
  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            one

          

        

      

    

    
      MAY 1812, CHALK FARMS

      “Seven! Eight! Nine! Ten!”

      Lord Peter Grant and Sir Milton Leech stepped the twenty paces, turned, and faced one another. After several painful, drawn out seconds, nearing a full minute’s time, that was meant to increase the anticipation, merely extended the waiting period for the spectators.

      No one appeared impatient, rather, they enjoyed the performance.

      “Boiled!” Lord Grant exclaimed.

      “Roasted!” Sir Milton shouted.

      The men leveled their pistols at the other, taking aim. After several seconds more, both men raised their barrels, stretching their arms upward to a vertical position, and discharged their weapons!

      The crowd applauded and cheered. The clouds of smoke rolled through the air, when it cleared the men strode to the table containing the pistol box and relinquished their weapons.

      “Well done, Grant.” Sir Milton congratulated his opponent.

      “And you, Sir Milton, well done.” Lord Grant returned the compliment. There was a round of polite applause from the on-lookers.

      “Shall we be off for a bite?” Sir Milton suggested.

      “What shall we have?”

      “Beef, of course, and a good claret.”

      “I say we head off to the Club.” Lord Grant clapped Sir Milton on the back.

      “I will sit down to a boiled joint, if you don’t mind.”

      “I will have several thick slices of roasted beef. No need to meet on the field over it again, what?” Lord Grant motioned for Sir Milton to lead the way. What man could be more generous than to allow one’s dueling opponent to precede him?

      “Right you are, Grant.” Sir Milton had a hearty laugh. The participants and spectators began to clear the field within a matter of minutes.

      Mr. Brathwaite had almost had enough with these fool jackanapes. Of course he was paid for his time but rising at an early hour grew tiresome. Especially since most of these things ended with the participants sharing a meal and discussing their next lark. Perhaps this could be better tolerated if they included him in the lunch invitation as well.

      Given the choice, would the surgeon have preferred boiled or roasted beef?
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, Liddell.” Martin Chandler entered Grayson House and removed his hat.

      “Good morning, Mr. Chandler.” The butler accepted the guest’s hat and his cane. “Sir Christopher is in the library, sir.”

      “Thank you.” Martin smiled and took his time walking through the house knowing there wouldn’t be any unpleasant, accidental meetings with ex-fiancée Victoria. Since their broken engagement, Kit had conveniently relocated her to Bath.

      “Didn’t expect to see you so soon.” Martin rounded the corner to find Kit at his desk penning a letter. “But I must admit I was glad to hear of it. Thank you for your message.”

      “Lady Frances was in a hurry to return home, can’t say I blame her.” Kit set his quill in the stand, leaving his correspondence unfinished, and Martin did not feel one bit guilty.

      He stood next to the desk with his fist lightly resting on the surface. “Was it true, then? Is Russell Crawford guilty of making off with Lady Frances?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Kit leaned back in his chair.

      “What did Sir Russell have to say for himself?”

      “Never had a chance to ask, I’m afraid. He was beaten to a bloody pulp by the time I arrived.”

      “You don’t say? Who was the miscreant?” With the positive outcome of the journey and the safe return of Lady Frances Abbott, Martin found it acceptable to make light of the horrid event.

      “Mr. Albert Winslow.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not acquainted with him.” Was this Mr. Winslow a hired thug Kit had brought along to subdue Sir Russell?

      “You will be soon enough. He’s a cousin of mine.” Kit stood and indicated the lines of his family tree by movements in the air with his fingers.

      “Another one?”

      “He is the son of my mother’s eighth husband Lord Beeson’s sister who married a Mr. Alfred Winslow.” It was astonishing how easily the branches and limbs of his family tree rolled from Kit’s memory.

      As if any of that nonsense made the connection understandable, Martin would merely take Kit at his word. To refer to Albert Winslow as cousin was acceptable enough.

      “I brought Albee back with me from Bath. Couldn’t leave him in the house with those three ladies.” Kit’s shrug indicated his amiable nature. “His aunt who had the devil of a time getting her way, my mother who could have persuaded him to do anything, and Vic who would have had him on the end of a lead in two days’ time.”

      What was Kit to do?

      Martin understood completely. It was probably best that Winslow came to Town with Kit.

      “Shall we sit and catch up?” Kit stood from his desk and strolled to the tall windows overlooking the back garden and motioned for him to take the nearby chair. “There was so much going on and I had to make quick arrangements. I would like to thank your family for taking in Jane during my absence. Mrs. Chandler has been most accommodating.”

      “Mother was delighted to help. Jane and Pauline rub along so well, it was no imposition at all.” The two girls were good company for one another, even after the dissolution of his engagement to Victoria. His was a small part played in the recent two families’ drama. “And I fulfilled your obligation as escort with Lady Emmeline. Do you have any further plans regarding her?”

      “Lady Emmeline!” Kit stilled, his eyes widened. He thumped his forehead with his index and middle fingers. “Gad, with everything that’s been going on, she had completely slipped my mind.”

      “Yet you managed to set her squarely on my plate before you left.” Martin would not soon forget.

      “That was because I was standing on Arlington Street waiting for her. I didn’t feel it right to abandon her without explanation.”

      “So you sent me.” Martin had felt that was the worst—no, the most arduous day of his life. It even exceeded the day of Kit’s duel with Linwood. “Lady Emmeline was none too happy with me as your replacement.”

      “Was she really? She is so amiable, I thought she could get on with almost anyone.”

      “I did not find her agreeable.” Martin thought of many other adjectives to describe her but kept them to himself.

      “I am shocked to hear you say so, Martin.”

      The very idea of spending time with her made him uncomfortable. “What were you thinking? I wouldn’t expect you to care for someone of that nature.”

      “I can’t imagine what you mean. She’s charming, beautiful…there is something…an intangible quality.” Kit paused as if he needed to invent new ethereal words to describe her. “I, and I believe many other men, find her quite enchanting. I am amazed that you do not share our opinion.”

      “Enchanting is not the word I would use. No.” Martin thought he had spent enough time and effort on the topic of Lady Emmeline and wanted to discuss her no more. “I only wanted to inform you that I successfully carried out your commitments to her. There are no subsequent arrangements for you two to meet. I thought I’d leave that to you.”

      “Thank you, Martin.” Kit sounded sincere. “I apologize for the inconvenience. I had not meant it to task you. You were merely a Gentleman to help out his friend.”

      “I suppose there is nothing truly wrong with her,” Martin said at last. “No. You may care for her but I believe she isa female not to my taste.”
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        * * *

      

      The day after her return, Frances’ three closest friends called at Langford House to welcome her home.

      “Lady Langford said you were ready to receive visitors.” Cousin Jane spoke softly as she, Miss Chandler, and Lady Emmeline entered Frances’ bedchamber.

      “I am well.” Frances assured them with a bit of a forced smile, but she was not the same, not inside.

      When Frances returned home two nights ago, it was a low-keyed welcome. Her parents Lord and Lady Langford drew their beloved eldest daughter into their arms and hugged her tightly. Frances would have liked to have promised she would never, ever leave their side ever again except her departure from London was not her choice.

      She had been taken. Stolen from her family.

      Next to her family, what she truly valued was the company of her new friends. How kind they were to all come together and it would be as it was before.

      Mrs. Chandler sent a box of small cakes in care of Miss Chandler for the group to enjoy while they had a nice visit. Lady Emmeline brought a small bouquet of violets that Frances had placed on her nightstand, next to her, in a small glass bottle. Miss Stiles loaned her one of her favorite books, hoping Frances might spend some quiet hours reading an uplifting story while she continued to recover.

      Her friends were all so lovely. Their visit did cheer her.

      While on the Great North Road Frances had not given them a single thought, these three ladies who now surrounded her. Being in their company again made her very happy. Yet, she could not dare share everything that had happened.

      Frances was never to see her old life as it was again. She had no wish to dwell upon that dreadful day but she felt as though, try as she might, she could not move past the incident.

      “It must have been horrible for you.” Lady Emmeline was a bit older than the other two might have guessed what dangers Frances faced.

      “We were so worried,” Cousin Jane told Frances. “We did not wish to speculate but there was so much unknown to us. Kit told me only bits and pieces before he and Mr. Winslow left to find you.”

      “We waited ever so long, seemed like ages,” Miss Chandler continued.

      “By the next morning there was a letter from Kit saying they had found you and you would be on your way home.” Cousin Jane sighed. “It seemed as if we waited forever for it to be over and then it was.”

      There was a lull in the conversation.

      “I did not know Sir Russell but I cannot imagine what kind of monster would steal you away.” Lady Emmeline sounded as if she were close to tears.

      “I would not think him capable of such.” Frances thought she had known him but, as it turned out, she did not know him at all.

      “What has happened to him?” Miss Chandler’s question was for anyone who could answer.

      “Kit said there was a fight and he was knocked unconscious.” Cousin Jane had the right of it but lacked the details.

      “By Sir Christopher?” Lady Emmeline wondered aloud.

      “Will Sir Russell be arrested for what he’s done?” Miss Chandler seemed a bit worried.

      “I cannot say.” Frances did not wish to add to any speculation because she truly did not know.

      “He should be. It’s against the law to kidnap people,” Lady Emmeline stated in no uncertain terms.

      Kidnap sounded so serious but that is exactly what had happened to her. Frances had been kidnapped. “I’m sure my father will see to the legalities.”

      Cousin Jane leaned over and hugged Frances. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

      Miss Chandler rose from her chair to join in on the hug. “Safe and unharmed.”

      Not to be left out, Lady Emmeline was the last to wrap her arms around the three and added, “How lucky we are to have one another for friends.”

      After their short visit, her three friends bid Frances farewell and left. She returned to her place of isolation and sadness. Perhaps staying inside, away from others, was not the best medicine for her. Saunders had kept her company so Frances would not be alone. Together they read, chatted, and took short walks in the rear gardens. Frances wasn’t entirely certain it was enough.

      The “something” that happened to Frances could not be conveyed, not to her three friends, not to her parents, not even to Saunders. It was a thing that had no words and she doubted that anyone could understand even if she had tried to explain. She wanted to keep the thoughts and feelings of it at bay…to prevent the fear of it returning, creeping into her brain.

      The atmosphere around Frances felt tense. It was something she felt mostly when she was alone. It was as if the world around her had turned dark, ominous. She did not wish to think the world was a bad place.

      Would she ever recover from her trauma? Frances could not prevent her thoughts from returning and prayed that those feelings would ebb. More than anything she wanted it all forgotten.
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      Added to his round of obligatory calls, Christopher needed to stop at Kennington House in hopes for an audience with Lady Emmeline. He had no idea how he could have forgotten about her upon his return to Town and had delayed his visit for longer than he ought.

      Upon stepping inside, Christopher was struck with the sheer number of flowers that filled the entry hall. Never had he seen so many bouquets and arrangements except in a florist shop. He spotted some that were the exact color of his waistcoat and another that inspired an idea for a subsequent garment.

      If these tributes were from Lady Emmeline’s plethora of admirers then he felt no guilt in ignoring her for these last few days, perhaps his presence was not even missed.

      “Sir Christopher, it has been an age.” Lady Kennington approached to greet him.

      “Good day to you, my lady.” He touched the brim of his hand and performed a slow nod. “I was hoping to find Lady Emmeline At Home this morning.”

      “You have indeed. She is in her bedchamber finishing her toilette. Would you care to wait in the front parlor?” Lady Kennington motioned to a pair of open double doors.

      “Thank you.” Christopher removed his hat but kept hold of it. He did not wish to overstay his welcome and hoped he would not occupy the lovely Lady Emmeline’s time for more than ten minutes.

      He followed Lady Kennington into the front parlor. He was taken aback by an additional number of floral tributes that filled the room. It was certain that Lady Emmeline did not lack admirers.

      “I wish to apologize for my absence these last few days. I was called away on an emergency, family matters.”

      “I am sorry to hear that. I hope the resolution was to your satisfaction.”

      “All has been set to rights and I can resume the delights of my Season.” Christopher pointedly gazed around the room. “I regret that I could not keep my social engagements to Lady Emmeline. My very good friend Martin Chandler was kind enough to fulfill my commitments.”

      “Yes, Emmeline has told me as much.” Lady Kennington did not sound pleased. Whether this was a personal assessment or a reflection of how Lady Emmeline felt was yet to be seen. “Won’t you be seated. She may be some time yet.”

      Christopher could just imagine. He had been warned about her punctual nature. He settled on the sofa and noticed that her ladyship did not sit.

      “You must own, Sir Christopher, that Mr. Chandler may have taken your place, I do not believe he could have, in any way, replaced you.”

      With that Lady Kennington left him to wait.
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        * * *

      

      Emmeline had been told of Sir Christopher’s arrival. She had mixed feelings about seeing him again. There was nothing for it since he was here. By the time she had finished her toilette, Em found him waiting in the front parlor.

      He stood when she entered the room, followed by her mother. “Lady Emmeline.” With a slow nod of his head, he acknowledged her. He was very much a Gentleman. That, she thought, must always be admired.

      “Sir Christopher,” she replied, lowering into a curtsy. Em, still a bit vexed regarding his unexpected absence and perhaps slightly annoyed at his abrupt arrival, would have thought she might have been more pleased to see him but alas...she did not feel that way.

      “I’m sure you two have much to say to one another.” Lady Kennington made her presence known. “I’ll leave you two now, shall I?”

      “Thank you, Mama.” Em seated herself on the opposite side of the same sofa that Sir Christopher had occupied. With one last look over her shoulder, she noted that her mother made certain the doors were left wide open before strolling down the corridor.

      We must observe the proprieties, and it would not have been improbable that Mrs. Peckover lurked somewhere behind a door or a curtain.

      Without any preconceived notions of what he might say or what her reaction might be, Em allowed Sir Christopher to initiate the conversation.

      “You look well, my lady.” The manner in which he regarded her seemed most sincere. He did not seem overly eager to share her company despite his absence.

      “Thank you, sir,” she replied. Em allowed a small smile to touch the corners of her mouth.

      “I came here to beg your forgiveness for abandoning you without notice.” If he had missed her, perhaps she might find that she missed him as well, but he did not say so. It was all rather disappointing.

      “You did not abandon me outright.” She met his gaze now. “You sent Mr. Chandler in your stead.”

      “Yes, Martin did me the favor of escorting you for those delightful occasions we had hoped to spend time together.”

      “Yes…” was her weak reply. “And he was….” Adequate was the word that came to mind but it sounded so very lacking as a description. Em did not find Mr. Chandler in any way agreeable. The best she could say is that he was pleasant. “A most entertaining diversion.”

      “I am glad to hear that. I hope you found him amusing.”

      “Oh, yes, very amusing.” And maddening. “We managed to get along well enough without you.”

      “How lowering to discover one is so easily replaced.” Christopher glanced down at the carpet and she wondered if she’d wounded him.

      “I am sorry,” Em whispered. She kept her polite smile fixed and wondered what it was she had seen in this man. He was wildly popular with many but for Em…. She observed him closely.

      Sir Christopher was not that handsome. Nor was he that charming.

      Their time apart had certainly given her a clearer perspective. What exactly had she seen in him that she thought to monopolize his time?

      Was it his sudden popularity had made him desirable to her? Everyone wanted to be with him and that was easy enough for Em. She knew how to turn men’s heads and gain their attention.

      Spending time with the baronet now, just in these few minutes, she quickly found him a bit...boring? Was that the correct word? Dull? It didn’t matter, she decided she would no longer waste any of her time in his company.

      Sir Christoper might have had a chance with her at one time…. No, she corrected herself. He had never had a chance with her, not really.

      “Would you care to accompany me for a drive tomorrow?” he politely offered. She bore him no ill-will, it was simply she no longer had the slightest bit of interest in him.

      “I am sorry.” Em did not need to create an excuse for her time as she was genuinely occupied for the next fortnight.

      Many would still find Sir Christopher pleasing and she felt certain that he would easily secure some other lady’s interest. But not hers. Em now had her own circle of acquaintances and as agreeable as he was, she did not find him to her taste.

      “Perhaps we will meet at the Everett’s Ball?” he suggested.

      “Perhaps we will.” She had no wish to outright refuse him.

      “And share a dance?” he offered.

      “I look forward to it.” If he were still as popular as he had been, if she were to be seen dancing with him…. It would certainly do both of their reputations much good. She stood to signal the end of his visit and offered him her hand. “I bid good day to you, Sir Christopher.”

      “And to you, Lady Emmeline.” He rose and accepted her hand, bowed over it before taking his leave.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Christopher and Albee were very pleased to accept a dinner invitation from Lord and Lady Langford. This was not a party but more of a gathering for the pair to renew their hasty acquaintance and to show the gentlemen proper appreciation for what they had done. They hadn’t seen the family since returning Lady Frances a week ago.

      The earl and countess stood to one side of the front parlor of their South Audley Street residence with Christopher while Albee sat quietly with Lady Frances near the hearth where they quietly conversed.

      “I want to personally thank you, Sir Christopher and your friend Mr. Winslow, for everything you’ve done. You have gone above and beyond the call of Gentlemen. You have saved my daughter and my family.” Lord Langford’s voice became soft, hoarse with emotion.

      “Your family is my family, your lordship. I will never forget that we are related.” No matter how tenuous the connection, Christopher held all his relations close to his heart. If it were not for tenuous connections he would have very few family members indeed.

      “Relations...I suppose we are.” Lord Langford narrowed his eyes in contemplation. “As for Sir Russell…the law will see to his punishment. At the moment, I am more concerned with my daughter’s well-being.”

      “As you should be,” agreed Christopher.

      “Look at those two,” Lady Langford cooed, referring to her daughter and Albee. “They do appear to be enjoying their coze.”

      “Sharing a trauma sometimes brings people together.” Christopher could think of no more deserving man than his friend. If he could find happiness with Lady Frances all the better for him.

      “What can you tell me about Mr. Winslow?” Lord Langford turned to a matter of more interest. Lady Frances had experienced difficulties with her prior two fiancés. One could understand his lordship’s concern over a potential third.

      “I have known Albert Winslow for a good fifteen years now, first as a boy then as a man. He has always been an honest, hardworking sort. He lives a quiet life and keeps to himself, caring for his estate in Somerset⁠—”

      “Ah, Somerset, that’s not too far from Shropshire.” Lord Langford sounded encouraged with the proximity to his own country house.

      “—Which, I understand, earns approximately twenty thousand a year,” Christopher informed him. A healthy income would prove a beneficial quality for any potential son-in-law.

      “Forty thousand! Why that is—” Lady Langford lowered her voice. “Quite excellent.”

      “Are you marrying Lady Frances off so soon?” Christopher would have thought a bit more prudence might be called for. She had just been through quite an ordeal.

      “I think their match is inevitable.” Lord Langford must have seen the writing on the wall. “He has already spoken to me about courting her.”

      “Has he?” Lady Langford appeared surprised at Albee’s interest.

      Christopher thought it was understandable considering his friend’s past. “I should caution you that Mr. Winslow is not one to allow an opportunity pass. He has a very much life is short, it is not to be wasted outlook.” Christopher could just imagine once Albee had fallen in love he would waste no time and wed the lady in a thrice.
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        * * *

      

      Mr. Winslow sat rather close to Frances near the hearth. She did not mind, it actually surprised her that she found his presence of such comfort.

      “You are looking well, Lady Frances,” he said encouragingly. “Quite well, actually.” A smile came easy to him. His kind eyes appeared much brighter than she remembered.

      “And you look much more the thing, Mr. Winslow,” Frances returned, she felt her cheeks warm.

      “Thank you. I am improving.” He glanced down at his gloved hands and flexed them. “They are still not ready to be seen. I’m afraid I’ve injured them quite badly.”

      The recent memory of how he had used his fists had not faded. The fine, light brown-colored leather gloves were a bit unusual for indoor wear but understandable. The fingers appeared to fit snugly, indicating the swelling beneath.

      “I had thought to call sooner but…. I thought you needed time to recuperate and did not wish to disturb you and your family during this period.” His soft voice was gentle and his manner toward her most amiable. “I was glad to see the dinner invitation from your parents.”

      “They are quite grateful to you and Sir Christopher, as am I.” Frances tried to keep from thinking that his concern for her well-being might be more than general concern. Perhaps he thought because he saved her that he was somehow responsible for her welfare. Well, that was nonsense.

      “There is no use for any overwhelming gratitude.”

      “But my family and I are grateful. However, I fear I may be entrenched in scandal again.” Frances did not wish to dwell upon it. “It seems no matter what I do, it follows.”

      “You have done nothing to bring this upon yourself. It is a chain of misfortunes you have suffered.” He glanced at her, drew in a deep breath, and straightened his posture directing his answer to her in a direct and most honest manner. “I cannot say your reputation matters to me. For I know the truth of the matter.”

      “If you do not let it concern you, sir.” Frances gently placed her hand atop his gloved one and smiled. How could she prevent herself from finding a soft part in her heart for him? “Then it shan’t matter to me either.”
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      For a small respite from the rounds of parties and engagements, Emmeline had decreed that she was not At Home this morning, thus giving her some time to consider the potential suitors who wished to share her company.

      Mrs. Peckover entered the room with a small basket filled with the morning’s invitations. “Are you ready, Lady Emmeline? I have called for tea and Lady Kennington will join us momentarily.” She settled herself on the far end of the sofa and set the basket upon her lap.

      Again? Em sighed at the task ahead of her. All she wanted was to bask in the adoration of her admirers…just for a bit.

      “There are so many. How is one to choose?” Em glanced over Mrs. Peckover’s shoulder as she flipped through.

      “One allows one’s mother to first sort through them, of course,” Mrs. Peckover replied.

      It would be only minutes until Lady Kennington arrived and the three would go through the small stack of envelopes. It was such a chore.

      Em wished to enjoy her Season, knowing it would be her only one. She would, no doubt, marry soon. All she need do is choose amongst the gentlemen around her. And there were so many handsome gentlemen who sent beautiful flowers in hopes of gaining her attention. She scanned the floral tributes that lined the surfaces of the front parlor and strolled among them while waiting for her mother.

      A few specific bouquets had caught her eye. She found the hot house varieties interesting. The mignonette and grenadine, very nice. The dianthus mixed pale pink peonies, she thought lovely. And, always a favorite of hers because of the scent, were the lilacs. But the flowers were not indicative of the sender.

      She stepped closer to read some of the accompanying cards: Mr. Lester, Sir Thomas Selby, Lord Gower, Lord Edward Shaw. Any of these gentlemen might do, perhaps all of them were contenders.

      Em smiled.

      To be honest. She was not quite certain. A select few had been singled out and referred to as her beau this last fortnight but she could not say she was pleased with any of them. Nothing was more enjoyable than attending parties where her acquaintances, of both sexes, congregated and paid her much attention. She secretly confessed to herself that finding one particular gentleman which she would love, respect, and cherish had eluded her.

      Perhaps she was asking for too much. Perhaps she thought it might be easier than it would be. Perhaps she needed to be more patient.

      That young man might not arrive for another week yet, maybe two. If so, Em should steady herself for duration and not prove to be a flighty female who accepted the first seemingly acceptable gentleman that came along.

      Emmeline was willing to wait for just the right man. Hopefully, he would stand out from the rest and be instantly known to her.

      She continued around the room, admiring the flowers and taking in their heavenly scents. It was as if she were walking through an indoor garden. The more colorful or more impressive displays did not always mean an importance in station, nor did it indicate someone harboring a deeper affection.

      One arrival had caught Em’s attention and she intended to keep watch for it, finding it unusual. She moved around the room until…there it was.

      Secluded in the far end of the room, not in a particularly prominent position, between two other, much taller, arrangements that dwarfed a small, simply glazed, earthenware pot. Em found this plant exquisite. The broad dark-green shiny leaves provided the perfect background for the white camellia. Originating from the East, she understood this type of exotic plant grew in a glass house.

      Sometimes the smaller, more simple offerings were preferred. It was certainly true in this case. Her personal preference was for something that was not particularly so grand but unique. Of course none of the men would have been privy to that.

      This beautiful white camellia with its perfectly round petals was her favorite. Then she noticed one of the heavy, weighty blossoms had proved too much for its stem and had fallen, lying face down on the table.

      Em lifted the flower, turned it to find the blossom intact, still perfect. Retaining its beauty, it would be a shame to throw it away. She would find a crystal dish and place it in a small amount of water and set it upon the
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