a few
inches away from the original.

Beatrice held the reins in one hand and
soothed the horses with the other, as they moved along the uneven
track through the trees. Even though the carriage was small and
lightweight, it brushed the overhanging boughs as it swayed over
the ruts and furrows. Thankfully the weather had been clement and
the ground firm. Mud would not have aided her in her ploy.

The autumn day was almost over, and dusk was
falling. Bea shivered as she adjusted her cloak tighter around
herself, and made sure her hat was tight on her head and hid her
curls. If she hadn’t thought it would cause unnecessary speculation
she would have chopped them off and left herself with an
approximation of a Brutus cut. The bright guinea color was rather
too noticeable. All she could do was hope the braid and the
excessive number of hairpins she thrust into it would hold it tight
against her head. Bea did her best to ignore the worry that sat
like a heavy weight in her stomach, and the creeping, crawling
tentacles of fear that did their best to take hold of her and
smother her. If there had been any other way to put Trevithan off
she would have chosen it gladly. However her father had informed
her Trevithan had accepted an invitation to spend the weekend at
Cliffe and Beatrice’s non-appearance would be appreciated.

It was the first positive thing she’d head
from her father for years.

“Why ‘‘twill be my pleasure,” she said and
curtsied, careful not to show her gratification. She had begun to
think she’d never get free again. “I will remove myself from your
household forthwith.” Her father had begun to protest, but
surprisingly her mama came to her aid.

“It’s time,” she said with a glare at her
husband that could shrivel a man’s bollocks at twenty five paces.
“Beatrice came home, and stayed with us until she was twenty three
as you decreed. She visited wherever and whenever, on demand.”

Like a performing
dog, Beatrice thought, somewhat amused,
and amazed at her mother’s stance. And
this visit has been too long and my departure is well
overdue.

“So she should, she’s…” Her papa began to
bluster and her mama once more astonished Beatrice as she put her
hand over her husband’s mouth.

“Enough. She is a widow, and has done all
you asked of her. It’s time for her to decide what she wishes to do
with the rest of her life. Her, not you.”

Her father blinked and for once had no
comeback. Bea thought he’d probably never ever been stood up to in
such a manner. She waited to see what happened next.

“Beatrice is well able to look after
herself, and has a staunch staff to support her,” her mama
continued. “There will be no scandal attached to her setting up her
own household now. And if there is?” She raised one aristocratic
eyebrow. “Then you my lord, will quash it.”

Her husband had grudgingly agreed, and after
a reassurance to her increasingly worried younger sister Louisa
that all would be well, Bea spared no time in arranging her
departure. Her late husband’s estate was over fifty or so miles
away from her parents, and was no longer home to her, even though
the Dower house was hers to use, and it was where her parents
thought she would spend most of her time. However, unbeknown to
them, she had a cottage—an ex hunting lodge—her husband had left
her. Her ‛bolthole’ he had called it, and that was a mere twenty
miles from Cliffe. Too close in some ways—as her parents were
unaware of it, and there was always a worry they could bump into
each other in the nearest big town—but perfect for what she hoped
to accomplish now. Only a few hours’ drive away in a secluded spot,
but when you knew how, with easy access along little used lanes and
rides.

The horses’ bits jangled as she brought the
animals to a halt under the cover of some bushes and a few low
branches, which hadn’t lost all their leaves, and Beatrice brought
her mind back to the present. This was too important to make a mess
of. She had reconnoitered the area carefully to decide the best
place to execute her plan.

John sat beside her, his
muffler high and his hat low. “I’m glad we persuaded Louisa not to
help,” he said in a low voice. “I love her, she is my everything,
but this is not for her. She’s in a state as it is, and worried we
ask too much. Beatrice, are you sure you’re happy with it
all? Are we not
perhaps asking too much of you?”

Beatrice gulped as pinpricks of apprehension
bombarded her skin. The cool autumn air, the gathering dusk tinged
with mist, and her own disquiet over involving John didn’t help her
equilibrium. The local vicar, he loved Louisa and when Louisa had
confided her fears to him, had appealed to Bea for help.

Bea had agreed with alacrity. Louisa was of
a gentler disposition than Bea, and would not be able to stand up
to her father as Bea could, and if necessary, did.

The decision from the girls’ father that
Lord Trevithan was to visit, and would not leave before he’d
offered for Louisa, called for drastic action. However, Bea well
knew it would not be straightforward, and the outcome could easily
end up badly for her.

Jacob, The Earl of
Trevithan, had a reputation of not letting any slight go
unpunished, and this would be more than a mere slight. However, she
hardened her resolve, for if tit for tat was acceptable between
males why not between a male and a female? But it was not all his fault. She
ignored that as well. I want him.
That thought she shut off. Too much to think
about.

“I’m sure. You and Louisa are meant for each
other. Right, it’s time for you to take up your position, and yes
irreverent or not, start to pray. Once I have him, just go and
write your sermon or something.” Beatrice squeezed his arm as John
nodded and climbed down from the box. It was with reluctance she
had agreed that she needed his help, because Beatrice was under no
illusion that if his participation got to her father’s ears John’s
chance of marrying Louisa would be negligible. As it was, it was
not going to be easy. “And write the sermon where people see you,”
she added as he walked away. “Create an alibi.”

He waved his hand to show he’d heard her,
and within seconds disappeared from view. Beatrice sighed, and
urged the horses forward, to within yards of the road. With a click
of her tongue and a tug on the reins she turned them and the
carriage in the direction she required. From the spot she’d chosen,
they would be hidden from view. She could accomplish a clean and
swift getaway with ease from that position. Of course everything
depended on good chance, to whit that no one else was travelling
along the stretch of road at the time Trevithan passed. Plus that
he was alone as was his usual habit, and she took him by surprise.
So much depended on lady luck.

The hoot of an owl—the sign her quarry was
in sight to John, who was positioned around the bend—made her jump
and her heart race. This was it. Her sister’s happiness depended on
these next few moments, because she would not be made to suffer due
to Bea’s recalcitrance in the past. Bea’s mouth was dry and she
swallowed heavily as she climbed down from the box, opened the
carriage door in preparation for its visitor, and walked toward the
bushes that edged the road.

There she sprawled, half on the verge with
her legs at a crooked angle on the road. With an inward snigger she
checked her gown was covering her limbs in a manner that would look
as if she’d stumbled and fallen, and her hair hadn’t escaped its
confines. Although a little ankle and leg on show wouldn’t go
amiss, it mustn’t be too much. She allowed a mere inch to hint at
her charms.

My charms? Oh for
goodness’ sake, I sound like Mrs. Siddons on the stage.
What next, Shakespeare? To be or not…Enough,
concentrate.

Bea understood that for her plan to succeed,
she had to look like a country lass not an aristocrat, and seem to
be unconnected with Jack Trevithan’s journey, the aristocracy or
the gentry. Her bonnet was an old one of Ginny, her maid’s, and
likewise the demure, homespun gown. Surely at a cursory glance she
would pass for a villager? Especially if she kept her face hidden,
and her eyes half closed. Damn bright green eyes that people
commented on.

The sound of a horse’s hooves grew louder,
and from her position on the ground Bea saw a rawboned, black horse
appear, carrying a tall dark haired man who wore a many caped
cloak.

He checked the animal as he approached her,
swung down from the saddle and looped the reins over the horse’s
head to rest across its powerful neck.

“Stay, Satan.”

Satan? He—she assumed it was a he; from her position she couldn’t
check for the necessary attributes—was aptly named. The horse shook
his head and his bridle and bit jangled, before he wandered to the
verge, dipped his head and began to crop the grass. Bea held her
breath. That was better than she could have hoped. Maybe she would
be able to execute her plan in a simpler manner than she previously
thought possible.

“Can I help? What ails you?” The rider’s
voice was low and cultivated. It held enough menace—real or
imagined—to make her skin tingle.

Tingle, not crawl? Oh
help. This was no time for thoughts of
what men
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