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        Tyneham, Dorset, England

        April 1815

      

      

      How much longer could she keep hiding?

      Georgina, Dowager Duchess of Tyneham, peered out from around the corner of the haberdashery at the limestone walls of St. Mary’s. The little chapel sat silently in the spring sunlight as if watching over the cottages and shops of the village like a hen its chicks. Next to it, the vicarage showed no signs of occupation, but it couldn’t be empty.

      He would be there.

      A shiver went through her. She’d managed to avoid him the last month since his arrival in the village, even through the Easter celebrations. When she wished to assist in some charitable endeavor, she sent her donations by footman. When the duke, who was currently in residence at Tyneham Manor, invited the vicar to dine, she pleaded a headache. When she attended services on Sunday, she kept her head down and eyes averted.

      Even if she sometimes sighed aloud, hearing that warm voice read the sermon.

      The door of the vicarage opened now. Why did her breath still hitch when she caught sight of that curly blond hair? She never had emboldened herself to run her fingers through it when they had been courting. He slipped a low-crowned hat over it now as he descended the stairs, then glanced in either direction as if making sure all the gravestones were accounted for. As always, his navy coat looked freshly pressed, his cravat was neatly tied, and his black boots shone with polish. She could imagine those bright blue eyes crinkling at the corners as he smiled a welcome.

      He glanced toward the shops along the east side of the village green, and she jerked back, pressing the shoulders of her black satin pelisse against the whitewashed stones of the building. Some members of the Organizing Committee for the Betterment of Children in the Tyneham Environs lived in the village, so it had made sense to hold the next meeting at the vicarage. She’d been told the vicar would not be present, but she’d come early without a chaperone to make sure. She hadn’t seen him leave until now, but she hadn’t seen anyone else enter either.

      She closed her eyes, fingers clutching the ribbons of her reticule closer. Her heart thudded against her ribs, but she didn’t think she heard footsteps coming in her direction. Instead, a bell tinkled. She wasn’t sure what it was until a voice spoke up.

      “Your Grace? Is something the matter?”

      She opened her eyes to find that Mr. Pierce, the haberdasher, had come out of his shop and stood regarding her, greying head cocked. Had he noticed her loitering? Oh, what must he think of her?

      She put on her best, sunniest smile. “I’m perfectly fine, sir. Thank you so much for your concern.”

      Still he regarded her, shrewd brown eyes narrowed. “Was there something you needed?”

      Peace, quiet, time to reflect.

      Ah, not that. Reflection only brought the tears flooding back.

      “No, thank you,” she said. “I was woolgathering, I fear. I have a meeting at the vicarage.”

      His face cleared. “Of course. I’m sure I speak for everyone in the village when I say we appreciate your efforts to help the children.”

      Georgie’s smile felt more genuine. “And I’m happy to be of assistance. How is your daughter? I trust the tincture we sent over was helpful for her catarrh?”

      “Very helpful,” he assured her. “She sniffs and coughs much less now.” He glanced back at his shop. “I have lovely new ribbons in, some black, as you prefer. Perhaps you’d care to take a look?”

      She was sufficiently supplied with black ribbons. Black gowns, black shawls, and black bonnets too. At some point, she would consider going to the grey or lavender of half mourning, but not yet.

      “Perhaps another time,” she said. “The other members of the committee will be expecting me. Thank you again for your concern.”

      He bowed. “Your Grace.”

      As soon as he stepped into his shop, she drew in a breath and turned for the vicarage.

      It was almost a disappointment to find the way empty. Someone had drawn a gig up in front of the smithy, and two women were crossing the green in the direction of the shops. But no one loitered near the vicarage. Time for her to go.

      Glancing left and right, she scurried around the green, across the lane, through the gate, and up the stairs to the vicarage door. Just to be safe, she tapped at the panel.

      No one answered.

      So, Georgie pushed it open. She’d visited the vicarage many times since she’d first come as a bride to Tyneham Manor, but she hadn’t been inside after Hugh Caddington had been appointed vicar following the retirement of the previous minister. The same etchings of cathedrals around the land held pride of place along the pale blue walls that ran from the entry hall and down to the kitchen, as if attempting to inspire the single-story church to grow into something more. The east side of the house held the vicar’s study and bedchamber, so she turned to the west, which held the sitting room, dining room, and kitchen.

      “Mrs. Hallet?” she called. Shouldn’t the vicarage housekeeper be near?

      No response.

      Odd. Surely the others had arrived while she’d been talking with Mr. Pierce. She wandered through the sitting room, a cozy space holding sofa and chairs in a semicircle around the limestone hearth with a low table in the middle. The door to the dining room stood open, and no one sat at the walnut table either. Beyond it, the door to the kitchen was closed. Had they decided to meet at the round breakfast table it held?

      “Mrs. Hallet?” she tried again, skirting the dining table and pushing open the kitchen door.

      He must have had cheese with his breakfast, for she could still catch the scent of the sharp cheddar for which the area was famous. At the table in the center, a pot of tea, a plate of scones, and a bowl of strawberry preserves waited. There was certainly enough for the entire committee. But where were they?

      Footsteps announced the approach of another a moment before a hand settled on her shoulder. “So, you’re my thief, are you?”

      Georgie acted without thinking. As her father, the colonel, had taught her, she rammed her elbow into the fellow’s gut and stomped on his instep hard enough that she felt the reverberation up her leg.

      With an oomph, he released her, and she dashed toward the door to the outside, heart once more colliding with her chest.

      “Georgie! Your Grace! Wait!”

      That voice. She should have recognized it the moment he spoke. Feeling as if all the blood had drained from her body, she slowly turned and faced Hugh Caddington, her vicar and the man she had once loved.
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        * * *

      

      Hugh managed to stand upright, like a gentleman, though she’d taken the wind from him and his foot protested. With a black satin pelisse swathing her curves and a black velvet bonnet covering her golden hair, it was small wonder he hadn’t recognized her from behind. But he’d been so intent on catching the person who’d been pilfering from the vicarage that he’d let his zeal go to his head.

      “Forgive me,” he said with a bow. “I didn’t know it was you.”

      She was white as the caps on the Channel waves. “I certainly hope you don’t greet your other guests that way.”

      At least there was a little fire in her soft voice now. Since he’d arrived in the village, she’d gone out of her way to avoid him, and the few times she’d spoken it had been stilted and stilled, quite unlike the sweet young woman he’d once courted. That Georgina had been excited about the world. Everything she had seen had brought her joy, and her joy had magnified his.

      According to rumors in the village, it had been the premature death of her husband, the fifth duke, that had laid her so low. The black gowns she favored proclaimed her still in mourning, though more than a year had passed. He understood. He still mourned the death of their courtship, and that had ended five years ago now.

      “I don’t generally treat anyone that way,” he said, trying for a smile. “But someone has been stealing from the vicarage, and I had hoped I might present that person with an empty building to try again.”

      Her sky blue eyes widened, and she took a step closer. “A thief? Here?”

      He’d been as surprised as she was. The villagers were generally a prosperous lot, thanks largely to the patronage of the Duke of Tyneham and his family. Unlike when Hugh had lived in London, he’d spotted no beggars in the lanes, no itinerants in the hedgerows, and no orphans needing a loving home.

      “It started with a blanket,” he admitted, careful not to approach her lest he disturb this sudden truce. “Then a loaf of bread. Most recently, my greatcoat disappeared.”

      “How very odd!” She came around the table as if intrigued. The color was coming back in her cheeks, and her movement betrayed a flash of pink, which must line the pelisse. “And you’ve noticed no muddy footprints leading out? Heard no voice whispering in the night?”

      Hugh smiled despite himself. “And seen no ominous shape hiding in the graveyard.”

      She looked disappointed. “Well, that is a shame.” She glanced past him toward the door to the dining room. “Do you expect the others shortly?”

      “Others?” Hugh asked, smile fading.

      “The other members of the Organizing Committee for the Betterment of Children in the Tyneham Environs,” she explained patiently, as if he had forgotten. “Sophia, the current Duchess of Tyneham; Mrs. Pritchard, the wife of our good wet grocer; Mrs. Fable, the widowed sister of our haberdasher; and myself. I was told we were to meet here at eleven this morning.”

      “I’m afraid no one informed me,” Hugh told her. “But by all means, wait in the sitting room for them. I expect Mrs. Hallet back from the grocer shortly.” He stepped farther aside to give her access to the door.

      She scuttled around him like a mouse avoiding a cat, but after the reception he’d given her, he couldn’t blame her. He should have known a lady in a satin pelisse would hardly steal from the vicarage. Then again, when a mind was unwell, who knew what it might rationalize? Hugh had certainly heard stories of the previous duke, and Tyneham had had its share of misfortune. In the last five years, they’d lost three dukes, including Georgie’s husband, leaving the current duke, his patron, with the duty to support the three duchesses: Claudia, Georgie, and Sophia.

      Hugh followed her back through the dining room and into the sitting room now, but he made sure to take the seat as far away as possible from her place on the sofa that flanked the hearth. Of course, that only gave him a clearer view of her.

      He had already determined that she had changed little since they’d become acquainted in London. She had been making her debut later than generally expected, at the request of her father, Colonel Bancroft. But even undertaking the many activities expected of a young lady entering Society had not stopped her from spending some time each week at a private orphanage near Covent Garden.

      The smiles she bestowed on the two other widows who called Tyneham Manor home were as warm as those she’d given the orphaned children. The laughter he heard when she wasn’t aware of his presence never failed to lift his spirits. And that face and form were still as lovely as a spring morning.

      She shifted on the worn sofa as if aware of his study.

      “Forgive me,” Hugh said. “We haven’t had time for much private conversation since I arrived, yet I find myself wondering what topic would please you.”

      She dropped her gaze to her hands, which were fiddling with the ribbons of her bag. “You needn’t feel you must entertain me. I’m sure you have things calling for your attention.”

      Nothing more important than discovering why she’d taken such a dislike of him. Her father had made it plain that Hugh was in every way unsuitable to continue his courtship years ago, but Georgie had known where he came from and never given him any indication that she disdained his illegitimate birth, until the end.

      “You are a member of my congregation,” he said. “I would not wish to stand on poor terms with anyone, yet I seem to have offended you.”

      Now she tugged at the fingers of one glove as if the black leather had grown too tight. “I am not offended, sir. I was merely surprised you accepted this position. I had thought you firmly fixed in London.”

      Hugh grimaced. “My work in London was not what I had hoped. I was one of two deacons at Saint Martin-in-the-Fields, and the junior one at that. I didn’t mind tending to the aging members of the parish or taking care of the church itself, but I had thought to make more of an impact with the children. I was told it was doubtful I’d ever advance without the proper patronage. So, when His Grace approached me, I accepted.”

      There. He could not state the matter more plainly. They didn’t need to recall her father’s arguments against their match, claiming Hugh, as an orphan of no family, was beneath her. She didn’t need to know the hours he’d prayed about the position, struggling over whether he could treat her with the proper attitude of servant rather than equal, friend instead of suitor.

      She lifted her gaze to his then, and he knew he’d have more prayers to say this evening.

      “Then I hope this position is more to your liking,” she said. “I have found living in Dorset to be very congenial, and everyone in the village is so helpful! I cannot understand who might have taken your things. Someone must be in terrible need to resort to theft.”

      “You can think of no one in such a situation?” he pressed. “I only want to help.”

      She dimpled. “Of course you do. You were always the first to step in when others needed help. It’s one of the reasons you were called to the church.”

      The main reason, the other being he had had no funds of his own to contribute to worthy causes. “Well, if you hear of anyone, please let me know. Mr. Wellman, our Supervisor of the Poor, assures me that he has had no call to distribute the funds from the poor box in Tyneham for quite some time.”

      “I imagine not,” she said. “Tyneham generally cares for our own. At the moment, the greatest need in the village is a school. So many of the children grow up with no hope beyond farm labor. Being a farmer is a noble calling too! But not everyone is so called, and I’m sure it would be nice to have choices. Besides, how can one read God’s word if one cannot read?”

      “Precisely!” Hugh beamed at her. “I can only commend your intentions, Your Grace, and promise to do everything I can to help.”

      “And I promise to do all I can to help you uncover this person who must steal to survive. I’ll speak with the staff at the manor. Perhaps one of them knows of someone.”

      Every moment in her company only reinforced what he’d gleaned by watching her. She was still the sweet-natured, kind woman he’d originally loved. Yet, if he’d had nothing to offer her then, he had little more now. Even a vicar with a living could not compare with the wealth, standing, and privilege of a duchess.

      But renewing these feelings for Georgie would make his position here even more challenging than he’d feared.
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      Georgie waited another quarter hour, until the silences between her and Hugh had stretched to the breaking point, but no one else arrived for the meeting, and Mrs. Hallet remained missing as well. Clutching her reticule close, Georgie rose, and he climbed to his feet as propriety demanded.

      “I must have mistaken the day or the time,” she apologized. “Thank you for waiting with me. I won’t keep you any longer.”

      “I’ll get my coat and escort you back to the manor,” he said, turning for the door. “Just give me a moment to leave a note for my housekeeper.”

      “Oh, that’s not necessary!”

      He raised a brow. Georgie couldn’t seem to manage a smile. “That is, the manor isn’t far, and I can walk the distance easily.”

      “Not knowing who’s stealing and to what purpose, I’d prefer to keep you company,” he explained. “I’m sure His Grace would say it was my duty.”

      She wasn’t so certain of that. Max, the latest Duke of Tyneham, came from humbler beginnings and did not seem to stand on ceremony. He considered Georgie perfectly capable of walking from the village to the manor, which could nearly be seen from here. But she could understand why Hugh would want to impress his benefactor with his dedication.

      Yet if the silence had felt heavy in the sitting room, it tugged at each step down the country lane. The bubbling of the stream that ran alongside came muted. The breeze barely rustled the new leaves on the trees to her left, as if even the wind held its breath.

      A red and ginger speck flashed across the road. Georgie laughed. “Oh, a goldfinch! I think that’s the first I’ve seen this year!”

      Hugh cocked his head as if trying to spy the bird among the low fields to their right. “I didn’t know you were familiar with the various avian species.”

      Her cheeks warmed. “I wasn’t until I met my husband. He was an avid birdwatcher. He knew each species that had ever appeared in Dorset, it seemed.” Just remembering his joy at discovering a rare bird made her smile, but the memory quickly brought tears to her eyes.

      “I am very sorry for your loss,” Hugh murmured as if he’d noticed.

      She dug in her reticule to find a handkerchief. “Thank you.” The truth behind that loss pushed at the back of her mind, but she couldn’t tell Hugh. No one else knew of her shame.

      They continued plodding. The walk to the manor had never seemed so long. She breathed a sigh of relief as Mr. Kinsle opened the door for them.

      “Your Grace,” their butler said, inclining his dark head. “Mr. Caddington.”

      “Is His Grace available?” Hugh inquired. “I thought to have a word.”

      “I’ll let him know you’re here, Vicar,” the butler promised.

      Georgie peeled off her gloves. “And is Sophia back yet, Mr. Kinsle?”

      She caught sight of his frown before he came around to help her out of her pelisse. “I don’t believe Her Grace went out this morning, Your Grace. Last I saw her, she was in the stillroom.”

      How odd! Georgie turned to Hugh and finally brought forth a smile. “Thank you for your escort, Vicar. I look forward to seeing you on Sunday.”

      He bowed to her, and she hurried down the corridor before he could say anything more.

      She found her friend at the back of the house in one of Sophia’s favorite rooms. The widowed wife of the last duke stood in sunlight filtered through the various bunches of herbs hanging from the ceiling. An apron covered most of her green wool gown. She had a mortar tucked in one arm and pestle in the other hand. The light also gilded her light-brown hair where it curled around her pretty face. She smiled as she pummeled whatever concoction she was making.

      “I’m so sorry,” Georgie said, dropping onto the stool beside her. “Did I mistake the day?”

      Sophia cocked her head. “What day?”

      “The meeting about the school,” Georgie explained. “I thought you’d told me today at eleven at the vicarage.”

      “Oh, that meeting.” Sophia dropped her green gaze. “Mrs. Pritchard was feeling unwell, so we delayed it until tomorrow at the dower house. Did I forget to tell you?”

      Georgie sighed. “Apparently so, or perhaps I forgot you had.”

      Sophia paused. “Are you well, Georgie? Is something troubling you?”

      Nothing she dared confide, even to the woman who had become like the sister Georgie had never had. “Mr. Caddington escorted me back to the manor. It was a bit awkward, that’s all.”

      “I’m sure it couldn’t have been that bad,” Sophia commiserated, returning to her grinding. The scent of mint and lavender wafted into the air. “I’ve never known you to treat anyone with less than respect and kindness.”

      “Of course not,” Georgie said. She just wasn’t sure what kindness entailed in this situation. As one of the Dowager Duchesses of Tyneham, she should treat the local vicar with condescension, but that seemed wrong when the vicar was someone she’d known and thought she loved once. Or would it be kinder to Hugh if she just kept avoiding him?

      Sophia dumped her ground herbs into a larger bowl on her sturdy worktable. “By the way, Mrs. Pritchard isn’t the only one ailing. Maisy tells me that Mrs. Legg is coughing again. I made a chamomile rosehip tea blend for her. Would you feel up to delivering it in a basket with a few other items? I still have some of my lavender honey from last season.”

      Sophia was the most skilled of them in the stillroom, but for now she struggled a bit with meeting people. Georgie blamed Sophia’s husband. The last duke had been such a dastard! Georgie had never met anyone so wicked. She just prayed he’d had a change of heart before he’d perished in that duel and that Sophia would heal from the abuse she’d endured.

      “I would be delighted to visit Mrs. Legg,” she told her friend, rising. “I’ll fetch Anastasia and go now.”

      Sophia’s basket on her arm, Georgie located her pet in the rear garden. The fat little pug stopped her dashing about the moment she spotted Georgie and trotted happily to meet her, tawny head tipped to one side and pink tongue lolling.

      “She’s been ever so good today, Your Grace,” Morrigan reported, copper-colored curls poking out of her white cap as she trailed the dog. The duke had recently hired the young woman as a maid-of-all-work, but she’d quickly distinguished herself as one of the few who could manage the pug’s mad starts while Georgie was busy elsewhere. An Anastasia left untended was an Anastasia who got into trouble.

      “Thank you, Morrigan,” Georgie said, bending to pat her pet, who promptly licked her chin. “I’ll have her with me until dinner. I’m sure you have other duties.”

      “None more important than this sweet girl,” Morrigan promised, patting the pug on the head before handing Georgie the leash. With a curtsey to Georgie, the maid headed for the house.

      “You are very fortunate to have such a nice young lady to watch you,” Georgie informed her pet as they turned for the bottom of the garden and the woods beyond. “She is always so cheerful.”

      Georgie’s heart tugged at her. Hugh had called her relentlessly cheerful once, admiration in his voice. Somehow, she doubted he’d call her that now.
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        * * *

      

      “Mr. Caddington, always a pleasure,” the duke said after Hugh had been ushered into his patron’s presence in the library. The triple windows behind the desk overlooked the gardens, where blooms of delicate pink, deep blue, and yellow spread in profusion this time of year. As if welcoming the garden inside, the carpet down the center of the room boasted roses and the white plaster ceiling was decorated with massive gold clovers.

      But the best part of the library, to Hugh, was the set of glass-fronted bookcases that stood from floor to ceiling opposite the duke’s polished wood desk.

      “Your Grace,” Hugh said with a bow, trying not to heed the call to come peruse the titles.

      The duke waved him into the chair across from his desk, the gesture more friendly than demanding. A younger man around Hugh’s age, His Grace did not have the regal bearing or commanding presence of other dukes Hugh had seen from a distance in London, especially in the plain grey coat and simply tied cravat. The Duke of Tyneham’s smile was subtle and thoughtful, though his russet hair seemed to hint of a fire of conviction inside. It was only when Hugh looked through the silver-rimmed spectacles into the duke’s clear blue eyes that he knew who held the power in Tyneham.

      “How are you getting on?” His Grace asked, leaning back in his chair.

      “Quite well,” Hugh acknowledged. “I know the villagers by name and occupation now, if not their specific needs. The church and vicarage are in excellent condition.”

      Indeed, some of his parishioners had gone so far as to congratulate Hugh on his easy position. So had his friends in London.

      “You won’t have to work now,” the other deacon at Saint Martin-in-the-Fields had said. “You can hire a curate.”

      But Hugh hadn’t wanted to hire a more junior clergyman. He hadn’t accepted the offer to move to Tyneham so he could attend parties or write improving novels. He wanted to make a difference: supporting this new school, guiding families to reconcile, and deepening the faith of his parishioners.

      “The people in the area have benefitted from the presence of the dukes of Tyneham,” the present title holder agreed in his quiet voice. “Even when those dukes did not take their responsibilities seriously. But, like you, I prefer to know if there’s an issue so I can address it.”

      Guilt nipped. He had intended this as a social call. The duke was his patron, after all. Besides, as vicar, surely Hugh could handle the issue of the thief. He didn’t even know how much of an issue that matter would prove to be. If someone needed food or money for medical treatment, he could arrange for those sorts of things himself. Only if they were stealing for more nefarious reasons would he have to alert the duke, who was also the local magistrate.

      “I don’t know of any issues that would affect you, Your Grace,” Hugh assured him.

      “Very good.” He steepled his fingers under his chin. “Have you been informed that Mrs. Legg is ill?”

      “The baker?” Hugh frowned, thinking of the silver-haired lady with the ready smile. “No. I’ll go see her as soon as possible.”

      The duke rose, forcing Hugh to his feet as well. “No time like the present, I find.”

      He would have preferred to return to the vicarage for his Bible, but he had sufficient scripture memorized that he could likely make do. “Of course, Your Grace. Thank you for letting me know.”

      The duke nodded a clear dismissal, and Hugh bowed and left.

      The Legg family lived in one of the tenant cottages on the Tyneham estate, the one closest to the manor on the other side of a copse of trees along a hedgerow. Like the other buildings in the area, it was built from Dorset limestone, weathered to a soft grey, with a thatched roof and multipaned windows. Someone had painted the front door a jaunty blue. Hugh rapped at the thick panel and put on a smile as it opened.

      Georgie stared at him.

      He stared at Georgie.

      Her little pug pushed between them, snuffling at Hugh’s boots. With a smile, he bent to run his hand down her back. “A pleasure to see you again, Anastasia. I was told the lady of the house was feeling poorly. I imagine you’ve cheered her up already.”

      Georgie opened the door wider. “I’m so sorry. Please, come in. Mrs. Legg’s daughter and son have gone to see if the wet grocer might have bones they could use for soup. I was just keeping the lady company. This way.”

      Hugh followed her up the narrow stairs, which opened onto a short corridor with a door on either side. He’d visited a few of the cottages now and knew these would be the bedrooms, one over the parlor and one over the kitchen.

      Georgie went ahead of him into the door on the right, which smelled faintly of liniment and boiled cabbage. Mrs. Legg was reclining on the bed that took up much of the space, with a washstand in one corner and a high dresser in the other. The braided rug on the floor and colorful curtains at the window proved the lady of the house took some trouble to keep things not only tidy, but pleasant.

      At the sight of Hugh, his parishioner tried to sit up higher on the pile of pillows behind her, only to collapse in a fit of coughing.

      Georgie hurried to ease her back into a more comfortable position. “There now, I’m sure our good vicar won’t mind if you rest.”

      “Not at all,” Hugh told them both. “I’d prefer it.”

      Mrs. Legg nodded shakily and attempted to put a smile on her pale face.

      “She coughs if she speaks for too long,” Georgie explained. “She’s doing better than she was, but obviously isn’t well enough yet.” She smiled at the older lady. “I’m going to send word to Dr. Bennett to come look at her.”

      “Too much trouble,” the woman protested weakly.

      “He’s very accommodating,” Georgie told her, patting her hand. “If he can be spared from his current duties, I’m sure he’ll come.”

      Hugh had already been treated to stories about how the dowager duchesses could summon the renowned physician from the spa town of Grace-by-the-Sea, which was about three miles from their little village. Hugh could only be thankful, especially given the fact that the village had no physician of its own. Most families seemed to make do with shared recipes for elixirs and ointments.

      Georgie aimed her big blue eyes at him. “Would you sit with her for a moment? I have some tea brewing.”

      “Of course,” Hugh said.

      She had to squeeze past him out the door, and her shoulder brushed his chest. A frisson of awareness shot through him, but he shoved it down. He had no right to feel attracted to the dowager duchess. He was the vicar, here to tend to her immortal soul.

      Which didn’t seem to need much tending at all.

      “Pretty thing.” Mrs. Legg’s wheeze recalled him to his duty. Conscious that he’d been staring after Georgie, he dropped onto the chair someone had positioned near the head of the bed.

      “Tyneham is fortunate in the kindness and devotion of all its duchesses,” he told the older woman.

      Those brown eyes were knowing, but she merely smiled.

      Something bumped his leg, and he glanced down to find Anastasia beside him. She must have been waiting until she was certain she had his attention, for she turned in a circle, then gazed up at him, dark eyes expectant.

      “Treat,” Mrs. Legg managed, pointing to the little bit of biscuit that waited on her side table.

      Hugh nodded his thanks and fed the pug a bite. Anastasia’s tail twirled so rapidly he thought he felt the breeze.

      Georgie returned shortly afterward and helped the lady to a few sips of the tea. He stayed a short while longer to make sure Mrs. Legg had water and an extra blanket nearby, then left with Georgie.

      “It seems I must once more offer my services as escort,” he said with a smile. He waited for her refusal. The manor was only a little way through the trees. The chances of any trouble coming on her own estate were minimal.

      “Anastasia and I would be glad for the company,” Georgie said.

      Surprised, Hugh decided not to question her reasoning or his good fortune. He offered her his arm, and they set out across the greening fields toward the trees.

      She cleared her throat. “I find I must apologize, Mr. Caddington. I fear my behavior has been unkind.”

      Hugh shook his head. “You could never be unkind. That would go against your very nature.”

      She took a deep breath, as if he’d relieved a burden, but she didn’t agree with him.

      Anastasia yipped and tugged at the leash.

      “What do you see, my girl?” Georgie teased her. “A wicked squirrel? A sneaky sparrow?”

      In answer, the pug tugged harder, straining toward the hedgerow.

      Georgie held the leash taut, frowning at the mass of branches. “Do you see that?”

      He followed the line of her gaze. “Another bird?”

      “No, that gap in the hedge,” she said. “Mr. Foster, our head gardener, would hardly allow it if he knew. Shush, Anastasia! Come here!”

      The pug trotted back to drop her plump rear next to Georgie’s skirts, but a growl bubbled from her throat. What had the dog found? The breeze suddenly felt colder.

      “Stay here,” Hugh said. “I’ll check.” He strode forward.

      At first he saw nothing to distinguish this particular stand of bushes from any other along the line. Then he noticed a curve in the branches, leaving a little space near the ground. The nest was lined with the missing blanket and his greatcoat!

      “Someone’s been sleeping there,” Georgie said at his back. He turned to find her a few steps away.

      “Our thief, it seems,” he agreed. He bent for his coat.

      She caught his arm. “Don’t take it! The poor thief will have nothing!”

      “And if I leave it, he may only be emboldened to strike again,” Hugh pointed out. Still, she was right. He didn’t need his greatcoat much this time of year, and the vicarage had plenty of other blankets.

      “I’ll ask one of the footmen to keep watch,” she promised, pulling Anastasia back from where the pug was sniffing at the material. “That way, we can identify who has such need.”

      He nodded, straightening. “Thank you. I admit that would set my mind at ease.”

      She regarded him with the smile that had always made him feel as if he was the cleverest man alive, and it was all he could do to merely offer her his arm as they continued to the manor.
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      “And here’s Her Majesty, the Exalted Dog Nanny.”

      Morrigan Turner grimaced as she came into the manor kitchen the next day, but it was hard to be angry at the mischievous grin on Tom Bailey’s face. The tall, sandy-haired footman loved to tease. She’d figured that out her very first day at the manor, the same day she’d found herself admiring those broad shoulders and long legs.

      “I’m not the queen, Anastasia is,” Morrigan declared, sashaying over to the worktable in the middle of the kitchen. Unlike the last house where she’d worked, the manor’s kitchen was warm, welcoming, and well-run, from the ceiling racks holding gleaming pots and pans to the spotless flagstone floor. “I could tell you tales.” She winked at Mrs. Bettleton, the cook, who shook her grey head with a wry smile.

      Bailey curled his lanky frame onto the bench beside the table where the staff took their meals. “Hard work keeping up with the little thing, is it?”

      “Oh, terrible!” Morrigan lamented, putting the back of her hand to her brow. “She quite runs me off me legs.” Now she started to sound like her Irish mother, for all Morrigan had been born and raised in London. She’d never dreamed such places as Tyneham Manor actually existed until her older sister had answered an advertisement for staff wanted here and sent Morrigan for the interview. So many rooms! So much land! She still wasn’t sure what the dukes of Tyneham did with it all.

      Bailey watched as she tucked her hair up under her cap to protect it. He had fine eyes, brown and deep, like the chocolate Her Grace the Second favored for breakfast. “Perhaps you should have a nap, then,” he suggested, “while the rest of us see to Queen Anastasia’s empire.”

      “I’m sure Mrs. Carmichael has a task for her,” Mrs. Bettleton scolded.

      Mrs. Carmichael was the housekeeper, the person in charge of all the female staff like Morrigan and her friend Dorcus. Unlike the last housekeeper Morrigan had worked for, Mrs. Carmichael didn’t look down her nose at the other staff, though she had a brisk, no-nonsense approach to work. Morrigan had liked her on first introduction as well.

      But instead of the fair-haired housekeeper, their dark-haired butler, Mr. Kinsle, strode into the room. He was only a few years older than Bailey and Morrigan, but she’d heard tales of how he’d worked his way up from potboy to earn the respect of the current duke. The butler must have caught the last of her and Bailey’s conversation, for Mr. Kinsle aimed an arched brow toward the staff table.

      “I’d watch my tone if I were you, Bailey. Your work for this morning will be even less interesting than Morrigan’s. Her Grace the Second wants someone to watch a hedgerow.”

      Bailey blinked. “A hedgerow?”

      Morrigan started grinning.

      “A hedgerow,” Mr. Kinsle insisted. “You are
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