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			Dedication

			In loving memory of

			Dixilyn Helen Noh

			May 1, 1957—December 11, 2009

			The truest friend anyone could ask for.

			I miss you, Dixi.

			And for her sister,

			Kristen Helen Noh

			December 13, 1963—December 11, 2009

			And for their father,

			Richard Noh

			October 9, 1930—December 11, 2009

			May God be with all of you. Rest in peace.
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			Prologue

			The Earl of Danbury

			Requests the honor of your presence

			At the marriage of his daughter,

			Lady Beatrix Elizabeth Anne,

			To

			William James Mallory,

			The Marquess of Richfield,

			Son of the Duke of Sunderland

			On Tuesday,

			The fifteenth day of September, 1896

			At half past twelve o’clock

			St. Mary’s Church

			Stafford St. Mary, Devonshire
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			From Mrs. Delilah Dawlish, journalist, in her weekly column for the society newspaper Talk of the Town, Monday, 7 September 1896:

			My dears, a little bird has confirmed that the wedding of the season has been called off! Great tact and delicacy are being employed on both sides, needless to say, but this intrepid columnist is undaunted by such trifles. The call to truth and the people’s right to know demand that I pass along the exclusive details to you.

			Lord Richfield has been invited to accompany that great and learned archaeologist Sir Edmund Tavistock, to Egypt, and Lady Beatrix has freed him from their engagement. This columnist can only conclude that Lord Richfield finds searching for Egyptian mummies a more fascinating occupation than matrimony.

			Poor, poor Lady Beatrix. One can only imagine what she must be suffering. We weep for our sister woman in her devastating humiliation. And if this reporter learns any more of the delicious details, I promise that you, my dear readers, will be the first to know.

			—D.D.
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			Letter from Mr. Anthony Hale, Esquire, of the law firm Hale, Spencer and Teague, to William James Mallory, Ninth Duke of Sunderland, dated Wednesday, 21 November, 1900:

			My Lord Duke,

			My deepest sympathies on the passing of your father. I am sorry to hear that you are unable to attend the investiture ceremony in the House of Lords conferring ducal title, but our firm shall be happy to undertake the filing of the official documents and handle all matters pertaining to the estates in your absence. Good luck with your excavations in Egypt. What an adventure! I confess, I envy you.

			I remain, my Lord Duke, Your Grace’s most obedient servant.
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			From the Weekly Telegraph, Stafford St. Mary, Devonshire, Friday, 26 April 1901:

			Despite the serious illness of her father, Lord Danbury, Lady Beatrix has graciously offered her presence again this year to open the May Day Charity Auction for the Benefit of Widows and Orphans. As is customary, this worthy event will be held on the village green, next to the vicarage. The new vicar, Mr. Venables, has told the Telegraph he is delighted by Lady Beatrix’s generosity and her tireless devotion to the less fortunate and hopes all within the parish will pray with fervor for the quick recovery of her father.
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			Telegram from Baroness Yardley to her cousin, Lady Beatrix Danbury, Tuesday, 11 June 1901:

			DARLING EXCLAMATION CANNOT IMAGINE YOUR GRIEF STOP YOUR PAPA VERY DEAR TO YOU I KNOW STOP CATCHING ORIENT EXPRESS FROM BUCHAREST TODAY STOP WILL BE IN DEVONSHIRE FRIDAY WITH DAIMLER STOP TAKING YOU FOR SUMMER HOLIDAY STOP NO ARGUMENTS EXCLAMATION YOUR LOVING COUSIN JULIA STOP STOP
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			From Mrs. Delilah Dawlish, journalist, in her weekly column for the society newspaper Talk of the Town, Monday, 9 September 1901:

			My dear readers, I have the most deliciously appalling news. Lady Beatrix Danbury has been seen cavorting in Cornwall! Since it is her usual custom to spend August at Torquay, we had first thought the worthy Lady Beatrix to be hiding away in Cornwall for the proper year of mourning and seclusion required by the death of her father, the Earl of Danbury, earlier this year. But no, I regret to say such is not the case at all, and her purpose seems to be neither mourning nor seclusion, but enjoyment! She is staying at the seaside cottage of her scandal-ridden cousin, Baroness Yardley, and has been seen riding in the baroness’s motorcar at reckless speeds, drinking champagne on the baroness’s balcony, and walking (without either shoes or stockings!) on the beaches. She even appeared in public, attending the St. Ives Summer Ball last Tuesday evening.

			After the humiliating rejection she suffered at the hands of the Duke of Sunderland (Lord Richfield) five years ago, we had concluded in these pages that Lady Beatrix was destined to no greater glory than good works and spinsterhood. That conclusion seems to have been premature, however, for she was said to have enjoyed a full dance card Thursday evening, including two waltzes with the handsome, oh-so-eligible Duke of Trathen! His Grace, who has a reputation for impeccable manners and a commendable regard for propriety, seemed willing to overlook his dance partner’s lack of same. This oversight we can only attribute to Lady Beatrix’s extraordinary beauty (and perhaps to the scandalously deep décolleté of her ball gown). The gown, designed by her close friend, the fashionable dressmaker Vivienne, had not so much as a ribbon of black upon it to mark her father’s passing.

			Fast motorcars, flouting of mourning customs, indecent exposure of her ankles to public view upon the Cornish beaches? What is the world coming to when a flower of feminine devotion and virtue like Lady Beatrix arrives at such a pass? We can only wait and see what happens next, my dears!

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One

			He’d forgotten how beautiful a fine summer day in England could be.

			William Mallory, Duke of Sunderland, removed his hat and tilted his head back for an appreciative glance at the dazzling blue sky overhead before turning his attention to the cart piled with his luggage. He studied it for a moment, then turned to the dark-skinned manservant who had just placed yet another valise in the vehicle. “You must learn to pack more lightly, Aman,” he said, tossing his hat to land atop the pile. “I don’t believe there’s room for me.”

			“Sir?” His valet glanced at the empty place beside the driver and frowned in puzzlement, but he did not contradict his master’s words. “As Your Grace pleases,” he murmured, which was his usual response to Will’s teasing.

			The driver of the cart, a gnarled old man who’d been transporting travelers from Stafford St. Mary’s tiny train station to various homes, inns, and Dartmouth beauty spots since well before Will’s birth, gave a chuckle. “A fine day for riding,” he commented, giving Will a shrewd, knowing look. “And for a race across the moor, perhaps?”

			Will laughed. “You know me far too well, Mr. Robinson. Remarkable, given how much time has passed.”

			“Some things don’t change with time, Your Grace,” the old man said. “I’ve a strong young gelding you might like. Not fully trained, mind, but full of spit and fast as the wind.”

			That was more than enough persuasion for Will. He turned to his valet. “No need for you to ride on the dummy board, Aman. Step up on the box with Mr. Robinson here, and I shall ride to Sunderland Park. In fact,” he added, returning his attention to the old man, “I’ll hire that gelding of yours for a full week, if I may.”

			“And have him fully trained by the time you return him, I’ll wager,” Mr. Robinson answered, and started to climb down as if to fetch the horse in question.

			Will forestalled him. “No, no, don’t trouble yourself. I’ll have young Jim saddle the gelding for me. That is, if he’s still with you and hasn’t gone off to make his fortune?”

			The old man shook his head at that reference to his only son and once again settled himself on the box as Aman climbed up to sit beside him. “Jim’s still here, Your Grace, though not for much longer, I expect. Filled with grand ideas, he is, about going to work in the factories up north, or in the shipyards in Plymouth. He even talks of going off to India. Or Africa, as you did, sir.”

			“It’s not a bad life,” Will assured him, but Mr. Robinson seemed unconvinced.

			“Begging your pardon, Your Grace, but there’s no place on God’s earth better than Britain. Besides,” he added before Will could debate that point, “he’d break his mother’s heart if he goes.” Shaking his head at the silly dreams of the younger generation, Mr. Robinson snapped the reins, sending the cart into motion.

			Will crossed the road to the stables, and fifteen minutes later, he was taking Galahad, Robinson’s fast young gelding, out of the village and along the road to Sunderland Park.

			For the moment, he kept the horse to a slow, easy canter, glad to have arrived home on such a gorgeous day. It was warm for England, but even here, near Devonshire’s Torbay Coast, even on a summer afternoon, it didn’t seem particularly warm to Will. Not like Egypt, where temperatures could be beastly at this time of year. It was good, he thought in surprise, to be home. He hadn’t expected that.

			Nonetheless, the surrounding landscape of rolling hills and hedgerows gave him a strange sense of unreality. He’d grown up here; he knew every bend in this road, recognized each pasture of Devonshire ponies and Jersey cows he passed. He could identify all the scents in the air—apple orchards and pastureland and the nearby tang of the sea all mingled in the unmistakable fragrance of home. Everything was just as he remembered it, just as it always had been. Yet it seemed almost alien to him, making him appreciate that Egypt, not England, was his home now.

			He turned off the main road, memory guiding him as he crossed the stone bridge that spanned the River Stafford and turned onto the road that led toward Sunderland Park, Danbury Downs, and the wild moors beyond those neighboring estates.

			The house at Sunderland was leased these days, of course, but the wealthy American family using the place was touring the Lake District up north, enabling him to have use of it for the rest of the summer. Not that he’d need the place that long. He hoped to have his business concluded and be gone again within a week or two.

			Because he wanted to be here as short a time as possible, it occurred to Will that he ought to give the grounds at least a cursory survey instead of spending his afternoon gallivanting across the moor. He was the duke now, after all, and though he cared little for his title, it was his obligation to care for the acres he’d inherited. In the interests of time, estate business ought to come first.

			The gelding beneath him, however, seemed to have other ideas. Galahad tossed his head with a contemptuous-sounding snort as if disagreeing with such tiresome priorities, and Will laughed. “No boring tours around the park for you, I take it?” he asked, leaning forward to pat the animal’s neck. “We’d both prefer a hard ride on the moor, I daresay.”

			As he spoke, he realized how much he wanted that. He wanted to race across the moor at breakneck speed just as he and Paul Danbury used to do when they were boys home for summer holidays. Few people knew he was here, and he supposed even fewer would care. His parents were both dead, and with the exception of a married sister in India and a few scattered cousins, he had no family left. There was no one waiting at Sunderland Park to welcome him home. Even Beatrix wasn’t waiting anymore.

			Not so fast, Will. Wait for me.

			Her voice echoed to him, bringing a memory from nearly two decades ago of a seven-year-old girl in a lacy pink pinafore, a girl with honey-blond curls and big brown eyes, who was running down to the stables on chubby legs, trying to follow him. Wait for me, Will. I want to go, too...

			He didn’t remember his reply from that particular day so long ago, but thinking back on it now, he was sure it had been as scoffing and derisive as possible. After all, what eleven-year-old boy wanted his friend’s little cousin tagging along?

			Odd how things could change. Thirteen years later, he’d been the one pleading, trying for all he was worth to convince that golden-haired girl to accompany him on the adventure of a lifetime. He should have saved his breath.

			Anger flared up from deep within him, sudden and hot, but as he’d done so many times before, Will tamped it down and buried it. He and Beatrix had made their choices six years ago, and they both had to live with the consequences.

			A sound intruded on Will’s thoughts, a rumbling roar discernible even over the rhythmic drumming of Galahad’s hooves, a sound that seemed out of place in the bucolic Devonshire landscape.

			He pulled on the reins to slow the gelding to a walk, and he listened, striving to identify the strange noise. It was rather like the drone of a bumblebee, only more abrasive and much, much louder. And it seemed to be growing louder with each passing moment.

			Perceiving that the sound was coming from behind him, he turned in the saddle, glancing over his shoulder just as an automobile of white-painted steel, red leather upholstery, and polished brass fittings came into view, raising a cloud of dust as it came around the bend in the road.

			The driver of the open-air vehicle was clearly female. Though the driver was swathed in a chin-high motoring coat, scarf, and goggles, her sex was evidenced by the coat’s enormous leg-o’-mutton sleeves and the scarf of sheer chiffon wrapped around her narrow-brimmed boater hat. Though she wasn’t motoring particularly fast, she seemed an impatient sort of female, for as she came closer, she sounded the brass horn attached to the vehicle’s seat in a loud, decisive toot-toot.

			Galahad gave a violent start at the sound and tried to bolt, but Will pulled hard on the reins and managed to keep control of his mount, at least until the motorcar moved up on his right to pass him.

			This loud, rattling horseless carriage coming alongside proved too much for the skittish young horse. With a whinny of pure terror, Galahad reared up violently, then came down on his forelegs and bucked.

			Will went flying through the air and landed hard on the packed dirt of the road. Galahad bolted, giving him an accidental kick in the knee with one hoof as he ran for the woods.

			It had been a long time since he’d fallen from a horse, he realized, so long, in fact, he’d forgotten how it felt. He grimaced as he rolled onto his back. He’d forgotten it was this painful.

			The motorcar skidded to a halt in front of him, and the driver of the vehicle turned off the engine. “Are you all right?” a feminine voice called to him, a voice that seemed familiar. Too familiar, in fact.

			Frowning, he lifted his head and watched as the woman stepped down from the vehicle. When he caught sight of a slim, booted ankle and the ballooning hem of a pair of Turkish trousers, he felt a glimmer of relief. Beatrix wasn’t at all the sort of girl to wear trousers, Turkish or not. Nor was she the sort to go bouncing along country lanes in a motorcar. He had to be mistaken.

			The woman came hurrying toward him, her long motoring coat flapping behind her as she ran. But her steps faltered as she saw his face, and her lips parted in utter astonishment. “Will?” she murmured as she sank to her knees beside him. “Good God.”

			She pulled down those goggles, revealing a pair of brown eyes he recognized at once, eyes that had invaded his dreams countless times during his years away. No mistake, he thought with chagrin. Only Beatrix had eyes like that; big, soft, dark eyes, like those of an English doe. Tightness squeezed his chest, and he forced his gaze down a notch.

			Her face was just as he remembered it, with the same cupid’s bow mouth, the same absurdly tiny nose, and the same soft, round cheeks he’d always known. Faintly, he caught the scent of gardenia in the air between them. Six years, but the fragrance still seemed to be her favorite.

			Yet, despite how similar she seemed to the Beatrix of his memory, there had been some changes in her while he’d been away. He glanced down her body, and then looked past her to the nearby vehicle. When had she taken to wearing trousers and driving a motorcar? It seemed strangely out of character, for there’d never been anything of the tomboy about Beatrix. If there had been, he might not have had to go to Egypt alone.

			Will met her gaze again, and something fractured inside him, a crack in the layers of indifference he’d spent six years accumulating.

			He’d worked so damned hard to forget her, but when this trip home was something he couldn’t put off any longer, thinking of Beatrix had become an irresistible temptation. Countless times during the past few months, he’d wondered how it would feel when he saw her again. Now he knew.

			It hurt like hell.

			Will jerked to a sitting position, sealing the dangerous fracture inside himself before it could open further. He hadn’t expected his first encounter with her to be easy, but no matter what happened, no matter what it cost him, he intended to act like he just didn’t give a damn.

			“Hullo, Trix,” he said, proud of the carefree note he was able to put into his voice. “I say, you’re looking well.”

			She glanced over his supine body, then back to his face. “I’m afraid I can’t say the same. You look awful. Life in Egypt is obviously just as arduous as I thought it would be.”

			“Life in Devonshire seems equally fraught with difficulties these days, at least for people on horseback. I approve the motorcar, but who taught you to drive it? The devil?”

			“No, Julia.”

			He thought of her mad cousin and gave a nod. “That’s rather the same thing, I suppose.”

			Beatrix folded her arms. “What are you doing here? Last I heard, you were still in Egypt, looking for King Tutankhamen’s tomb. Have you found it yet, or are you still digging up nothing but clay pots and cylinder seals?”

			The derision in her voice was unmistakable as she mentioned the life he had now, the life he’d only dreamed of when he was a boy, the life he’d thought she would want to share with him if it ever came to pass; and the anger he’d worked so hard to vanquish flared up again before he could stop it. “The prodigal always returns,” he shot back, giving her a pointed glance. “If only to remind himself why he left.”

			Those big dark eyes narrowed. “You’ve been gone six years. What’s brought you back after being so long away?”

			He smiled wide enough to make his jaw ache. “You, sweet pea. What else?”

			She made a sound of obvious skepticism. “I should have known not to expect a serious answer from you.”

			“None of your business. Is that answer serious enough for you?” He tried to stand up, but pain shot through his knee, making him grimace. “Damn,” he muttered as he sank back down to the ground. “I really took a tumble this time.”

			She seemed indifferent to his pain. “I’d have thought six years away would have given you some measure of maturity, but I was obviously mistaken.”

			Will bit back the angry words that hovered on the tip of his tongue, and strove to maintain his careless air. “Six years?” he drawled after a moment. “My, how time does fly.”

			“Doesn’t it? I’m surprised you would even bother to come back after all this time.”

			“I don’t know why you should be surprised, old thing,” he answered, and gave her a wink. “You didn’t really think I’d miss your wedding, did you?”

			Beatrix stared at the man she’d never expected to see again, unable to think of a thing to say, wondering if she was having a dream—or more accurately, a nightmare.

			Still, dream or reality, this was definitely Will. She’d recognized him at once. Some people wouldn’t have, she supposed as she studied him, for life in an uncivilized country had clearly left its mark. His hair was still the same dark coffee-brown color it had been when he went away, but the Egyptian sun had tanned his skin to a golden bronze, making his light green eyes seem like glittering peridot jewels. His face was leaner, harder than that of the man she remembered, but the rugged harshness that marked his countenance only seemed to make him even handsomer than he’d been six years ago. With these observations going through her mind, it took her a moment to appreciate the ramifications of what he’d just said.

			“My wedding?” she echoed with a dawning horror. She lowered her arms and straightened on her knees. “You’ve come home for my wedding?”

			“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said, and smiled at her.

			Beatrix felt the impact of that smile like a blow to the chest. Will might have changed in many ways, but if she had failed to recognize him, that devilish smile would have set her straight, for with it came a rush of excitement and pleasure so intense that she felt momentarily giddy, as if caught in the violent throes of first love all over again.

			Yes, this was Will, who’d led her in her first waltz at her first ball and given her her first kiss. Will, who’d always been able to provoke her temper, stir her passions, and derail her common sense like no other person in the world. Will, the man she’d loved and adored as far back as she could remember, the man who’d jilted her, broken her heart, and shattered her dreams.

			“I told you I’d come home one day,” he said, his lighthearted voice cutting through her shock. “Hurts to know you didn’t believe me.”

			She looked up into the brilliant green eyes she’d once loved so much, and the silly rush of pleasure and excitement she’d felt at the sight of him vanished as if it had never been, replaced by something darker, deeper, and far more shattering. Rage.

			Over five years she’d needed to get over him, and now he decided to come back? Five years of trying to accept that he was gone for good, five years of trying not to hope he’d change his mind and come back to her. And now, when six years had passed, when she was finally over him and she was about to marry someone else, he was here to undo the contentment she’d worked so hard to achieve? If Beatrix had any lingering doubts as to whether her love for him was truly gone, the burning rage within her was enough to banish them.

			“Go to hell,” she said, and stood up. “Or better yet, go back to Egypt. That godforsaken place is probably hotter and more miserable than hell anyway.”

			She caught a flash of her own anger mirrored in his eyes, but when he spoke, he was smiling. “Go back to Egypt?” he said, sounding as if he thought her off her onion for even suggesting such a thing. “And forgo the wedding of the season? I couldn’t possibly. The scandalmongers are counting on me to make an appearance and upset the applecart. They’d be so disappointed if I failed to show.”

			“You have not been invited!” she cried. “Neither Aidan nor I would ever dream of allowing you to attend our wedding.”

			With that, she turned her back on the man sitting in the road and started toward her motorcar.

			“Aidan?” he echoed as she walked away. “Ah, yes, Aidan Carr, the Duke of Trathen. Trading up, aren’t you? Trathen’s what—tenth in line to the throne, or something like that?”

			“Trading up? I’m not doing any such thing. I’m—” She broke off, realizing that she was starting to explain when she didn’t owe him any explanations.

			Clamping her lips together, she turned away without another word and resumed walking to the front of the vehicle. Still ignoring him, she leaned down, grasped the brass handle, and with the expertise of long practice, gave a hard twist to crank the engine just as Julia had taught her, keeping her thumb back to avoid breaking it on the kickback.

			“Wait!” Will shouted over the rumble of the motorcar’s engine as she walked around to the driver’s side. “You have to take me with you.”

			“No, I don’t,” she shot back and climbed into the vehicle. Hitching up her ankle-length motoring coat, she settled herself on the red leather seat. “You can lie in the road until you rot as far as I’m concerned. If you want to go to Sunderland Park, you’ll have to walk.”

			“Walk? But I’m injured, and it’s five miles to the house from here.”

			“Five and a half,” she corrected, pulling her driving goggles up to protect her eyes. She turned in her seat to look at him over one shoulder, watching as he struggled to his feet, and she forced herself to ignore the pain that crossed his face, reminding herself of all the pain he’d given her. “Don’t worry, Will. I’m sure some farmer will come along and give you a ride. Eventually.”

			“Beatrix!” he shouted, limping forward toward the vehicle. “You can’t just leave me here!”

			“Why not?” she countered smoothly. “You had no compunction about leaving me six years ago.”

			With that parting shot, she turned her back, curled her gloved fingers around the polished wood steering wheel, and pushed the petrol pedal. As the motorcar rolled down the road, it took all the willpower she possessed not to turn her head and look back at the man she’d left behind.

			There was no looking back, she reminded herself, keeping her gaze fixed on the road ahead. Not now, not ever.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			It wasn’t until she turned the Daimler onto the long, shaded lane leading to Danbury Downs that Beatrix allowed herself a glance behind her. By then, of course, the trees and shrubbery that lined the winding road obscured any view of the tall, dark-haired nemesis from her past. Too bad Beatrix’s mind wasn’t so obliging.

			Come with me.

			She fixed her attention on the road ahead as Will’s voice came back to her, echoing from six years ago, urging her to a course she could not accept.

			As if to torment her, her horrified reply also came to her out of the past.

			Go to Egypt? Abandon my father, my home, and all our friends? Sleep in a tent, drink water from a canteen, and bathe out of a tin basin? Are you mad?

			In her mind’s eye, she could still see him holding up that telegram from Sir Edmund, his buoyant expression at the news it contained hardening into resolve.

			This is what I’ve always dreamed of. The chance of a lifetime. I can’t let it pass me by, not even for you, Trix.

			Remembering his face, she felt a shiver of the same cold dread that had gripped her that awful day, as she’d sensed everything she’d ever wanted slipping away from her and into the desolate Egyptian desert.

			For three days, they had argued hammer and tongs. Her father had tried to reason with him, his father had threatened to disown him. She had argued, pleaded, even—God help her—begged for him to stay. None of it had mattered.

			Not even for you, Trix.

			He’d gone off to find the tomb of King Tutankhamen with his revered mentor from Cambridge days while she’d written letters of regret to four hundred and eighty-six wedding guests, with nothing but her love, an ivory silk wedding dress, and a lifetime of shattered dreams to console her.

			Beatrix realized she was clenching the steering wheel so tightly that her fingers ached, and she forced herself to relax her grip, reminding herself that Will was in the past. She had new dreams now, dreams that involved a different man, an honorable man who loved her, who would never abandon her. As she drove, Beatrix tried to focus her mind’s eye on Aidan’s face, but his grave good looks seemed elusive just now, pushed aside by the brilliant green eyes and heart-bruising smile of her first love.

			It was after her father’s death that she’d truly faced reality; the only man she’d ever wanted wasn’t coming back, and the life she’d always envisioned with him was never going to happen. Beatrix squeezed her eyes shut. Because Will had refused to surrender his childhood dream, she had lost hers.

			The Daimler lurched, and she opened her eyes to find the stout trunk of an elm looming before her. With a cry of alarm, she gave the wheel a violent twist, bringing the vehicle out of the ditch and back onto the road just in time to avoid a smash-up.

			Breathing a sigh of relief, Beatrix shoved memories of the past out of her mind and brought her attention back to the road in front of her. Her cousin had given her the Daimler as a birthday present, and if she was hurt because of it, Julia would never forgive herself. Beatrix concentrated on getting herself and the Daimler safely home.

			Passing the lane to Sunderland Park, she took the Daimler a mile farther on, through the open wrought-iron gates that led to Danbury House. She turned onto the sweeping gravel drive, but she didn’t stop there. Instead, she circled the motorcar around the south wing to the stables. There was no space in the carriage house for the Daimler, but two stalls of the stables had been thrown into one and a pair of wide doors added to make a place for storing the vehicle. Mr. Warren had left the doors flung back in anticipation of her return from town, and she pulled the automobile carefully into place.

			But even after she’d applied the braking lever and extinguished the engine, Beatrix remained in the vehicle. She couldn’t have said why she was choosing to linger here, for it was in the stables where her memories of Will had always been strongest. He loved horses, loved everything about them, particularly riding them as fast as possible, a fact that had always left her in perpetual fear he’d break his neck.

			She turned in the leather seat of the motorcar, studying her surroundings. To her right, horses’ heads were visible over the tops of their stalls—chestnut, bay, black, and piebald. To her left, saddles, reins, and grooming equipment lined the wooden wall. How many times had she and Will ridden together when he’d been home from school? Not many, she supposed. He’d usually preferred to ride with her cousin Paul, who had always stayed at Danbury Downs in the summer holiday. She was hampered by a sidesaddle, and far less able to keep up with Will’s reckless speed.

			Whenever she and Will had ridden together, he’d been forever urging her to ride astride, go faster, take higher jumps, push herself beyond the rigid limits to which ladies were expected to adhere.

			He’d pushed her in other ways, too, she remembered, spiriting her away from prying eyes, stealing kisses from her behind the hedgerows, always wanting more from her, no matter how much she gave, until finally, he’d demanded the impossible.

			Come with me.

			Will had always been the one to take chances and tempt the devil, not she. Only after he’d been gone five years had she finally realized what he had always known: one couldn’t spend one’s entire life waiting for life to start. That was why she’d gone to Cornwall with Julia. That was why she’d left her love for Will behind at last. That was why she’d accepted Aidan’s proposal after three months of acquaintance. Because time was going by, because she wanted marriage and children, because she’d come to care deeply for Aidan, and because life was short and sweet and meant to be lived, not wasted waiting for someone who was never coming back, someone who hadn’t loved her enough to stay.

			Egypt’s always been your dream, Will. Not mine.

			How strange life was. She’d finally left behind the man she’d thought would give her everything she’d ever wanted, and then, as if by magic, a different man had dropped everything she’d ever wanted right into her lap.

			Beatrix pressed her gloved hand to her mouth, catching back a sob.

			“My lady? Are you all right?”

			She jumped, jerking her hand down, and glanced toward Mr. Warren, who was standing beside the Daimler. She wondered how long she’d been sitting here, woolgathering. A while, she concluded, if the chauffeur’s frown of concern was anything to go by.

			“I’m perfectly well, Mr. Warren,” she answered, forcing aside her momentary despondency. When the chauffeur opened the door, she gave him her hand and allowed him to help her step down, but she didn’t return to the house straightaway. Instead, she spent a good ten minutes fussing over the Daimler, giving Warren explicit instructions on just how to refuel, wash, and wax the vehicle. The chauffeur, despite having heard all this from her a dozen times before and having some experience with automobiles, listened with patient forbearance. Finally satisfied, Beatrix left the stables and walked back to the house.

			A maid must have spied her approach through a window, for the servant opened the side door for her the moment she reached it. “Thank you, Avery,” she said as she handed over her goggles and gloves, and began to unbutton her motoring coat. “Where is Aunt Eugenia?”

			“She is in the library having tea.”

			“Tea? So soon?”

			“It’s just five o’clock, miss,” the maid informed her as she took Beatrix’s motoring coat.

			Heavens, she must have been sitting in the Daimler at least twenty minutes. With a sound of vexation, Beatrix hurried down the corridor toward the library.

			As she approached the door, she wondered if she should inform her aunt of Will’s return, but before she could make up her mind, the decision was taken out of her hands.

			“Sunderland has come back from Egypt,” Eugenia announced the moment her niece came into the room.

			Beatrix halted just inside the doorway, unable to fathom how this news had reached her aunt so quickly. She opened her mouth to say she already knew, but then she reconsidered and closed it again. If she told Eugenia she’d already seen Will, there would be questions, and she’d have to explain, and when Auntie discovered that she’d left the Duke of Sunderland sitting ignominiously in the middle of the road, there would be no end of a fuss. Best all around, she decided, if she feigned ignorance of the matter.

			“Sunderland?” She gave a little laugh as she pulled out her hat pin and removed her hat. “Don’t be silly, Auntie,” she chided gently, hoping her voice carried just the right hint of uncaring amusement. “I think we are both painfully aware that nothing on earth could force Will to come home,” she added, weaving her hat pin through the brim of her straw boater before tossing both onto a nearby chair. “I doubt even dynamite would do the trick.”

			“Nonetheless, he has returned.”

			Beatrix worked to paste a deprecating little smile on her face. “How did you come by this piece of news?”

			“Groves told me, of course.”

			“Groves?” This time Beatrix didn’t have to feign surprise. “Why should Groves know anything about it?”

			“My dear niece, butlers always know everything. That is part of their duties.”

			“Nonsense. Groves should be ashamed of himself, spreading rumors.”

			“It’s not a rumor.” An amused voice had Beatrix turning around to find her cousin Geoffrey behind her, shoulder against the doorjamb, hands in the pockets of his striped trousers. “It’s a fact. I saw him myself,” he added, straightening in the doorway, shaking back the straight blond locks of hair that had fallen over his forehead. “Passed him on my bicycle not ten minutes ago.”

			“I don’t believe it,” Beatrix countered. “You were only ten when Will left for Egypt. You couldn’t possibly have recognized him after all this time.”

			“He was limping along the Stafford Road,” Geoff went on blithely as if she hadn’t spoken, stepping past her to survey the cakes on the tea tray. “He was muttering your name and cursing like a sailor. Given those two facts, who else could it be?”

			“Limping?” Eugenia cut in before she could reply. “Oh dear. Did he sustain an injury in Egypt, I wonder?”

			“Will wasn’t hurt in Egypt,” Geoff informed his mother with obvious relish as he took a seedcake from the tray. “He was injured right here in Stafford St. Mary, not more than half an hour ago, thanks to our own dear, sweet Beatrix.”

			“What?” Eugenia cried in lively astonishment and turned to her. “Beatrix, what is this all about?”

			“Nothing,” she denied, even as she thought of Will’s knee and felt the faint whisper of a slightly guilty conscience. “He’s not injured,” she added, as much for her own reassurance as for her relations. “It’s all a hum.”

			“It isn’t,” Geoff contradicted, his mouth full of cake. He turned toward his mother, adding, “Beatrix struck him down with the Daimler.”

			“I did no such thing!” Beatrix cried, stung by the accusation. “And I don’t see how you know anything about it anyway,” she added, going on the offensive. “You weren’t there.”

			“When I saw him limping, I stopped the bicycle and spoke to him. He told me all about it, including that his injuries were caused by that motorcar our cousin Julia gave you. Though how Groves heard about it, I can’t even guess, unless he overheard me when I was telling Paul the news.”

			“You told Paul?”

			“Of course. He and Will were deuced good friends, after all, and I thought he’d want to know.” Geoff flashed a sly grin at her. “Trathen will probably be interested in this news, too, but I shan’t tell him. I’ll leave that to you, Trix. You have to tell him, you know,” he added as if assuming she wouldn’t. “He’s bound to find out, and then he’ll wonder why you didn’t mention it. Besides, he hates that Daimler, and he deserves to know his future bride is running down her former suitors with it.”

			“Well, this is a fine kettle of fish,” Eugenia murmured. “Oh, Beatrix, when you insisted on bringing that dreadful motorcar back from Cornwall, I knew it would mean trouble. It came from Julia, after all. That girl has always been a trial.”

			“I didn’t hit Will with the Daimler,” she reiterated through clenched teeth.

			Eugenia did not seem reassured. “I’ve told you again and again, you drive too fast. Your father would never have approved, I’m sure.”

			Beatrix was sure of it, too, but she wisely refrained from validating that particular point.

			“I remember when I visited you both in Cornwall last summer,” Eugenia went on. “Why, Julia boasted that she had driven that Daimler along the coast road from Gwithian to St. Ives at thirty-seven miles an hour. Thirty-seven! On those bumpy, twisting roads? Heavens, it’s a wonder she didn’t kill herself. I told her so, I remember. I was most concerned for her safety.”

			Which was precisely why Beatrix had seen fit not to tell Auntie she’d been along the day Julia had taken the Daimler to St. Ives.

			“I never drive at such speeds,” Beatrix pointed out. “I am always a most careful motorist.”

			“I’m sure you are, dear, but as your dear papa asked me on his deathbed to take care of you, I have the right to be concerned for your safety. And I am not the only one who worries about you with that Daimler. Dear Trathen doesn’t like it, either.”

			“There’s a good reason for that, Mama,” Geoff put in. “Trathen doesn’t like the Daimler because he secretly wishes we were living about a hundred years ago.” He gave a derisive snort. “He’s so old-fashioned and dull.”

			“He is not!” Beatrix said, compelled to defend her future husband. “Aidan prefers a carriage to a motorcar, because motorcars are noisy and ... and ...” Her voice trailed off as she desperately sought a reason that didn’t sound dull as ashes.

			“See?” Geoff countered, looking triumphant and causing Beatrix to groan in aggravation.

			“Stop quarrelling, you two,” Eugenia said. “The fact remains that Trathen agrees with me about that motorcar.”

			That much was true. Aidan had expressed doubts as to the Daimler’s safety and questioned whether driving such a vehicle was a suitable pastime for a young lady. But though she deeply valued Aidan’s opinion and was usually happy to accede to his wishes, on this one thing, Beatrix had refused to waver.

			Giving up the Daimler would have been like cutting out a piece of her soul. Beatrix closed her eyes, remembering the terror she’d felt as she’d sat beside Julia on the road to St. Ives. How she’d gripped the front dashboard, fully aware that there was no door separating her from the edge of the cliff just a few feet away, sure she’d be thrown out of the vehicle any moment and dashed against the rocks far below.

			Yet, along with the terror, there had been exhilaration in it, such glorious freedom. Julia had made her take her hat off, and thinking back on it now, she could almost feel the wind blowing back her hair. She could almost taste the tang in the sea air. She remembered most vividly the moment Julia had suggested she take the wheel, the way her throat had gone dry and her heart had begun to thump frantically in her chest. To this day she didn’t know why she had agreed to her cousin’s wild suggestion, for she didn’t consider herself an adventurous sort of person, but for some reason she had agreed and had slid behind the wheel. And there, in that one, shining moment a year ago, she’d been transformed, and there was no going back.

			What a glorious holiday that had been, reminiscent of the carefree days when Will, Paul, Geoff, and Julia had come home to Devonshire for the summer holidays, when they’d gone to Viscount Marlowe’s villa on Pixy Cove for August and they’d snuck out with Marlowe’s sisters to bathe in the sea at midnight and tell ghost stories in the caves. But though her time in Cornwall with Julia had been a bit like those blissful childhood days, she’d been surprised to discover that she hadn’t missed Will with the same heartrending pain of previous summers. Life, she’d realized, went relentlessly forward, and Cornwall was where she’d gotten over Will. Cornwall was where she’d met Aidan.

			“Beatrix?”

			“Hmm? What?” She opened her eyes and forced her mind back to the present and what Eugenia was saying.

			“Since you struck poor Sunderland, his injuries are rather our responsibility. Perhaps we should send Dr. Corrigan after him?”

			Beatrix made a sound of impatience. “Auntie, I did not hit Sunderland with the car. His horse shied when the Daimler came round the curve, and he wasn’t able to subdue the animal. It threw him—”

			“And when he landed, the horse kicked him, making it difficult for him to walk,” Geoff finished for her. “He’ll have a deuced fine bruise from it, I’m sure.”

			“Exactly!” Beatrix said, making a face at her cousin. “His horse caused his injuries, not me.”

			“No, all you did was leave him there.” Geoff shook his head in mock sorrow at her lack of compassion. “Wounded and in pain.”

			“Oh, Beatrix.” Eugenia sighed, staring at her in disappointment. “You knew he was injured, and you abandoned him? You didn’t return him to town or summon help?”

			Jilting her six years ago on the eve of their wedding, she supposed, wasn’t sufficient provocation for leaving him in the road.

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” she cried in exasperation. “He wasn’t really hurt. He took a tumble off his horse, that’s all, the sort of thing that might happen to anyone. It’s happened to him more times than I can remember. He’s only trying to flick me on the raw by pretending to Geoff that I injured him. And if he were in need of a doctor,” she added, turning to her cousin, “what are you doing here? Why didn’t you race into the village on that bicycle of yours and fetch Dr. Corrigan?”

			“Because Mr. Robinson came by just then,” Geoff answered at once. “The old boy had all the duke’s things from the train station piled up in that cart of his, and some Indian-looking fellow in a turban was sitting beside him. He gave up his seat on the box to Will—the Indian fellow did, not Mr. Robinson. The Indian stepped onto the dummy board, and Mr. Robinson drove them both to Sunderland Park.”

			“There,” Beatrix countered with satisfaction. “You’ve just proven my point. If Will were injured, he wouldn’t have been able to climb up on the box of Mr. Robinson’s cart.” She returned her attention to Eugenia. “You see, Auntie? There’s no need to fuss over Sunderland. He’s perfectly well. What should be of concern is his reason for coming home. My wedding is only two months away, you know.”

			Eugenia’s frown deepened in puzzlement. “What are you implying, Beatrix?”

			“I don’t know,” she confessed. “But I am curious. Why is he here? He didn’t come home when his father died, nor when my father died—” Her voice choked up, and it took her a moment to regain her voice.

			“Six years away,” she continued, “yet now, on the eve of my wedding to someone else, he comes home. Why?”

			“Maybe he wants you back,” Geoff suggested, helping himself to another seedcake. “Maybe he’s come to stop the wedding.”

			Beatrix stared at her cousin in horror. “He couldn’t,” she murmured, even as Will’s words from a short time ago about upsetting the applecart came back to her. She swallowed hard. “He wouldn’t.”

			“Ohhh,” Eugenia moaned, pressing a hand to her forehead. “This is a fine kettle of fish.”

			Geoff began to laugh. “I can see it now—all the wedding guests assembled, the journalists with pencils poised, the vicar asking if anyone knows any just cause why these two should not be joined in holy matrimony, and Will stands up—”

			“What did he tell you?” Beatrix demanded, striding over to her cousin. When he didn’t answer, she reached out and grabbed him by the ear. “Did he say that’s why he’s home? To stop my wedding? Did he?”

			“Ouch!” Geoff cried in painful protest. He gripped her wrist and pulled, trying to free himself from her tight grip. “Let go of me!”

			“Beatrix, stop that at once!” Eugenia ordered. “Twisting your cousin’s ears is most unladylike!”

			She responded by twisting harder. “Geoff, if you don’t tell me what he told you, I swear I shall—”

			“Ow, ow!” he wailed, tugging at her wrist. “He didn’t tell me anything! I’m just having you on!”

			Beatrix let go of him with a huff of exasperation and relief. “I should have known you’d rattle on without knowing any facts. Still,” she added, frowning as she returned her attention to her aunt, “in this case, Geoff might actually be right.”

			“Surely you don’t think Sunderland’s come home to make trouble?” Eugenia looked dubious. “No, I can’t believe he’d do such a thing.”

			“I can,” she responded darkly. “He implied as much to me earlier today. And it would be just like him to stand up in church and disrupt the ceremony. He’d think it quite a lark, I daresay.”

			“I still don’t believe it. Sunderland is a gentleman.”

			“Gentleman?” She stared at her aunt in disbelief. “Does a gentleman abandon his bride-to-be a fortnight before their wedding? Does he refuse to come home even after inheriting his title? Does he ignore his ducal responsibilities and duties? No, Aunt Eugenia, Sunderland is many things, but he is no gentleman!”

			“Moderate your tone, Beatrix,” her aunt said with a hint of reproof. “I am scarce half a dozen feet from you and can hear your words quite clearly. A lady of breeding does not shout, remember.”

			She had been shouting, she realized, and she took a deep, steadying breath, trying to employ reason. Surely Will hadn’t come to try to win her back. She wasn’t conceited enough to believe it, and besides, six years had gone by. And she’d been engaged to Aidan for nearly nine months. If Will wanted to win her back, he’d had plenty of time to make the attempt before now.

			Still, whatever the reason for his return, the fact remained that he was here, and she did not put it past him to cause some sort of trouble for her and Aidan while he was home. Whatever his
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