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      “We’re going in the wrong direction, m’lady!”

      Instead of turning west at the ancient Temple Bar, the carriage had turned east on Fleet Street, and the driver was now whipping his team through the busy traffic going into the City. The lawyer raised the head of his cane to the roof of the carriage to get the attention of the driver, but the touch of Millicent’s gloved hand on his sleeve made him stop.

      “He’s going where he was directed, Sir Oliver. I have an urgent matter I need to see to at the wharves.”

      “At the wharves? But…but we’re already somewhat pressed for time for your appointment, m’lady.”

      “This will not take very long.”

      He sank back against the seat, somewhat relieved. “Since we have a little time then, perhaps I could ask you a few questions about the secretive nature of this meeting we have been summoned to attend this morning.”

      “Please, Sir Oliver,” Millicent pleaded quietly. “Can your questions wait until after my business at the wharves? I’m afraid my mind is rather distracted right now.”

      All his questions withered on the man’s tongue as Lady Wentworth turned her face toward the window and the passing street scene. A short time later, the carriage passed by St. Paul’s Cathedral and began wending its way down through a rough and odorous area in the direction of the Thames. By the time they crossed Fish Street, with its derelict sheds and warehouses, the lawyer could restrain himself no longer.

      “Would you at least tell me the nature of this business at the wharves, m’lady?”

      “We’re going to an auction.”

      Oliver Birch looked out the window at the milling crowds of workmen and pickpockets and whores. “M’lady, I hope you intend to stay in the carriage and that you’ll allow me to instruct one of the grooms to obtain what you’re looking for.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but it is essential that I see to this myself.”

      The lawyer grasped the side of the rocking carriage as the driver turned into the courtyard of a tumbledown wreck of a building on Brooke’s Wharf. Outside the window, an odd mix of well-dressed gentlemen and shabby merchants and seamen stood in attendance on an auction that, from the looks of things, was already well under way.

      “At least give me the details of what you intend to do here, Lady Wentworth.” Birch climbed out of the carriage first. Despite the biting wind off the Thames, the smells of the place—combined with the stink of the river’s edge—were appalling.

      “I read about the auction in the Gazette this morning. They are selling off the estate of a deceased physician by the name of Dombey. The ruined man moved back from Jamaica last month.” She pulled the hood up on her woolen cloak and accepted his hand as she stepped out. “Before he was put in debtor’s prison, he succumbed to ill health some ten days ago.”

      Birch had to hurry to keep up with Millicent as she pushed her way through the crowd to the front row. “And what, may I ask, in Dr. Dombey’s estate is of interest to you?”

      She didn’t answer, and the lawyer found his client’s gray eyes searching anxiously past the personal articles that were laid out on a makeshift platform. “I hope I’m not too late.”

      The lawyer did not ask any more questions as Millicent’s attention turned sharply toward the set of wide doors that led into the building. The bailiff was dragging out a frail-looking African woman wrapped in a tattered blanket and wearing only a dirty shift under it. A crate was placed on the platform, and the old woman—her neck and hands and feet in shackles—was pushed roughly onto it.

      Birch closed his eyes for a moment to control his disgust at this evidence of the barbaric and dishonorable trade that continued to curse the nation…in spite of Lord Henley’s comments that any slave stepping foot in England was free.

      “Lookee, gennelmen. This here slave was Dr. Dombey’s personal maid,” the auctioneer shouted. “She’s the only Negro the medical bloke carried back with him from Jamaica. Aye, sure, she’s a rum thing with her wrinkled face. And she’s of an age to rival Methuselah. But gennelmen, she’s said to be a weritable African queen, she is, and bright as crystal, they tell me. So e’en though she’s worth a good thirty pounds, what say we start the bidding of at…at a pound.”

      There was loud jeering and laughter from the group.

      “Look, now, gennelmen. ‘Ow about ten shillings then?” the auctioneer announced over the roar of the crowd. “She’s good teeth, she has.” He pulled opened the woman’s mouth roughly. There were crusts of blood on the chapped lips. “Ten shillings? Who’ll start the bidding at ten shillings?”

      “What bloody good is she?” somebody shouted.

      “Five, gennelmen. Who’ll start us at five?”

      “The woman is nothing more than a refuse slave,” another responded. “If we were in Port Royal, she’d be left to die on the wharf.”

      Birch glanced worriedly at Millicent and found a look of pain etched on her face. Tears were glimmering on the edges of her eyelids.

      “This is no place for you to be, m’lady,” he whispered quietly. “It is not right for you to be witnessing this. Whatever you came for must be already gone.”

      “The advertisement said she was a fine African lass.” A middle-aged clerk, sneering from his place at the edge of the platform, threw a crumpled Gazette at the old woman. “Why, she’s too old to even be good for⁠—”

      “Five pounds,” Millicent called out.

      Every eye in the place turned to her, and silence gripped the throng. Even the auctioneer seemed lost for words for a moment. Birch saw the woman’s wrinkled eyelids open a fraction and stare at Millicent.

      “Aye, yer ladyship. Yer bid is in fer⁠—”

      “Six pounds.” A second bid from someone deep in the crowd silenced the auctioneer again. All heads in unison turned to the back of the auction yard.

      “Seven,” Millicent responded.

      “Eight.”

      On the platform the man’s face broke out into a grin as the crowds parted, showing a nattily dressed clerk holding up a rolled newspaper. “Why, I see Mr. Hyde’s clerk is in attendance. Thank ye fer yer bid, Harry.”

      “Ten pounds,” Millicent said with great vehemence.

      Birch scanned the number of carriages in the yard, wondering from which one of them Jasper Hyde was issuing his commands. A large plantation owner in the West Indies and supposedly a good friend to the late Squire Wentworth, the Englishman had wasted no time in taking over all of the squire’s properties in the Caribbean after his death in payment for debts Wentworth had owed him. And if that were not enough, since arriving in England, Mr. Hyde had positioned himself as Lady Wentworth’s chief nemesis, buying up the rest of the bills of exchange and promissory notes the squire had left behind.

      “Twenty.”

      There was a loud gasp of disbelief and the crowd began to shift uncomfortably.

      “Thirty.”

      The lawyer turned to Millicent. “He’s playing with you, m’lady,” he said quietly. “I don’t believe it would be wise⁠—”

      “Fifty pounds,” the clerk called without a trace of emotion.

      A group of sailors near the edge of the platform turned and scoffed loudly at the clerk for pushing up the price.

      “I can’t let him do this. Dr. Dombey and this woman spent a great deal of time on Wentworth’s plantations in Jamaica. From the stories I’ve heard from Jonah and some of the others at Melbury Hall, she became a person of some importance to them.” She nodded to the auctioneer. “Sixty pounds.”

      Birch watched Jasper Hyde’s clerk appear to squirm a little. The man turned and looked toward the line of carriages. The rolled newspaper rose in the air before the caller could repeat the last bid. “Seventy.”

      The rumbling in the crowd became more pronounced. There were sharp comments to the effect that he should let the woman have the slave. A couple of the sailors edged threateningly toward the clerk, muttering derisive obscenities.

      “This is all a sick game to Mr. Hyde,” Millicent whispered, turning away from the platform. “There are many stories of his brutality on the plantations. The stories about what he did after taking possession of my husband’s land and slaves are even worse. He’s answerable to no one and has no regard for what few laws are observed there. This woman has witnessed it all, though. He will hurt her. Kill her, perhaps.” Her hands fisted. “Sir Oliver, I owe this to my people after all the suffering Wentworth caused. I can’t in good conscience turn my back when I can save this one. Not when I’ve failed all those others that Hyde took.”

      “That it, yer ladyship?” the auctioneer asked. “Yer giving in?”

      “Eighty,” she replied, her voice quavering.

      “You can’t afford this, m’lady,” Birch put in firmly but quietly. “Think of the promissory notes Hyde still holds from your husband. You’ve extended the date of repayment once. But they will all come due next month, and you are personally liable, to the extent of every last thing you own. And this includes Melbury Hall. You just can’t add more fuel to his fire.”

      “One hundred pounds.” The clerk’s shout was instantly swallowed up by a loud response from the crowd. Birch watched the man take a few nervous steps toward the carriages as the same angry sailors moved closer to him.

      “One ten, milady?” the auctioneer, grinning excitedly, called out from the platform.

      “You can’t save every one, Millicent,” Birch whispered sharply. When first asked by the earl and the countess of Stanmore to represent Lady Wentworth in her legal affairs a year ago, he’d also been informed of the woman’s great compassion for the Africans whom her late husband had held as slaves. But his expectations had not come close to the fervor he’d witnessed since then.

      “I know that, Sir Oliver.”

      “For all we know, he might already own this woman. In the same way that he has been acquiring all of the late squire’s notes, he may have done the same with Dombey. This may just be Jasper Hyde’s way of draining the last of your available funds.”

      As his words sank in, Millicent’s shoulders sagged. Wiping a tear from her face, she turned and started pushing her way toward the carriage. Halfway out of the yard, though, she swung around and raised a hand.

      “One hundred ten.”

      A round of exclamations erupted from the crowd. Gradually, people parted until she was facing the pale-faced clerk across the mud and dirt of the yard. Having already retreated to back edge of the crowd, the man shook his head at the auctioneer and looked back at Millicent.

      “Lady Wentworth can have her Negro at the price of a hundred ten pounds.”

      The mocking tones of the man, accompanied by his sneer, caused the sailors to lose the last of their restraint, and two took off after him. The clerk turned and bolted from the yard. Watching him run, Birch felt the urge to go after the clerk himself. There was no doubt in the lawyer’s mind that this ordeal had been arranged. In a moment, the sailors returned empty-handed.

      She laid her hand gently on his arm. “Regardless of Mr. Hyde’s actions, I had to save this woman’s life, Sir Oliver.”

      Millicent Gregory Wentworth could not be considered a great beauty, nor could her sense of style be called au courant by the standards of London’s ton. But what she lacked in those areas—and in the false pride so fashionable of late—she made up in dignity and humanity. And all of this despite a lifetime of oppression and bad luck.

      Birch nodded respectfully to his client. “Why not wait in the carriage, m’lady. I would be happy to take care of the details here.”

      A small writing desk was being handed up and placed exactly where the slave woman had stood a moment earlier. Millicent watched several members of the crowd edge forward for a better look at the piece of furniture. They were far more interested in this item than in the human being who was auctioned off before it. Only the competition of the bidding had attracted their attention. She turned to watch the woman being led across the yard, with Sir Oliver trailing behind.

      Appalled by the entire proceeding, Millicent pushed her way through the crowd to the carriage.

      “She will be brought to my office this afternoon,” Birch said as soon as he had climbed in some time later. “And, since you do not wish to have her delivered to your sister’s home, I’ll arrange for a place for her to stay until you’re ready to leave for Melbury Hall.”

      “Thank you. We shall be leaving tomorrow morning,” Millicent replied.

      “Rest assured, m’lady, everything will be handled with the utmost discretion.”

      “I know it will,” she said quietly, looking out the small window of the carriage at the door of the shed where the old woman had been taken. Millicent couldn’t help but worry about how much more pain these horrible people would inflict on her before she was delivered to the lawyer’s office that afternoon.

      As they rode along in silence through the city, she thought of the money she’d just spent. A hundred ten pounds was equivalent to seven months’ worth of salaries of all twenty servants she employed at Melbury Hall, not counting the field hands. It was true that the purchase of the black woman would cut deeply into her rapidly diminishing funds. And she wasn’t even considering the money that she needed to pay Jasper Hyde next month. Millicent rubbed her fingers over a dull ache in her temple and tried to think only of how much good it would do, bringing this woman back to Hertfordshire.

      “Lady Wentworth,” the lawyer said finally, breaking the silence as they drew near their destination, “we can’t put off discussing your appointment with the Dowager Countess Aytoun any longer. I’m still completely in the dark concerning why we are going there.”

      “That makes two of us, Sir Oliver,” she replied tiredly. “Her note summoning—or rather, inviting me—to meet with her arrived three days ago at Melbury Hall, and her groom stayed until I sent her an answer. I was to arrive at the Earl of Aytoun’s town house in Hanover Square today at eleven this morning with my attorney. Nothing more was said.”

      “This sounds very abrupt. Do you know the countess?”

      Millicent shook her head. “I do not. But then again, a year ago I didn’t know Mr. Jasper Hyde, either. Nor the other half-dozen creditors who have endeavored to come after me from every quarter since Wentworth’s death.” She pulled the cloak tighter around herself. “One thing I’ve learned this past year and a half is that there is no hiding from those to whom my husband owed money. I have to face them—one by one—and try to make some reasonable arrangement to pay them back.”

      “You know that I admire you greatly in your efforts, but we both know you’re encumbered almost beyond the point of recovery already.” He paused. “You have some very generous friends, Lady Wentworth. If you would allow me to reveal to them just a hint of your hardship⁠—”

      “No, sir,” she said sharply. “I find no shame in being poor. But I find great dishonor in begging. Please, I don’t care to hear any more.”

      “As you wish, m’lady.”

      Millicent nodded gratefully at her lawyer. Sir Oliver had already served her well, and she trusted that he would honor her request.

      “To set your mind a little at ease, though,” he continued, “you should know that the Dowager Countess Aytoun is socially situated far differently than Mr. Hyde, or your late husband. She’s a woman of great wealth, but she’s rumored to be exceedingly…well, careful with her money. Some say she’s so tightfisted that her own servants must struggle to receive their wages. In short, I cannot see her lending any money to Squire Wentworth.”

      “I’m relieved to hear that. I should have known that with your attention to detail we would not be walking into this meeting totally unprepared. What else have you learned about her?”

      “A few things, m’lady. Lady Pennington’s given name is Beatrice. She’s been a widow for over five years. She’s Scottish by birth, with the blood of Highlanders in her veins. She comes from an ancient family, and she married well besides.”

      “She has children?”

      “Three sons. All men now. Lyon Pennington is the fourth Earl of Aytoun. The second son, Pierce Pennington, has apparently been making a fortune in the American colonies despite the embargo. And David Pennington, the youngest, is an officer in His Majesty’s army. The countess herself led a very quiet life until the scandal that tore her family apart occurred this past summer.”

      “Scandal?”

      Sir Oliver nodded. “Indeed, m’lady. It involved a young lady named Emma Douglas. I understand all three brothers were fond of her. She ended up marrying the oldest brother and became the countess of Aytoun two years ago.”

      That hardly sounded scandalous, but Millicent had no chance to ask any more questions as their carriage rolled to a stop in front of an elegant mansion facing Hanover Square. A footman in gold-trimmed livery greeted them as he opened the door of the carriage. Another servant escorted them up the wide marble steps to the front door.

      Inside the mansion’s entrance hall, yet another servant greeted them. As Millicent shed her cloak, her gaze took in the semicircular alcove at the far end of the hall and the ornate gilded scrolls and rosettes that decorated the high patterned ceiling. In a receiving area beyond an open set of doors, she could see upholstered furniture of deep walnut by Sheraton and Chippendale tastefully arranged about the room, while handsome carpets covered the brightly polished floors.

      A tall, elderly steward approached and informed them that the dowager was waiting.

      “What was the nature of the scandal?” she managed to whisper as they followed the steward and another servant up the sweeping circular stairs to a drawing room.

      “Just rumors, m’lady,” Birch whispered, “to the effect that the earl murdered his wife.”

      “But that is⁠—”

      She stopped as the door to the drawing room was opened. Trying to contain her shock and curiosity, Millicent entered as they were announced.

      There were four people in the cozy, well-appointed room: the dowager countess, a pale gentleman standing by a desk that had a ledger book open on it, and two lady’s maids.

      Lady Aytoun was an older woman, obviously in ill health. She was sitting on a sofa with pillows propped behind her and a blanket on her lap. Blue eyes studied the visitors from behind a pair of spectacles.

      Millicent gave a small curtsy. “Our apologies, my lady, for being delayed.”

      “Did you win the auction?” The dowager’s abruptness caused Millicent to look over in surprise at Sir Oliver. He appeared as baffled as she was. “The African woman. Did you win the auction?”

      “I…I did,” she managed to get out. “But how did you know about it?”

      “How much?”

      Millicent bristled at the inquiry, but at the same time she felt no shame for what she’d done. “One hundred ten pounds. Though I must tell you I don’t know what business it is of⁠—”

      “Add it to the tally, Sir Richard.” The dowager waved a hand at the gentleman still standing by the desk. “A worthy cause.”

      Sir Oliver stepped forward. “May I say, m’lady⁠—”

      “Pray, save the idle prattle, young man. Come and sit. Both of you.”

      Millicent’s lawyer, who probably hadn’t been addressed as “young man” in decades, stared openmouthed for a moment. Then, as he and Millicent did as they were instructed, the countess dismissed the servants with a wave of her hand.

      “Very well. I know both of you, and you know me. That pasty-faced bag of bones over there is my lawyer, Sir Richard Maitland.” The old woman arched an eyebrow in the direction of her attorney, who bowed stiffly and sat. “And now, the reason why I invited you here.”

      Millicent could not even hazard a guess as to what was coming next.

      “People acting on my behalf have been reporting to me about you for some time now, Lady Wentworth. You have surpassed my expectations.” Lady Aytoun removed her spectacles. “No reason for dallying. You’re here because I have a business proposition.”

      “A business proposition?” Millicent murmured.

      “Indeed. I want you to marry my son, the Earl of Aytoun. By a special license. Today.”
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      Faced with the threat of another life in hell, Millicent shot to her feet. In an instant, propriety and decorum were cast to the winds.

      “You’ve made a grave mistake, Lady Aytoun.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Your servant must have delivered the message to a wrong address.”

      “Sit down, Lady Wentworth.”

      “I’m afraid I cannot.” She glanced in the direction of her lawyer and found him standing as well.

      “If you please, Lady Wentworth. There is no reason for panic.” The dowager’s tone was gentler. “I’m well aware of your fears. I have been advised fully of the suffering you endured during your marriage. But what I’m proposing to you now has no similarity to the situation you were forced to endure under the brutal tyranny of your first husband.”

      Millicent stared at the old woman, trying to understand how she could know any of that. The dowager was speaking of her life as if it were public knowledge, and a queasy feeling gripped her stomach. The urge to run for the door was strong. She wanted nothing more than to go out of the house and return to Melbury Hall.

      To Millicent, marriage meant being owned by a man. She had felt the chains of that “blissful” state for five endless years. There was no protection for a married woman. Marriage was a state of mental and physical abuse. Period. The vows of matrimony were nothing more than a curse contrived by men to control women. And after Wentworth’s death, she had sworn never to allow herself to be subjugated to that life again.

      Millicent took a step toward the door.

      “At least allow me to explain my purpose for this confusion.” The dowager raised a hand to her. “I know at first I spoke in haste. I believe if you would be so kind as to allow me to explain the unpleasant situation in which I find my family, then you will better understand the reason for the offer.”

      “Any explanation of your family’s situation, m’lady, is completely unnecessary. If you know anything of my history, then you should also know that my revulsion to the very notion of marriage is unrelated to anything you might tell me of your own family. The topic is repugnant to me, Lady Aytoun, and under no circumstances am I willing to⁠—”

      “My son is a cripple, Lady Wentworth,” the dowager interrupted. “After a horrible accident last summer, he has been left with no use of his legs. He has no strength in one arm. He has plunged into a state of melancholia from which he cannot lift himself. I thank God for the loyalty and persistence of his personal manservant and a half-dozen others who see to all of his needs, for without them I would have been lost. Indeed, without them I would have had no choice but to place him in a hospital for the insane. I don’t mind telling you that such a situation would surely have killed me.”

      The distraught tone of the old woman’s words tugged at Millicent’s heartstrings. “You have my deepest sympathy, m’lady, but I fail to see what I could do.”

      The dowager’s hands trembled as they absently straightened the blanket on her lap. “Despite all of my bravado, Lady Wentworth, I’m quite ill. To be blunt, I’m dying. And my physicians, the devil take them, are very happy to give me daily reminders that I might not see the next sunrise.”

      “Really, m’lady, I⁠—”

      “Don’t take me wrong. I don’t give a sin about myself. I’ve had a full life. Right now my greatest worry is what will happen to Lyon when I’m gone. That is why I have asked you here today.”

      “But…but surely there are other options. Family. Friends. Other acquaintances who are not complete strangers to you. Lord Aytoun is a peer of the realm. You have so many venues available to you, so many treatments.”

      “Please, Lady Wentworth. Please sit down. I’ll explain.”

      Millicent turned and found Birch standing attentively a couple of steps away, awaiting her decision whether to go or stay. She looked back at the aging countess. The façade of strength she had encountered in the dowager when first entering was completely gone. What Millicent saw now was simply another woman. A dying woman. A mother who was just trying to secure the future well-being of her son.

      She hesitantly sat down. The expression of relief on the dowager’s face was immediate.

      “Thank you. You asked about family. Well, those remaining believe that if something were to happen to me, then Lyon should be put in a madhouse.” Temper flashed in the old woman’s blue eyes. “The Earl of Aytoun is not mad. He doesn’t belong in Bedlam. I won’t have him tied and tortured, bled and purged, dosed with opium and put on display for the rest of London’s ton.”

      “But there must be other treatments for his condition. Every day there seems to be a new cure for yet another ailment.”

      “I have tried every method and paid a great deal of money, and seen no improvement in him. Just this past week, there was an advertisement in the Gazette by a Mr. Payne at the Angel and Crown in St. Paul’s Churchyard. It claimed that sufferers from ‘loss of memory or forgetfulness’ for two shillings six pence could buy a pot of ‘a grateful electuary’ that would enable them to ‘remember the minutest circumstances of their affairs to a wonder.’ I had Lyon try it, hoping to spur some response in him. Nothing.” She gave a dismissive wave. “I’m tired of the charlatans and the Merry-Andrews who eagerly endorse the claims of these quacks. I’m tired of giving my son highly colored pills that have no good in them at all. You see, his legs and arm were broken, but now they are healed, and yet he has no ability to move them. He cannot walk. He cannot even lift his right arm. So the so-called doctors say he must have a secret disease. Those from the university have but one answer: Bleed him and bleed him again. But it has no effect.”

      “I’m sorry, m’lady⁠—”

      “So am I,” the dowager said, looking at her directly. “But I’ll have no more of that. And I’ll have no madhouse for my son. And I’ll definitely have no more of these quacks with their dung tea, stewed owls, and crushed worms. I’m done with them all.”

      “I know there are many, many charlatans out there. But there must be some reputable doctors, as well.”

      “Aye, there are. But the reputable ones, as you call them, are also at their wit’s end. Aside from bleeding and purging, their only other suggestion is to keep him sedated.”

      “Why? Is he violent?”

      “Of course not,” the dowager assured her. “But he has been terribly unhappy at Baronsford, the Aytoun family seat southeast of Edinburgh. That’s where the accident happened. In fact, this past fall he went so far as to insist on transferring control of all his inherited properties to his brother Pierce, my second son. Not that his hasty decision did any good for anyone. Pierce is not in England at present, and he has no interest whatsoever in the family fortune. Besides, Lyon is the earl. He’s the one to whom our dependents look up to and—” She abruptly stopped and waved a dismissive hand. “But Baronsford is the least of my problems right now. The reason I brought it up is so you would know why I needed to get him away from it. I need to find my son a place where he won’t be reminded of his past and what he has lost.”

      Millicent’s nerves had once again settled. She was calm enough to realize that no one could force her into anything. The choices were hers; so were the consequences. “I still can’t see how your proposal could improve the earl’s life. I’m no physician, and I’m hardly capable of⁠—”

      “He needs to be out of Scotland. He needs a home with people who will care for him. Since your husband’s death, it is no secret that you have provided a safe haven for the people Squire Wentworth enslaved.” The dowager paused for a moment before continuing. “But you should know that I intend to make this arrangement as advantageous to you as it is for my son.”

      Without waiting for the younger woman’s response, she motioned to her lawyer to hand her a large sheet of paper lined in the ledger style of banking clerks.

      “My dear, this is a summary of all the loans and promissory notes that Squire Wentworth left you. We went to a great deal of difficulty in gathering them together. It may be that there are some that we have missed. Your lawyer here can scan them at his leisure and let us know. And as you know, there are a number of individuals who take great enjoyment in revealing the painful layers of your indebtedness just to watch you unravel.”

      Millicent reached for the proffered paper and glanced down the list of debts. The totals at the bottom were huge, but she would not allow her distress to show. She’d known for some time that she was drowning. The depth of the water made very little difference. The end result was the same. She handed the paper to Sir Oliver.

      “What is it exactly that you propose, Lady Aytoun?” she asked dully.

      “A marriage in name only. A business arrangement, pure and simple. If you were to agree to the terms, the Earl of Aytoun will come to reside with you at Melbury Hall. But he will arrive with his own manservant and servants. We have a new doctor who can travel up from London on a regular basis. All you need to do is arrange for space for these people. In return, my lawyer Maitland here will have all the debts listed on that paper—and any others that are unfamiliar to us—paid in full. In addition, these two gentlemen will settle on a generous amount that will be paid to you on a monthly basis to support the upkeep of Melbury Hall. It will be more than enough for you to continue to pursue your causes.”

      Millicent’s head reeled with all that the dowager had just proposed. She had spent endless nights awake, tossing and turning as she worried about her expenses. The last six months had been especially difficult. Lady Aytoun was offering her an opportunity to free herself of the shackles of her husband’s debts once and for all. But the thought of the price she would have to pay kept pushing itself forward in her mind with terrifying clarity. Marriage again.

      “What will happen to our arrangement, m’lady, if the Earl of Aytoun recovers from this affliction?”

      “I’m afraid there is no hope. No doctor who has seen him recently believes…” The countess paused to quiet a quaver in her voice. “None of them believes there is any chance of him recovering.”

      “But he might.”

      “I envy your optimism.”

      “I want a provision in the agreement that, in the event of his recovery, a divorce will be uncontested.”

      The dowager glanced at her lawyer.

      Sir Richard nodded curtly, rising from his chair. “Considering the nature of the marriage and the earl’s present health, an annulment or a divorce could certainly be arranged.”

      Sir Oliver agreed. “His present state of mind makes it an arguable case for annulment.”

      Millicent couldn’t believe how far she had been persuaded. In her mind, she was actually weighing the benefits versus the loss, and the scale was definitely tipping.

      “Anything else? Any concerns that you have been left with?”

      The dowager’s question lifted Millicent’s chin. “Aye, m’lady. Why me? I’m a stranger to you. Why did you decide on me?”

      “We did not settle on you without serious consideration. Faced with my requirements, my lawyer here had a great challenge laid at his door. His search has been painstaking. But I must tell you that your history and your reputation for goodness, combined with all that Sir Richard was able to gather about your present financial situation, made you the perfect candidate.” The older woman nodded approvingly. “I hope you’re not offended by the amount of poking and prodding that my people have been doing into your past and present affairs. When they concluded, there was very little about you that I did not know.”

      Millicent raised a curious brow. For all her life, she had maintained a very private lifestyle. She doubted there was much out there for anyone to dig into.

      “This surprises me, m’lady, and I should like to hear a sample of what your people might have discovered about me.”

      “If you wish. You are Millicent Gregory Wentworth, twenty-nine years of age. You have been widowed for a year and a half. You were entered into an arranged marriage by your family.”

      “These are facts easily obtainable. They don’t say anything about the person.”

      “That is true. But my meeting with you today has settled my mind about that. With the exception of an overnight stay at their residence now and then, as in the case of this trip to London, you’re practically estranged from your kin. Not that I blame you. Your family consists of two older sisters and an uncle whom you do not trust, since he gave you to Wentworth without any inquiries into the man’s character.” The old woman’s hand smoothed the blanket tightly over her lap. “There is little correspondence between any of your family. During your five years of marriage, you never once confided to any of them about the abuse you were receiving at the hands of your husband. You have very few close friends, but your pride does not allow you to ask for help, even when you’re desperate. What else? Yes, you’re involved in freeing your slaves⁠—”

      “My late husband’s slaves.”

      “Indeed. Partly because of your efforts to correct that situation, however, you’re on the verge of being crushed under the resulting financial burdens.” The dowager’s gaze swept over Millicent’s face. “On a much more trivial level, you appear contented with your unadorned looks and your obvious disinterest in style. Actually, you have never been an active member of London’s fashionable set and, since becoming a widow, have taken shelter within the walls of your country residence, Melbury Hall, at Hertfordshire.”

      “I have missed nothing important by staying in the country, m’lady.”

      “Quite true. And this attitude is one of the things that I find most advantageous. You will not miss the parties in town during the Season nor hold a grudge against your husband for not escorting you to London, or Bath, or wherever the ton is running wild at the moment. In addition, you’re a bright woman who is endowed with great compassion. You have finally discovered the value of independence, and you’re now striving to wield the power that goes along with it. But to succeed, you could very well use the protection of a husband’s name to keep the wolves from the door.”

      The battle inside Millicent raged. She did indeed need the protection of a husband’s name in order to pursue her goals. Already she had found it nearly impossible to hire and keep a capable steward to manage Melbury Hall. Even in going to an auction by the Thames, she found that society demanded the presence of a male overseer, since obviously a man had such a higher level of intelligence than any woman.

      Millicent did her best to control her temper and instead thought of her best friend’s story of the ten years that she had spent in Philadelphia. Going under the assumed name of Mrs. Ford, Rebecca had used the ruse of having a husband to establish herself and a newborn in that city.

      “What do you think of the offer, Lady Wentworth?”

      Millicent shook off her struggle and met the dowager’s direct gaze. “Why today? What is the significance of this marriage taking place today?”

      “You don’t stay away from Melbury Hall more than a day or two at the most. My guess is that you’re traveling back there tomorrow morning.”

      “I am.”

      “When I add that to my physicians’ predictions about the scarcity of sunsets and sunrises in my future, I could not bring myself to tempt fate by waiting. There is too much at stake.”

      “How does his lordship feel about this great scheme you have been devising?”

      The dowager drew a deep breath and released it before answering. “I didn’t know if I would be able to convince you, but I explained to my son that it would be out of your need for financial support and not out of charity that the marriage might be arranged. Once he heard that, he was resigned to it. He’ll not be pitied. Whatever else might be stripped from Lyon, he will always have his pride.”

      

      Lyon Pennington, fourth Earl of Aytoun, remained motionless in the seat before the window. The muscles of the peer’s gaunt face were drawn tight beneath the dark, untrimmed beard. His eyes were fixed on an invisible point somewhere out beyond the glass, out amid the dreary scenery of Hanover Square.

      The earl’s two valets had laid out a brocade coat, a silk waistcoat, a black cravat, breeches, stockings, and silver buckled shoes for the wedding. Neither man dared to approach him and they stood by the door, exchanging nervous looks.

      “She’s here,” a young woman whispered, coming in with a tray of tea.

      She hurried to put the tray down on a table near the earl. With a curtsy, she backed away and returned to where the men were standing.

      “The dowager thinks,” she whispered to one of them, “that the visitor will be looking to meet with his lordship before the ceremony.”

      Another serving girl walked in carrying a tray of pastries. Following her, the earl’s man Gibbs entered the chamber.

      “What’re ye waiting for?” he growled at the valets. “His lordship should be dressed by now.”

      As Gibbs took a step toward them, the two men moved to do his bidding. The earl’s man was as tall and as broad as the great oaks in the deer park at Baronsford, and they both had felt the weight of his displeasure in the past. One of the valets reached for his master’s buckskin breeches. He looked uneasily at his lanky fellow servant, who was picking up Lord Aytoun’s shirt. They were both still hesitant to approach the master.

      The one called John whispered warily to Gibbs, “’Slordship was none too keen about dressin’ this mornin’.”

      The two serving maids hurriedly escaped the chamber.

      “Aye, Mr. Gibbs,” the other valet put in quietly. “By ‘slife, sir, Lord Aytoun near killed us both while we was tryin’ to dress ‘im. Not till we gave him the tonic the new doctor left for ‘im did he settle down at all.”

      “His lordship had that already this morning!” Gibbs exploded, quickly lowering his voice to a fierce whisper. “’Tis not to be given any bloody time ye fancy giving it to him.”

      “Aye, sir. But what he had weren’t enough.”

      “If I had the time right now to wring your necks and kick ye from here to…” Gibbs tried to compose himself. “But the lack of time is going to save yer bloody arses. The company is already downstairs, and he’s still not dressed.”

      “’Tis only a minute or two that he’s calmed ‘imself.”

      Scowling at them, he motioned for the two men to follow him as he moved to the earl’s chair. “M’lord?”

      Lyon’s gaze never wavered from the window. He was neither asleep nor awake. Gibbs closed the shutters and stepped in front of the sitting man again.

      “We need to get you ready for company, m’lord.”

      The earl’s face was blank as he looked up at the three men now standing before him.

      “Lady Wentworth and her lawyer have arrived, sir,” the earl’s manservant said calmly, pulling the blanket off the man’s unmoving legs. “The bishop has been waiting in the library an hour. Ye’re expected, m’lord.”

      One of the valets reached down to undo the buttons of the double-breasted dressing gown. Perceiving the scowl being directed at him by his ailing master, he stopped and shrank back a step.

      “Put me in the bed,” Lyon growled in slurred tones.

      “I cannot, m’lord. Her ladyship insisted that we should have ye ready.”

      With no thought for the legs that did not move—that had not supported him in months—the Earl of Aytoun pushed himself up from the chair. Before the hands of his panicked servants could reach him, he fell heavily to the floor.

      “Bloody hell…!”

      “…landed on ‘is right arm!”

      “Help me roll him off it.” Gibbs was down on his knees beside the earl in an instant.

      “I ‘eard the doctor say he’d have a surgeon amputate if that arm breaks again.”

      Gibbs flashed John a killing look for his comment and gently turned the earl over.

      Lyon Pennington was as large a man as Gibbs. His months of confinement had detracted somewhat from his prior robustness, but moving him still required several men. Even more when he was not in the best of tempers.

      “M’lord, if I may remind ye…” Gibbs gingerly bent and straightened the earl’s right arm. The bone didn’t appear to be broken again. “Your lordship promised the dowager that ye would go through with this plan of hers.”

      “Put me back in bed.” Anger was woven tightly into the words that escaped his lips. His good hand formed a fist and pounded once on the floor. “Now!”

      “Your mother had another sick spell last night, m’lord. We had to send for the doctor.” Gibbs crouched nearby, knowing better than to maneuver the earl when his anger was on the edge of exploding. The man’s blue eyes were boring holes in the manservant’s head. “The only thing pushing her from her sickbed this morning was your promise to abide by her wish. If she hears that ye have decided to throw it all down the well, then that could be the last straw. If ye please, m’lord, her ladyship has gone to a great deal of trouble to arrange this for ye. I’m thinking ye might give her a wee bit of peace for the few days she might have left in this world.”

      Whether it was the sedating medicine the valets had administered earlier or the realization on the earl’s part that he had few choices left, Gibbs couldn’t tell. Whatever it was, the servant was relieved when Lyon Pennington didn’t fight them when they lifted him again into the chair.

      “And what of this woman, Gibbs?” he muttered. “Do you think this new bride of mine will ever have so much as a moment’s peace?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Jasper Hyde pulled his pocket watch from his waistcoat and looked at it. It was nearly three in the afternoon, though there was no sign of his blasted clerk or Platt, either.

      White’s Club was crowded, as it was every day, and Hyde glanced around at the other gentlemen. He was beginning to recognize some of the faces of the players and the others who simply milled about drinking and being entertained by the sight of those intent on losing their fortunes. It didn’t seem to matter what time of day it was here; the card and dice tables were nearly always full. Hyde knew, though, that the crowd would soon start to thin as some went off to the dinners and parties and the many other vices that London offered in abundance.

      Hyde stared at the dice cup in the Earl of Winchelsea’s hand. He himself had already lost more than he cared to, but he knew it was well worth it to be rubbing shoulders with such members of the ton. And it didn’t hurt to lose money to them, either.

      “All bets down,” the periwigged croupier called in a bored voice.

      Behind the man, by the large open hearth, a harpist and horn player were playing, and the director was upbraiding a servant for being slow with his delivery of a bottle of wine to a hazard table in the corner.

      Lord Winchelsea rattled the dice once more for luck and rolled them out onto the table.

      “Seven.” The men crowded around the table responded with groans and shouts of victory, depending on their wagers, and Hyde watched Winchelsea smile arrogantly as the dice were passed back to him.

      “Now this is what I call a celebration,” Winchelsea said to the Earl of Carlisle, standing to his left. The other nobleman snorted in response, and Winchelsea smiled at Jasper Hyde. “Still betting with my erstwhile friend here, Hyde?”

      The plantation owner glanced down at the quickly dwindling sum before him. Hyde knew the young earl had easily lost three thousand pounds this week. Winchelsea’s luck, however, had definitely turned today.

      “If you don’t mind, m’lord, I believe I shall wager with you.”

      “Smart move, Hyde. By the way, I have reserved a private room at Clifton’s Chophouse down by the Temple Bar before we go on to Drury Lane. Care to join us there for dinner?”

      “I would be delighted.” Extremely pleased at being included, Hyde doubled his initial wager on the table.

      “Considering your good news today, you should invite everyone here for dinner,” Lord Carlisle challenged.

      “Damn me, but you’re right about that, Carlisle. You can all come.” Winchelsea started rattling the dice cup amid of the loud laughter and calls of approval by those gathered around the table.

      “If I maybe so bold as to ask, m’lord, what is the nature of your good news?”

      Carlisle answered Hyde’s question. “Rumor has it that our friend’s chief nemesis is escaping to the country first thing in the morning.”

      “Aytoun is leaving London?” someone said from across the room.

      “Carried away from London, to be more accurate,” Lord Carlisle answered.

      “Finally sending him to Bedlam, are they?” the same person asked.

      “Despite my heartfelt recommendation, no.” Winchelsea shook the cup more savagely. “But he’s being sentenced to a lifetime of imprisonment all the same. We hear that he’s getting married again this afternoon.”

      “All bets down,” the croupier intoned.

      “What simpleton would give their daughter to him?” another person asked. “Didn’t he kill his first wife?”

      “That was only an unsubstantiated rumor,” Carlisle said in defense of the absent nobleman. “No truth to it whatsoever.”

      “I disagree with that,” Winchelsea argued, putting the cup of dice on the table. “Having faced the man’s brutal temperament, I find him perfectly capable of murdering his wife.”

      “You faced Aytoun’s ‘brutal’ temperament because you were dallying with his wife,” Carlisle scoffed. “And you just say that now because he was the only man to best you in a duel. You’ve only just lately stopped complaining of the shoulder wound you sustained against him. If you’d beaten him, I say you would not be slandering him with such accusations.”

      “Are you accusing me?” Winchelsea challenged hotly.

      “No…and you won’t convince me to face you in the park in the crack of dawn, either, my friend.” Carlisle handed the cup of dice back to the earl. “I say we continue with our celebration and let Aytoun and his new wife just go to hell.”

      Voices rose in agreement around the table at that. Still scowling at his friend, Winchelsea grudgingly took the cup and rolled out the dice.

      “Six,” the croupier declared, handing back the dice.

      Carlisle smiled smugly. “Hope this doesn’t mean your luck has changed.”

      “Wishful thinking on your part.”

      “Next we’ll be hearing that your tailor’s at the door waiting to be paid.”

      “You are the devil himself, Carlisle, to wish such horrible things upon me.”

      Paying no regard to the give and take of the two men, Hyde closely followed the roll of the dice across the table again. Seven. Winchelsea’s violent curse was mild compared to how Hyde felt at that moment. Losing five hundred guineas at a single throw might be insignificant among this group of gentry, but for Hyde it was another link in a lengthening chain of bad luck.

      The plantation owner held his breath as a stabbing pain suddenly wracked his chest and shoulders. Hyde waited until the spasms subsided. He knew they would pass, and he didn’t want to draw any attention to them. Occurring with no warning and more and more frequently of late, the sharp pains came and went, but not before draining him of his vigor. He leaned on the table.

      The dice cup passed on to Lord Carlisle, and once again wagers were being laid on the table. Turning his head, Hyde was relieved to see his lawyer finally appear at the doorway. He made his excuses at the table and made his way across the room to where Platt stood waiting. Without saying a word, the lawyer led him down the stairs to where the clerk, Harry, stood squirming just inside the front door.

      A servant handed Hyde his cane and hat and gloves and helped him on with his overcoat. All the while, Hyde kept his gaze fixed on his servant. The pain in his chest had started to ease a little, but the air in his chest was scarce.

      Hyde motioned to the two new arrivals to follow him into a small chamber beside the entryway. It was obvious that all had not gone as planned.

      “Where is she?”

      Platt closed the door of the chamber before breaking the news. “Harry was not able to buy the slave woman.”

      Rage, like a strong gust of wind, rushed through him in a single sweep. The clerk shrank back against the wall as the end of Hyde’s cane jabbed him hard in the chest. “You had your instructions. All you had to do was to continue to bid on her until you won her.”

      “I did, sir. But the price kept climbing.”

      “Lady Wentworth showed up at the auction unexpectedly,” Platt offered from a safe distance.

      “I couldn’t win the woman, sir, but I made her ladyship pay a fortune for her. She was a worthless refuse slave.”

      Jasper Hyde’s fury boiled over, and he struck the man hard on the side of the head with the cane. “You are the worthless refuse. I should turn you out now. Did you hear nothing of what I told you before? Your specific instructions were to bid up and win that slave. What worry is it of yours about the price?”

      “But she went for a hundred ten pounds, master,” Harry blurted out, rubbing his head with one hand and ready to deflect the next blow with the other. “And the crowds were against me. They thought I was pushing the price up on Lady Wentworth and took her side, sir. I looked for yer carriage, but ye and Mr. Platt here were nowheres to be seen. I never thought ye’d be meaning to go anywhere above fifty pound. But I braced myself and went double, and⁠—”

      The cane flashed again, striking the clerk on his upraised wrist and causing him to howl in pain.

      “This will solve nothing,” Platt said nervously. “There are other ways of getting the slave back.”

      Jasper Hyde labored to breathe as he sank onto a nearby chair. He gripped his cane with both hands and tried to fight the pain that was once again raging through him.

      “It is fortunate that Lady Wentworth was the one winning the slave,” Platt offered reasonably. “She owes you a fortune in promissory notes. And she has no credit available to her at all. She bid five times the value of the slave woman and might not even have enough funds available to pay for the purchase. Either through Dombey’s creditors or Lady Wentworth’s lawyer, I could have the slave woman in your possession by the end of the week.”

      Hyde considered that for a moment, waiting for the pain to pass. When he stood up, the clerk, Harry, cowered against the wall. The plantation owner turned to Platt.

      “You make certain of that,” Jasper Hyde instructed his lawyer. “Time is running short.”

      

      The articles lay before her on the brick hearth of the small fireplace. They were no more than a few things Ohenewaa had been able to hide in the sleeves of her ragged shift. A few stones, the crumbled broken bark of a tree, some dried leaves, a small satchel with a few strands of hair. The old woman poured a few drops of water onto the hearth and placed a small piece of bread as an offering next to the charms. She had much for which to give thanks, and she knew the spirits were listening as she knelt by the makeshift altar.

      Reaching into the hearth, Ohenewaa took a fistful of warm ashes and spread them on her face and hands and arms. The ancient chant started low in her chest. Rocking back and forth where she sat, she thanked the Supreme Being, Onyame, for her deliverance from Jasper Hyde. She chanted her gratitude for having the shackles once again removed from her hands and feet and neck.

      What was to become of her was still a mystery. She had been delivered to the office of the lawyer, Sir Oliver Birch, in the early afternoon. The tall Englishman had the name of a tree, she thought. Perhaps he had a soul, as well.

      The lawyer had looked in on her a little later and had explained that the lady at the wharf had already signed the papers freeing her. A free woman, he had said. The words were difficult to comprehend fully. A free woman.

      But the lawyer had also said that this same woman, Lady Wentworth, would be pleased if Ohenewaa would accompany her to her country estate in Hertfordshire. The lawyer had explained that there were many freed slaves who lived and worked at Melbury Hall, and Lady Wentworth thought that Ohenewaa might know some of them from her years in Jamaica.

      Ohenewaa remembered the name Wentworth very well. She remembered clearly the people’s celebration when news of Squire Wentworth’s death reached the sugar plantations in Jamaica. But that was before Jasper Hyde’s iron fist had closed around their throats.

      At the sound of a knock on the door, she ceased her chanting. The door slowly opened, and a young woman’s face appeared, peering in with uncertainty. “May I come in?”

      The blue eyes were large and curious, taking in the articles on the hearth. They turned soft and the lips thinned when she looked at the ragged shift and the blanket covering Ohenewaa. Neither bit of cloth did much to hide the ugly bruises around her collar or her wrists.

      “I’m Violet,” the young woman said softly, opening the door a little. Ohenewaa could see the woman was holding a tray in her arms, but she didn’t enter immediately. “I’m Lady Wentworth’s personal maid. She sent me here to see to your needs until we are ready to leave for Melbury Hall tomorrow morning. May I come in?”

      Ohenewaa studied the young woman’s pretty dress, no doubt a hand-me-down from her lady’s wardrobe. The old woman nodded slowly, but did not rise.

      “They told me there was some water and bread left here, but I brought you some hot food. My lady said that—good as he is—we shouldn’t put too much faith in an old bachelor like Sir Oliver.” She placed the tray she was carrying on the table beside the narrow bed and glanced around. A pitcher of water and a washbasin were on a small chest by the foot of the bed.

      “I’m sorry not to have thought of bringing you a dress to change into. But I’ll leave you my cloak, and we’ll be at Melbury Hall by tomorrow afternoon. Once we get there, Lady Wentworth—and Mrs. Page and Amina, of course—will see to it that you have everything you need.”

      The girl rubbed her hands up and down her arms. “Would you mind if I added some more wood to the fire? It’s really quite cold in here.”

      Ohenewaa was surprised that the servant asked. The girl was waiting for permission from an old slave.

      “Do as you please.”

      Rubbing the chafed skin on her wrists, Ohenewaa pushed herself to her feet and went to sit on the edge of the bed. The young woman walked cautiously—perhaps even respectfully, she thought—around the items on the hearth before kneeling down and stacking more wood in the fireplace.

      “You were praying,” Violet said. Soft golden curls framed the woman’s pale face when she glanced over her shoulder at Ohenewaa. “I admire that.”

      “As a Christian, that does not bother you?”

      “No. I admire it. This is an altar, is it not? I know you see the altar as the threshold of heaven, as the ‘face of God’, more or less.”

      “How is it that you know as much?”

      “I have many African friends at Melbury Hall, and I have the opportunity of spending many hours with them, especially with the women. For some of them, their beliefs are much stronger than mine, even if they aren’t…well, strictly Christian.”

      “Is that so?”

      “I realized, for one thing, that they believe they are never alone, despite being taken away from their kin, as they were. They believe the spirits of their ancestors are always with them.”

      “You don’t like to be alone.”

      “No. To be honest, I do not.” Violet shook her head and stood up. “And I’m glad you’re coming back with us. I’ll be back in a moment. I need to find a tinderbox.”

      Ohenewaa watched the servant leave the room, and she stared at the open door. For the first time in her sixty years of living, she was free.

      That knowledge alone, though, brought little joy. She knew how hard a place the world was. She knew what misery it could inflict. She might be free, as the lawyer said, but she had no place to go. No money to buy her bread. No job to earn money. She continued to be a slave in their society.

      The one thing they had not asked her about was if she was willing to go with these people to the country. They assumed she would be grateful for the chance. Perhaps she should be. Ohenewaa went to the basin and washed her face and hands. She was finally a free woman, but the world remained the same.

      As Violet came in again and bent to the task of lighting the fire, Ohenewaa considered Lady Wentworth’s gesture. The woman had sent her own servant to see to the needs of a slave.

      Perhaps going to Melbury Hall would be a new beginning. Or perhaps not. For a slave, nothing but death was a certainty.
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      “I know this news is quite sudden, so please apologize to our people for the additional burden I’m putting on them with all that must be done. But Lord Aytoun could be arriving at any time, and I truly need everyone’s assistance in readying ourselves.”

      Millicent stood by the fire in the library, warming herself as she addressed the steward and the housekeeper. The journey up from London had been damp and cold. But the physical discomfort of the trip had been nothing compared to the upheaval in her mind. Making a simple country house like Melbury Hall presentable enough to receive an earl was a challenge that Millicent had no confidence in facing. During her brief time in the dowager’s company, she had heard a great deal about Baronsford, the Aytoun castle. She’d even seen a painting of it on one of the walls. And, having seen the magnificence of his town house in London, she could only imagine how grand her new husband’s home was in the Borders of Scotland. Millicent’s mind now reeled from her feelings of inadequacy.

      “But really, m’lady.” The steward’s protest cut through her thoughts. “Doing all of this today? What you ask is absolutely impossible. ‘Tis already midafternoon. There is certainly not enough time to⁠—”

      “Mr. Draper,” Millicent interrupted, already well acquainted with the man’s querulous nature and finding herself short of patience. “We’ll certainly have less time if we dally here and argue over what can or cannot be done. Now, kindly relay my instructions to the grooms in the stables regarding the necessary space for his lordship’s carriage—or carriages—and horses. Then, relay the news to Jonah with my instructions for the rest of the servants regarding the urgency of the situation. Mrs. Page and I need to see to the immediate need for living accommodations.”

      The tip of the steward’s thin nose rose a few inches in the air before he turned toward the door. Millicent hoped the man was smart enough to realize that there was also an immediate need for a change in his attitude before he was introduced to Lord Aytoun. She saw Draper pause by the door.

      “What about the African woman? She refuses to speak. Even her own people have not been able to convince her to take more than a step into the kitchens. Why, the woman won’t let go of that horrid rag she has wrapped about her, either. Do you wish to have her left where she has situated herself, blocking one of the kitchen doors?”

      Millicent silently reproached herself for not seeing that the woman was immediately situated. Violet had mentioned that she had refused the food last night and even declined the offer of wearing a cloak over her rags.

      “She’s to be treated as a guest in this house, Mr. Draper, but I’ll go and see to her needs myself as soon as I’m finished here with Mrs. Page.”

      “Before you uproot and offend everyone in the household, m’lady,” the steward commented sharply, “you should know that there is no space remaining whatsoever on the third floor. With so many of the field hands who were formerly housed in the Grove now cluttering up the household staff’s quarters, there isn’t a spare place for her. Therefore, I recommend once again that you reconsider your decision not to use the Grove shacks. Any of those places would be a castle compared to where she has been.”

      Along a bend in the river just beyond the glen lay the cluster of decrepit huts where Wentworth used to house many of the Africans he’d held as slaves at Melbury Hall. It was called the Grove. After his death, one of Millicent’s first projects had been to move the people from that dark and dismal area of the manor land.

      “I told you I’ll look after her myself, Mr. Draper. You may leave now.”

      Neither woman spoke until the steward had left the drawing room.

      “You can always house her in one of Mr. Draper’s rooms, m’lady. He’s forever complaining that the two rooms he now occupies are unsatisfactory compared with what he was accustomed to with his previous employer.”

      “Do you think he would willingly surrender his sitting room to our new guest?”

      There was mischief dancing in the housekeeper’s eyes. “I think he’d resign at a mere suggestion of such a thing, m’lady.”

      Millicent shook her head. “I’m afraid I can’t allow that to happen right now, Mrs. Page. Though Mr. Draper maintains the record for anyone holding the steward’s position since my husband’s…my previous husband’s death, this would not be a very good time to lose him. Finding and keeping a steward who believes in what we are attempting to do here is a daunting task, it seems.”

      “The problem is not with you, m’lady, but with these ignorant men who think that because you have no husband ordering you about, they should be taking over the job.”

      “Perhaps. But the real truth is that you’re the one whom I really can’t do without.” She touched the woman appreciatively on the arm. Millicent’s previous worries edged again into her thoughts. “As to the rooms, how difficult would it be to prepare Squire Wentworth’s old chambers for the earl?”

      “The rooms have been kept clean. I had the bedding aired while you were in London, and with some fresh sheets and bedclothes, they’ll be ready. I can go up and start right now.”

      “I should have arranged for some new furnishings in there before now.”

      “You haven’t been in there for some time, m’lady. But they are just fine as they are.”

      “You should have a fire prepared to be lit if his lordship should arrive today,” she said resignedly. “We also need to have the small guest room across the way ready for the earl’s doctor. I’m not really certain if he will be traveling with his lordship or how long he will be staying, but I want to be ready. Also, the other room by the servants’ stairs. Hopefully, that would be suitable for the earl’s manservant.”

      “It should, m’lady. He’ll be able to hear his master call from there, I should think. As for the rest of them, I know that some of the field hands have put the loft in the dairy to rights for their own quarters. They could move out there anytime, now. Then, if need be, I can move two of the girls in with Vi and that will make space for…”

      The housekeeper continued her planning, but Millicent’s mind was caught up with the problem she’d been facing for some time now. After moving everyone out of the Grove, she had housed as many as she could in the few empty cottages in the outlying farms, and the rest in the servants’ quarters in the house. But all of that had been temporary and very difficult during the hectic harvest days. With her limited funds, she had not even been able to think about any new buildings or renovations. But now, with her marriage, so many exciting possibilities presented themselves. Perhaps clearing more land along the river and building decent cottages for the field workers. Perhaps draining the marshy lowland and erecting a stone wall to contain the river during the spring. She paused, wondering if the Earl of Aytoun would consider staying at this crowded country manor long enough for her to start any of these projects.

      “How many servants will be accompanying his lordship, m’lady?”

      “Half a dozen, I should think. Perhaps more.”

      “And what should I instruct the kitchen staff as far as the earl’s likes and dislikes?”

      “I’m not really certain. He’s a Scot. What do Scots eat?”

      “I’m sure I don’t know, m’lady. Where would you think he’ll be taking his meals?”

      Millicent shook her head. “He’s confined to a chair or a bed. We’ll simply have to wait until he’s here before we can make those decisions.”

      “And what about the furnishings in this room? Do you believe the earl will be spending his mornings here?”

      Millicent glanced about at the old but comfortable chairs of the library and realized she wasn’t sure how her new husband would be spending his days. There was a great deal she didn’t know about him. She had never really thought of Melbury Hall as being small until now. Millicent’s own bedchamber would be on the same floor as his. She would be within hearing if he should call, too. There would be no ignoring his presence.

      Doubts about what she had done began to nag at her. “I’m afraid he might find this place completely inadequate.”

      “You’re worrying about too much right now, I think, m’lady. This is a fine home, and you’re a perfect hostess. There is no use in upsetting yourself by guessing what he might think or do. The good Lord is sure to get everything working properly.”

      Mrs. Page’s consoling words made Millicent nod in resignation. The two of them started for the door.

      Beneath the vaulted ceiling of the entry foyer, four servants stood by the open front door, obviously agitated. At the sight of Millicent, the doorman ran toward her. “In the courtyard, m’lady. A carriage, two wagons, and a half-dozen serving men riding behind. He’s here. His manservant said I should tell ye the Earl of Aytoun has arrived.”

      “Run, Mrs. Page. Get a couple of your people to ready the rooms. Also, find Mr. Draper. I need the two of you and everyone else in the yard to greet his lordship.”

      Receiving a quick nod from her before the housekeeper scurried off, Millicent rushed past the wide staircase toward the front door. Before she reached it, though, a panicked voice from behind brought her to a sudden stop. Millicent whirled toward the young maidservant hurrying toward her.

      “What is it, Violet?”

      “She’s dead, m’lady! Ohenewaa! She just went down where she was standing in the kitchen. I don’t think she’s breathing.”

      Without hesitation, Millicent turned her steps toward the kitchen. She waved a hand at the doorman. “Tell his lordship’s people I’ll greet him in a mo⁠—”

      “M’lady,” a groom shouted as he ran in a doorway leading to the gardens. “They’re killin’ each other, for sure.”

      “Who is killing whom?”

      “Mr. Draper and Jonah, ma’am. Something the steward said. I saw old Moses headin’ that way. Now, you know there’s no stoppin’ him if he thinks someone is hurtin’ Jonah.”

      “Oh, no!” Millicent lifted the hem of her skirts and ran toward the door. “Go to the courtyard and help with the Earl of Aytoun’s entourage.”

      As she went out, she prayed under her breath that the old woman was still alive and that the earl would not be offended by her tardiness in greeting him. Most of all, though, she prayed that Moses would not do anything that might cause irreparable harm to himself or to anyone else. Not again.

      

      The dawn mists hung between the shadowy trees, the dew dripping from dark green leaves. The pistol, silver and pearl, looked to be but an extension of Lyon’s hand. He glanced briefly in the direction of the two men in the distance, their images blurred by the mist enshrouding them.

      A somber voice called out, the sound echoing and then dying away. Lyon listened to the far-off burbling of the river, to the waking cry of a startled bird. He inhaled the damp, earthy smell of the park as if this were the last he might have the privilege to breathe.

      As his foe raised his pistol, pointing the muzzle at the steel-gray sky, Lyon did the same. How many men must die? he thought. He watched the fop by the tree extend his hand. A kerchief dangled from his lily-colored fingers…and then fluttered to the ground.

      Before Lyon could pull the trigger, the mist cleared around the ghostlike face of his opponent.

      Pierce stood facing him. David, their youngest brother, stood as his second. And then the shot rang out.

      Lyon awoke with a start, sweat drenching his face.

      Only another dream, he told himself. Just another nightmare. He struggled to shake himself free. He had been sleeping for what felt like an eternity. They had given him one of those damned drinks again before they had set out on the road this morning.

      The carriage was not moving, he realized. He looked about the confined space and found that his manservant Gibbs was not there, either.

      The curtain on the far window of the carriage had been tied back. He stared out and all he could see were walls of brick and a high iron gate. He could not rise above the confusion clouding his mind. He could not think clearly. Then, though he fought to contain it, panic began to gnaw at him.

      Bedlam. They had told him they were taking him to the woman’s house in the country, but they had lied. He was at Bedlam.

      Anger swept away his panic as quickly as a Highland storm sweeps away the sun. One more bloody betrayal. He tore the blanket off his lap with his good hand. He would not be a prisoner in an institution. He was not insane.

      Lyon shoved himself away from the seat, away from the images of high iron gates. But even as he tried to escape, his body collapsed under him in a heap of twisted bones and flesh. Jammed painfully between the carriage seats, he stared out through a small opening between the curtains covering the opposite window. All he could see were the tall chimneys of a house.

      At that moment, where they had taken him made no difference to Lyon. He was a lonely cripple, less than half a man. His real life was over, and he wanted release. If they would but give him a pistol, he would put a quick end to this accursed existence.

      

      “You are dismissed, Mr. Draper.”

      Millicent’s voice echoed against the garden walls that bordered the path leading down the hill toward the Grove. She’d heard the steward’s shrill voice as soon as she left the house, proclaiming both her incompetence and her corrupted nature in bringing the infamous Scottish “Lord of Scandal” under her roof as husband. Jonah had stepped forward to defend her, and now violence was clearly imminent.

      “You’re fired. Dismissed.” She stood short steps from the two men. The steward’s contemptuous gaze never moved from Jonah’s angry face. He didn’t appear to be listening. “Now! You are to get your things and leave Melbury Hall immediately.”

      “This business has nothing to do with you, m’lady,” he said, still glaring at Jonah. “This is between me and this insolent slave.”

      “There are no slaves at Melbury Hall, Mr. Draper. You are the insolent one here. I heard what you said just now. Jonah, as my servant, has every right to defend me against the disrespectful things you said about me.”

      Millicent glanced at old Moses and thanked the Lord that he had remained a bystander thus far. Beneath his hair of mottled gray, the man’s face showed the scars of innumerable beatings by slavers and by owners like Wentworth. Millicent knew, though, that despite his size and the fierce look born of his mutilated features, Moses was one of the gentlest souls alive…so long as no one tried to hurt Jonah. She turned back to Draper.

      “Now I tell you again, return to the house and pack your belongings this instant.”

      “Not until I’m finished with him.” The steward took a step toward Jonah.

      Millicent quickly put herself in the path of Moses as the large black man moved toward the steward. She placed a hand on his arm and shook her head at him.

      She shot a look toward the house, hoping that some of the servants would be coming. She feared that Jonah would not defend himself. After so many years of being beaten and abused as a slave, he could not be expected to assert his rights as a free man. Bright and competent as he was, Jonah was still struggling with his new job as bailiff. The freedman was extremely capable, but lacked confidence.

      Someone was indeed coming down the path, though it took Millicent a moment to realize it was Gibbs, the earl’s personal servant, whom she had met for the briefest of moments yesterday after the marriage service in London.

      “The mistress told you to pack your bag, Mr. Draper,” Jonah ordered.

      “I’ll teach you to open your ugly mouth to your betters.”

      Millicent turned in time to see Jonah being pushed backward off the path.

      “Stop. This instant,” she screamed at the steward as her hands clung desperately to Moses’s arm to keep him from advancing. If Draper struck Jonah, Moses would kill the man. Of that Millicent was certain. She didn’t know if she could hold him much longer. “I ordered you to leave these premises.”

      As the steward lifted his fist, Millicent was shocked to see Gibbs stride past her, grab the back of the attacker’s coat, and throw him to the ground with no more effort than one might expend plucking a bad apple off a tree.

      “Ye have a wee bit of trouble following the mistress’s directions, sir?” He put his silver-buckled shoe on the back of Draper’s neck and shoved the man’s face hard against the frozen ground.

      The earl’s manservant was a tall, barrel-chested Scotsman with thick black hair tied at the collar. In addition to his menacing dark eyes and bushy eyebrows, it was impossible not to notice the size of Gibbs’s huge fists. This was not a man to be trifled with, she realized. Obviously Draper thought so too. It was stunning to see the fight knocked out of the steward so quickly.

      “I heard her ladyship tell ye to leave, ye bloated cur.”

      “I was about to. I am, sir. As soon as you release me.”

      Still not lessening the pressure of his boot, Gibbs nodded politely to Millicent. “If your ladyship would like to go in out of this cold, these men here can help me dispose of this ill-mannered dog on the road to St. Albans.”

      “I believe Jonah and Moses would be happy to assist you, Mr. Gibbs.” She turned her attention to the man on the ground. “Your things will be sent to the Black Swan Inn at Knebworth Village.”

      The look on Draper’s face, beneath the shoe of the Scotsman, was not that of a happy man.

      Millicent glanced up toward the house. “Has his lordship been brought in, Mr. Gibbs?”

      “Nay, m’lady. Lord Aytoun was sleeping, so I left him in the carriage. I thought ye might prefer to greet him yourself before we moved him.”

      “Of course,” she whispered, knowing the importance of such protocol. But Vi’s earlier news about the collapse of Ohenewaa in the kitchen preyed on her mind. Gibbs must have noticed her gaze in the direction of the house.

      “If ye please, m’lady. As I came through the servants’ hall, your wee housekeeper asked me to relay a word to ye about the African woman in the kitchen. The woman is fine and has come about.”

      “Thank you.” Millicent was indeed grateful for Gibbs’s intervention, and Jonah appeared much more at ease as well. She saw him grab Draper by the scruff of his neck and yank him roughly to his feet when the Scotsman removed his boot. “I think I’ll go around the house to the courtyard and greet his lordship.”

      Not until she rounded the corner of the manor house did she feel the cold wind penetrating her dress. She started to shiver. For the first time since charging out, Millicent realized that she had on no cloak or shawl.

      At a respectful distance from the carriage, a number of her servants had lined up in greeting. As she went past them, she saw Mrs. Page rush out of the front door and—with a curtsy to Millicent—take her place beside the assembled staff.

      The earl’s servants as well stood waiting by their horses and wagons in the courtyard. Intensely aware of the dozens of eyes on both sides watching her every move, Millicent tried her best to hide her nervousness and approached the carriage with confident steps.

      From the outside, she could not see in clearly through the curtains, but there appeared to be no one sitting in the carriage. At her nod, the footman opened the door.

      He was twisted, helpless, wedged between the seats in the most awkward position. She saw her new husband’s eyes open as the light from behind her poured inside the carriage. Millicent hurriedly stepped over his sprawled boots and climbed in, pulling the door closed behind her. He didn’t have to say anything. She knew this was not the way he would wish to be introduced to his new household.

      “I am so very sorry, m’lord. You have fallen down from the seat.” Trying clumsily to find solid footing in the cramped space, she tried to bend his knees and straighten his boots. “The roads traveling up from London are not in the best condition, and nothing is worse than enduring a long trip like that to a strange place and…”

      Millicent knew she was jabbering, but her embarrassment at not greeting him immediately was compounded by the sharpness of the earl’s glare. She crouched down in the cramped space between the seats and searched for his right arm. It was twisted behind him.

      “If you would be kind enough to place your other arm around my neck, perhaps I could lift you a little, and we could free this arm.”

      The earl didn’t respond, and she glanced up at his bearded face. His expression was intimidating, but she decided the tenseness she saw in his blue eyes had to be caused in some part by pain. This made her all the more determined.

      “Please, m’lord. If you could just⁠—”

      “Gibbs. Get him.”

      Millicent was relieved to get some response. “He’s coming, but⁠—”

      “Get Gibbs,” he said louder.

      “I have no intention of moving you inside by myself. I just thought it would be more comfortable for you to be sitting on the seat, instead of where you are.”

      She stopped, feeling like a liar for not speaking the whole truth. For a moment, she vividly recalled a time when she herself had sat inside the carriage, battered by Wentworth, desperate to hide her face from the prying eyes outside the door. Hiding the truth had always been Millicent’s way of avoiding the embarrassment of her husband’s horrible treatment. But the Earl of Aytoun’s condition was nothing like hers.

      “I’m sorry, m’lord. I was acting without thinking.”

      She drew back and sat on the edge of the seat. “Your steward was kind enough to get involved with a problem I had with one of my workers. He should be back momentarily.”

      “Gibbs!”

      The man’s shout in the confined space of the carriage was startling. A vision of Squire Wentworth with the veins bulging in his neck, with his clutching hands reaching for her face, flashed before Millicent’s mind. She quickly buried the terrifying image in the recesses of her mind. With her heart pounding in her chest, Millicent quelled her impulse to fling open the door and leap out. Through the small window, she could see the curious glances of the servants in the courtyard.

      “I told you that he would be coming back shortly, m’lord,” she said, keeping her tone reasonable.

      “Gibbs!”

      The impotent fury that laced his shout drew Millicent off the edge of the seat. She crouched beside him again.

      “Tell me how I can help you. It is your arm, is it not?” This time she didn’t bother to ask for his cooperation. Instead, looping an arm around his waist, she desperately tried to shift him enough to free the arm. She just could not muster the strength to move him. And the earl was doing nothing to help her. Nonetheless, she continued to try.

      When Gibbs yanked open the carriage door a minute later, Millicent’s hair had already escaped the tight bun on top of her head, her dress was crumpled and twisted, and her body was tangled on the floor with the Earl of Aytoun’s. Out of breath, her face flushed, she looked up at the manservant, who stopped to stare with one eyebrow raised.

      “Pardon me, m’lady, I didna know ye planned to start your honeymoon quite so soon.”
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      “They have no physician traveling with them,” Millicent advised the housekeeper a few minutes later as they were heading toward the kitchen. “But Mr. Gibbs informed me that a Dr. Parker will be coming once a fortnight from London and will remain with us overnight. So for the moment, I should like to put Ohenewaa in the chamber you’ve prepared for the doctor.”

      To Mrs. Page’s credit, she never even batted an eye at the suggestion of putting the woman in one of the guest bedchambers.

      “She needs a bath, m’lady, and some clothes. Violet tells me that on the ride up from London, the woman scarcely spoke a word. One of the girls was able to spoon some broth into her when she was just coming around, but as soon as she knew which end was up, the poor dear went back to her place by the kitchen door. Curious thing, though, as quick as word went round that she was here, I’ve had more field hands poking their heads into that kitchen to see her. But still she continues to stare at the wall. If you don’t mind my asking, m’lady, who is she?”

      “I believe she is seen as someone very special. I don’t know her entire history, but I do know she belonged to a physician named Dombey, who traveled on many slave ships and lived in Jamaica between his travels. Before I even went to London, I’d heard numerous stories of this woman’s courage. Even as Dr. Dombey’s slave, she was well known for the many ways she helped people on the sugar plantations there, my late husband’s included.”

      In the kitchen, the housekeeper went off to organize her staff of workers. Millicent was relieved to see Amina already there and speaking quietly with the old woman. Married to Jonah last summer, the younger woman was quickly becoming Mrs. Page’s right hand in running the house at Melbury Hall.

      “All of us are grateful to you, m’lady, for bringing her here,” Amina said quietly, joining her mistress in the middle of the kitchen.

      “She looks hungry and weary.” Millicent watched the tall, thin frame of Ohenewaa sway near the door. “Why is she refusing to come inside?”

      “Her pride. Not knowing what is expected of her here.”

      With a nod to Amina, Millicent walked toward the old woman. Ohenewaa’s dark eyes remained fixed on the wall in front of her. Hers was a face lined by age and disappointment.

      “We’re happy you’re here, Ohenewaa,” Millicent said softly. “There’s no need for you to stand by the door. Would you please come in?”

      “I was told I’m a free woman.”

      “You are.”

      “Then I do not wish to step inside a slaveholder’s home.” The old woman’s gaze shifted to Millicent’s face and then back to the wall again.

      “I don’t hold any slaves, Ohenewaa. I don’t believe in owning or abusing innocent people. All the workers you see at Melbury Hall today, regardless of the color of their skin, or where they were born or came from, are here of their own will.”

      “I have seen how Wentworth treated his workers in Jamaica.”

      Millicent could hear the diamond edge of the woman’s voice draw steadily across glass.

      “That was my husband. Not I,” Millicent replied passionately. “And I am trying, Ohenewaa. Since the death of the squire, I’m doing my best to mend some of the injustices done to the people. I lost those plantations in Jamaica before anything could be done. But I am trying here.”

      The black woman’s gaze once again moved away from the wall and rested on Millicent’s face. “What do you wish from me? What do I have to do to earn my keep?”

      Millicent paused to answer. The dark, penetrating gaze continued to look into her soul.

      “It would be a lie if I said you have to do nothing. We need help of all kinds. The truth is that I don’t know yet what you can do here.” This time she was the one who fixed her gaze on the cracks running in every direction on the wall. “I came to the auction yesterday because I recognized Dr. Dombey’s name in the notice in the newspaper. I came because I’d failed to act effectively when Jasper Hyde took over Wentworth’s plantations. There were so many lives that I did not save. Thoughts about if I were a stronger person, if I’d acted more quickly, continue to plague me. I wonder if, had I traveled there myself, I could have kept the plantations.”

      She turned to face the older woman. “In freeing you, I suppose I hope to lessen my guilt. And in bringing you here, I hoped to remind my people—and myself—that strength and courage like yours are to be aspired to.”

      “I am a healer. Nothing more.”

      “In Jamaica, you were the one person whom they knew they could trust. That was everything to them.” Millicent noticed more than a few of the kitchen helpers and servants had paused in their work. Many eyes were on them, curious as to the outcome. She gentled her voice. “At least for now, until you have the opportunity for employment, will you please stay at Melbury Hall as my guest?”

      “If I step across this threshold, it will not be to ease your conscience, but to ease my hunger.”

      Millicent smiled. “I respect that. We both have a reason. They do not conflict. And that is as good a place as any to start.”

      Ohenewaa looked about the room at the cluster of hopeful faces before coming through the door and into the house.

      

      The air was frigid, the ground frozen. The night was dark, and the woods were threatening. Violet, however, scarcely gave the possible dangers a second thought. She had been passing through this deer park at least twice a week for over a month on her way to him. Lifting the hem of the quilted petticoats she’d been given by her mistress last month, she stepped over a fallen branch. Violet herself had embroidered the long apron she was wearing over the petticoats. And the pleated taffeta around her neck was a gift she’d bought herself when she and her mistress had been in London. She wanted to look pretty for Ned.

      Ned Cranch—tall and broad with muscles as hard as rock—was a stonemason who had come in the fall to Knebworth Village to build the new grange. They had met outside church one Sunday morning. And after that, every time Vi had gone to the village, the handsome green-eyed giant had been there, tipping his hat or making some sweet remark about how good she looked or smelled.

      Mrs. Page had witnessed Ned’s sweet-talking a couple of times and had given Vi an earful about being careful, of course. But Violet was already eighteen, and she knew exactly what she was doing.

      She was getting herself a husband.

      Vi emerged from the woods and ran to the edge of the meadow above the village. He wasn’t there, and Vi looked with concern at the lights in the windows of the cottages below. But before she could worry for long, powerful arms encircled her from behind, and she stifled a gasp as she was turned around in Ned’s embrace.

      He kissed her lips before she could whisper a greeting. His attentions were already becoming an obsession to her, and Vi dug her fingers into his thick, wavy blond hair and opened up to him so he could deepen the kiss the way he’d taught her. At last he tore his mouth away, but his hands continued to press her to him.

      “I’ve missed you so much, Ned,” she whispered while kissing the muscular column of his throat.

      “Aye, lass, I know the feeling.” He tossed his chin in the direction that she had come. “And with all the big doings at Melbury Hall, I didn’t know if ye’d be getting away.”

      She looked at him in surprise. “You heard about it already?”

      “Some. Ye know how village folk talk.” His mouth dipped to her neck, and she shivered as his teeth nibbled and his lips brushed over her skin. “I’ve been looking forward to this since I saw ye last.”

      “You’re the devil, Ned Cranch.” She sighed.

      “Who told ye?” he said with a laugh. “But tell me, Vi, is it true that yer lady has fetched herself a new husband?”

      “As sure as I’m standing here,” Violet managed to say, almost purring with pleasure as he kneaded her breast through the dress. Ned’s caresses had become more and more intimate with each meeting. At the beginning, it had been only kisses. Over the past couple of weeks, though, Ned had begun touching her in places that made Violet shudder with excitement. But touching had been the extent of it. Vi knew that—in spite of Mrs. Page’s words of warning buzzing in her head—not much could happen if they kept their pleasures at this.

      “And they’re saying she brought herself back a new slave as well.” Ned’s hand moved down over her stomach.

      “An old woman.” Vi closed her eyes and leaned into him as his hand reached the junction of her thighs. “Her name is Ohenewaa, and she’s already freed.”

      “Ye can tell me all about it later.” His lips took hers in a dizzying kiss. Suddenly he pulled away and wrapped his hand around her wrist. “Come with me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      His eyes danced with mischief when he looked at her. “Back to my room at the Black Swan. We’ll go in through the back door, lass. Nobody will see ye.”

      Violet hesitated. What he surely had in mind was the one thing she was hoping to avoid, at least until he asked her to marry him.

      “What’s wrong with staying here?”

      Ned put his arms around her and placed his hands on her buttocks as he kissed her. She could feel the size of him as he rubbed himself hard against her. “What I want to do to ye, my sweet, means taking every stitch of your pretty clothes off and then kissing every inch of your skin. Now, we can do that here, if ye like, but it’d be a mite cold, I should think.”

      Her body was on fire, but her brain was still working.

      “Ned, I don’t think we should.” Vi was sorry the moment she voiced her objection, for a look of hurt came into his eyes. “You know I’ve never…well, never done this before. It’s just that I’m nervous. Afraid, to be honest.”

      “Nothing to be afraid of. But I’m in no hurry, lass. We’ll stay right here, if ye like.” He smiled and led her to a fallen tree at the edge of the woods.

      “You don’t mind, Ned?” she said as he pulled her onto his lap. “Really?”

      “Nay, my dream. And I know just how to get your mind off your worries.” He caressed her thighs, sliding his hand slowly upward until she drew in a breath sharply. “Aye, ye just think of Melbury Hall and tell me whatever ye want about it. And I’ll kiss your neck, this pretty little spot here below your ear, and ye can keep talking. How’s that?”

      “Are you sure?” She gasped as he rubbed harder. “Are you sure you’re not put off?”

      “Put off? Nay, lass.” He lifted his head. “In fact, I wasn’t going to say this now, but perhaps it’s for the best.”

      “What is it?”

      “I love ye, Vi.”

      “You do?”

      “Aye,” he said, turning his attentions back to her neck. “But tell me what’s doing at the Hall.”
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      It seemed quite awkward to Millicent, retiring for the night without having seen or spoken with the Earl of Aytoun again. His man Gibbs and two of the valets had taken their master to his chambers after the ordeal in the courtyard. At his request, she’d had dinner sent upstairs. The earl’s servants appeared quite proficient in seeing to all of his needs.

      No complaints. No requests. Everything had been deathly quiet since dinner. But as she left Mrs. Page in the servants’ hall, Millicent couldn’t shake off the nagging feeling that merely giving Lord Aytoun a suite of rooms was not at all what the dowager countess had wanted when she asked Millicent to marry her son. She had clearly stated that she wanted someone with compassion.

      To bring herself to the point of getting closer to her new husband, however, Millicent had to crush the seeds of anxiety inside of her. In the few short hours that she had spent in London after marrying him, she had heard a number of grim reports about Lyon Pennington. The man had a notorious temper. He had definitely fought at least four duels during the spring before his accident. There were rumors of others, too. And there was a general belief that he had killed his wife.

      Wentworth had killed his first wife. And on more than a few occasions, he had nearly taken Millicent’s life, too. She cringed, remembering the first time. In her mind’s eye, she could still see him taking his riding crop and approaching her. She had stood disbelieving at what was happening. They’d been married less than a month. It was a miracle that she had survived him, survived their marriage.

      Still shivering, Millicent recalled the first meeting with the earl, a silent man with dark hair and an untrimmed beard covering a pale face. His blue gaze had been restless, but not hostile. Even today, when she had been trying to help him in the carriage and he’d become angry, fear of him had never entered her mind. Sympathy and worry perhaps, but not fear.

      Different situation, she told herself. A very different man.

      Climbing the wide stairwell from the entry foyer, Millicent moved down the hallway past her own bedchamber. She paused at the door to Ohenewaa’s room. The old woman had confined herself to her room tonight. Millicent felt better about that situation, at least, knowing that Amina had gone in a couple of times, directing servants who had brought in a tub and water for washing, and later food and several changes of clothing for the woman.

      There were so many things pulling at Millicent’s mind. Things such as how to make the old woman feel safe at Melbury Hall. And how she was going to advertise for the position of steward to replace Mr. Draper. And where she should spend her new income. She told herself that she needed to sit down and decide what should be done first.

      Too tired to put her thoughts in any manageable order, she turned toward the earl’s chambers and lifted her hand to knock.

      She paused, recalling the misery she had endured when Wentworth was in possession of these rooms. At times she would break into a cold sweat just coming this near the door. Once again, she pushed the fears back and knocked softly.

      Gibbs opened the door, and one brow arched in surprise. “Lady Aytoun.”

      Millicent stared at him for a moment. No one had called her that before, and she was not accustomed to the name yet. Lady Aytoun. She managed, at least, not to look behind her in search of the mystery woman.

      “Is the earl sleeping, Mr. Gibbs?”

      “Aye, m’lady.” He stepped back, opening the door wider.

      Millicent could see part of the bed and the man sleeping on it. She didn’t come into the room. “Did he have any dinner?”

      “I’m afraid his lordship had no appetite after so many hours on the road today. But he tried some of the soup, thank ye.”

      “Does someone stay with him all the time?”

      “We try to, m’lady, at least when he’s awake.”

      She gave a nod of approval, remembering how helpless he had seemed today, wedged between the carriage seats.

      “What is the earl fond of doing, Mr. Gibbs?” It was an unexpected question, she realized, as the servant seemed perplexed as to how to answer. “What I meant to say was, how does he prefer to spend his days now?”

      “Well, he spends most of it in bed or in his chair.”

      “No, what I want to know is whether he likes to read, or does someone read to him? Does he have a favorite newspaper that I should have delivered? Is he fond of playing at cards?”

      “Nay, m’lady, none of that. His lordship likes to stare outside, and that is the extent of it, I’m sorry to say.”

      A twinge of sympathy pinched at Millicent. What kind of life was that for anyone? she thought. She made a silent vow to establish a better routine for her husband. She gave a final glance toward the sleeping man on the bed. He looked subdued, certainly not the hellion that he was reputed to be. “Are your own sleeping arrangements satisfactory, Mr. Gibbs?”

      “Aye, they are far better than I expected, m’lady. I thank ye kindly.”

      “Very well. Good night, then.” She turned toward her own rooms.

      “Lady Aytoun.” Gibbs stepped into the hallway after her. “Since I’m to be here, if you think of anything around Melbury Hall that I might be helping ye with, speak out, for I’m willing. I don’t think his lordship would mind.”

      Millicent knew from the dowager countess that the Scotsman had been with Lord Aytoun for years.

      “You saw me fire Mr. Draper today. Perhaps you can help me as I try to find a replacement for him.”

      “Aye, m’lady. Whatever I can do to help, I’m here to oblige.”

      Millicent nodded gratefully and turned away. As she walked back toward her own bedchamber, though, she found herself thinking not of the relief of having extra help, but of the man she’d found wedged helplessly between the seats of a carriage, and seeing in her mind the defeated look in his eyes.

      

      “Why in the devil’s name would you accept payment from her?” Jasper Hyde hissed at the other man. “You know damn well once she got the slave, everything changed.”

      “My apologies, sir, but⁠—”

      “You and your deuced apologies can go to hell.” He pounded a fist on the table. “Blasted lawyers.”

      Mr. Platt, a small man, folded his hands on his desk. “It was clear, Mr. Hyde, that our plans had been frustrated. I could find no way to refuse the cash payment. The amount covered all of Lady Wentworth’s outstanding debts to you. Her lawyer didn’t even try to wheedle out of paying the interest for this month. The entire amount she owed you, correct to the last farthing, was included in the settlement sum.”

      The sharp pain slicing through his chest made Jasper Hyde refrain from hammering on the desk again. His hand clutched a spot just below his heart, where he felt a dagger burn and twist its way in. There were never any bruises. No symptoms that anyone could see. The few doctors he had spoken to about his ailment had told him, in so many words, that there was nothing wrong with him. The heart appeared strong, they said. He knew better. As always, the pain came on sharply, then gradually eased.

      “Are you unwell, Mr. Hyde?”

      “Did you offer to take…?” He was gradually recovering his breath. “To take the black woman as part of the settlement?”

      “I did. But Sir Oliver would not consider it.”

      “Then you didn’t have to take the money.”

      “It was all done legally, you understand. I could not reject the payment.”

      “And since when do you stick to legalities, Platt?” Hyde planted both hands on the desk and glowered menacingly at the lawyer. “You seem to be having a hard time understanding me. You told me that she has no credit at all available. That she would not be able to pay for the woman.”

      “Mr. Hyde, I had no way of knowing that she would marry the Earl of Aytoun that very day.”

      Hyde cursed his damnable luck. Yesterday, hearing all the rumors about the fallen earl, he’d not once imagined the crippled bastard would be ruining his plans.

      “We are not going to let anyone stop us. Do you understand me?”

      Hyde’s fist landed hard on the desk again, scattering a pile of papers and making the lawyer jump as the candle wobbled in its holder. Platt tried to straighten the documents before him.

      “What is done we cannot und⁠—”

      With a sweep of his hand, Hyde cleared the lawyer’s desk of all the papers, scattering them across the chamber. “I want the old slave, Platt. Now.”

      Sweat beaded on the lawyer’s brow and ran down his temple. Hyde knew Platt didn’t want to face his fury. Many words were left unsaid between them, but the intimation was clear. Hyde was certain the black witch had cursed him. The pains in his chest. The change in his luck. He didn’t need more proof than this.

      “In a fortnight or so, sir, we may still be successful in making another offer for the slave.”

      “You said yourself that she doesn’t need the blasted money. Besides, she’ll never sell the woman to me.”

      “Perhaps you might present yourself in a different light. Perhaps you can tell her you have seen the error in your ways. That you wish to employ the woman to help with the health of the slaves in Jamaica. She did have the benefit of assisting Dr. Dombey, I understand.”

      “You’re a fool!” Jasper exploded. “There is not a chance in the world that she’d fall for such a ruse. She’d see through it in a moment.”

      “I’m simply suggesting, sir, that money is not the only method we have to persuade her. She’s just a woman and therefore weak. In addition she now has a crippled husband added to her burden.”

      “And no debts with which to crush her.”

      “True, and her money might not run out in the near future, so we’ll need a new weapon to use against her.”

      “What?”

      Platt’s bony fingers formed a steeple. “We need to continue keeping a close eye on her.”

      “We need to find a way to pry her fingers off the old woman.” Hyde straightened up, remembering the last meeting he’d had with Dr. Dombey. With what was practically his last breath, the old fool had spoken of honor, of how he would not sell Ohenewaa to someone like him for any price. Fearing Dombey might do something as stupid as actually freeing the woman before he died, Hyde had then simply helped the good doctor toward his eternal reward.

      But his damnable luck had been against him that day too, as the slave was not there. A bailiff, representing a number of Dombey’s creditors, stood outside, though, as well as several others who were attending to the dying man. Hyde knew there was no way that he would get his hands on her. He even had a good idea that she was somewhere nearby, waiting for him to leave.

      “Perhaps we can somehow reason with the lady through the earl’s lawyer.”

      Hyde dismissed Platt’s comment with a wave of his hand as a brilliant idea presented itself to him. “The doctor. Find out for me the name of the doctor who is attending to Aytoun while he’s at Melbury Hall. I want you to arrange a meeting with him.”

      

      Violet wasn’t aware that her boots were wet. She paid no mind to the quilted petticoats and the white apron, mud-stained and soaked through as well. She didn’t even realize that she was shivering violently. As she fled along the path through the woods by the Grove, though, tears continued to roll down her cheeks. It was still dark when she emerged from the woods, and she quickly moved up the knoll toward the back of the house.

      Vi had no complaints about Ned. He had not forced her to go back to the inn. When the cold rain had begun, she’d gone willingly, giggling like a little fool the whole way. Once there, he had not rushed her, either. He had taken his time, teasing and kissing her and saying such sweet things to her. And like a wanton hussy, she had cried out in ecstasy as he’d been doing all those wicked things to her.

      Once she left him and came out into the night, though, shame washed through her like icy rain. She became more and more horrified as she ran home, thinking how she’d simply spread her legs. Worst of all, he’d had his way with her without making any definite commitment.

      As she neared the gardens, she thought back. He’d said he was her man. He’d said she was his true love. He’d said…

      She stopped and leaned against the garden wall, covering her face with her hands. He’d never said he would marry her.

      “Oh, God,” she said in a moan. What if she was with child now?

      Her mother, long a widow, was no whore. She had always been poor, but they’d always lived decently in St. Albans. And her grandmother had always been so proud of her. Years ago, her grandmum had spoken almost boldly to Lady Wentworth about how Vi must be treated before allowing her to serve as maid to the mistress.

      Vi stabbed away at her tears, remembering how her grandmum always referred to her as her own innocent thing. Where had that innocence gone? Before the squire died, Violet had been ready to kill herself rather than let him touch her. She recalled how she’d hidden in one of the slave huts in the Grove so he wouldn’t find her. She had been terrified, but she’d survived. She had kept her maidenhead. And now she had given it up like some common slut.

      She had to talk to Ned. She had to make sure he understood what kind of a girl she was. But perhaps it was too late? A sob caught in her throat.

      The house loomed in the dreary predawn light. Pushing away from the wall, Violet ran toward it. As she reached the open garden gate, a tall, dark figure suddenly appeared in front of her, and she ran straight into a man, who grabbed her arms to keep her from falling.

      She gasped and looked up at the scarred face. “Moses!”

      The man’s hands dropped back to his sides.

      “What are you doing out here at this hour of the morning?” she asked gently. She knew that Moses served as a watchman at night, but she’d never returned this late and had not expected to run into him.

      “Vi hurt?”

      The gruff tone could not mask his concern, making her feel doubly guilty. She shook her head at him. “No, Moses. I’m not hurt.”

      “Why is Vi crying?”

      “It’s nothing, Moses. I was just a little sad. But I’m better now. Truly.” She touched his arm before going around him and heading quickly up the hill. When she reached the door to the house, she turned and looked back at Moses. Though she couldn’t see his face, he was still standing where she’d left him, watching over her until she’d gone safely in.
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      With the Chiltern Hills rising behind it, Solgrave sat on a ridge overlooking a long, narrow lake that stretched along a handsome valley. With its fine deer park and well-tended farms, the country house of the earl and countess of Stanmore was truly a beautiful place, one far superior to any of its neighboring country manor houses. But the mansion’s grandeur didn’t diminish the value of its neighbors. Solgrave conferred on them greater status merely by having the good fortune of being located in the same vicinity. This added value had been reason enough for Squire Wentworth to purchase Melbury Hall.

      Of course, Millicent thought, that was before Wentworth had married her to enhance his social status. How ironic that within a few years, Rebecca Neville would come back from the American colonies, marry Lord Stanmore, and provide Millicent with an ally who would help her fight for her liberty.

      Despite the different roads that they had taken, fate had certainly brought the two school friends together again after nearly a decade apart. And Millicent would be forever grateful to Rebecca and Stanmore for helping her climb back onto her feet and manage to keep Melbury Hall after the squire’s death.

      Mrs. Trent, the housekeeper at Solgrave, was as friendly as ever when she led Millicent to the library. Inside, the young woman had only just managed to remove her hat and gloves before her friend rushed in to meet her.

      “I was going to come to Melbury Hall to see you myself this afternoon.”

      Millicent returned Rebecca’s embrace. “I couldn’t risk not seeing you during the short time you were here. I heard you’re only staying overnight.”

      “We are on our way to visit my mother-in-law in Scotland. Depending on the traveling conditions, we should only be gone for a month, but we had to stop here.” Rebecca stepped back, holding Millicent at arm’s length and studying her friend carefully. “Stanmore and I couldn’t believe your news. You’re married again.”

      “It’s true.”

      “To the Earl of Aytoun.”

      Millicent nodded.

      “But you didn’t know him before, did you?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      Seeing how puzzled her friend looked, Millicent sat down on the settee with her and told her about the dowager’s letter. Short of getting into the exact details of their financial arrangement, she explained everything else.

      Rebecca listened quietly and then chose her words carefully. “Did you know anything about the man? About his reputation?”

      “Yes. Sir Oliver forewarned me, and I have heard a great deal since. But I consider much of it simply rumor and gossip.”

      “Then you know that some have openly accused him of pushing his wife over the cliffs at Baronsford.”

      “I believe she slipped and fell—as he did, trying to go down and help her. She died, but his fate has been almost as bad. He appears to be crippled, most likely for life.” Millicent shook her head. “I spoke to the dowager at length about that accident, and about the other accusations. Lord Aytoun is a much different man now than he may have been a year ago. He is quite subdued in every sense.”

      Rebecca’s hands clutched Millicent’s tightly. “You know I am not one to meddle in anyone’s life, but you’ve been married to him only a week, and already I see the strain in your face. You look tired.”

      She tried to smile. “I’m the one to blame for that. Not him.”

      “And why is that?”

      Millicent rose from the settee and walked to the large window overlooking the lake. This was the same question she had been asking of herself.

      “When I agreed to marry him, I convinced myself that I was simply offering his family a place where Lord Aytoun would be cared for.” She turned to face her friend. “You know me, Rebecca. I have no illusions about love. They were crushed out long ago. But at the same time I know the importance of having a husband. This marriage to the Earl of Aytoun presented me with the most ideal situation I could ever have hoped for. By this union, I would have gained a husband without the fear that comes with having one. I’m married without having to be a wife.”

      “Things are not going as you planned.”

      “No. I…I find that I feel sorry for him. He has no use of his legs or his arm. He spends most of the day in a silent stupor. He’s as wretched as any beggar on the side of a London street. Yet I can see the pain in his eyes. He does not want this kind of existence.”

      “Is there no way you can help him? Perhaps different doctors. Or by finding ways of challenging his mind, at least. There are many ways you might be able to improve the quality of his life.”

      Rebecca would know about this. For ten years, she had lived on her own in the colonies and raised the earl’s son, James. The boy had a misshapen hand and was partly deaf.

      “But…but I fear I have married too far above my position,” Millicent blurted out. “I’m certain he sees how deficient I am, and what Melbury Hall lacks.”

      “Even without knowing him, I doubt that is true. I know you never give yourself the credit that is due.” Rebecca’s voice resonated with the passion of her belief. “You said yourself he spends his days in a stupor. So you have no way of knowing what he thinks or feels. Now as far as improving on the condition of his life, I think you should be yourself. Do what your heart tells you to do and help him as far as he lets you. And there is no reason to worry about what happens beyond that. The future is as mysterious as the man you have married. But that is true for all of us. None of us can tell what awaits us down the road.”

      So true, Millicent admitted. She was worrying about forever, when tomorrow was the challenge that she had to face.

      

      Through the mist and the gloom, he could catch only glimpses of Emma. She was holding up her skirts with one hand and running like a doe, weaving in and out between the stunted pines.

      The wind-driven rain was on his face, in his eyes. Lyon wiped the wetness away, trying to see her. His legs were heavy, as if he were running in deep sand. The trees and brambles tore at his face and clothes, but he could not let her go. He glanced back at Baronsford, the walls rising gloomily in the gray of the gathering storm.

      Turning, Lyon saw her again, her golden hair flying behind her as she disappeared in the mist by the cliffs. The rain was stinging his face, and he slipped and stumbled on the path.

      Pierce’s startling revelation was still clouding his mind. The hostile accusations of his brother continued to stab at his sense of honor. But how could he defend himself against something that he was ignorant of? Emma had the answers. She had to come back with him and face the truth.

      Lyon’s chest was burning as he regained his balance and pushed himself to run harder.

      The echo of Emma’s scream filled the hills.

      The break in the trees came quickly, and the path was slick where it turned at the cliff. Lyon could not see the far side of the river. All was bleak and gray. The path along the bluff was empty, except for the billowy mists.

      And then he saw her—there at the bottom. Her golden hair spread around her on the rocks. Her eyes stared up at him, unseeing.

      Lyon awoke with a start and stared at the unfathomable darkness that surrounded him. He was dead. He had slipped and fallen down those same cliffs.

      A shadow moved over him. Cold hands pressed against the fevered skin of his face. He stared into the concerned face of his new wife. If he was dead, it was clear that he had not won heaven.

      At best, this was only purgatory.

      

      Millicent stared out the window of the Morning Room at the shining new chaise the physician had driven up from London. At the head of the handsome pair of geldings, a groom and the doctor’s manservant stood, talking and stamping their feet in the cold.

      Though they had been out there an hour, when Millicent had sent out hot drinks and asked them to come in for something to eat, they’d declined. Dr. Parker had told them to wait with the carriage, as they would be staying for only a few moments before going on to Lord Eglinton’s estate near Chiswell Green today.

      She continued to pace the room. Dr. Parker had been abrupt and dismissive when she’d greeted him upon his arrival, and the doctor and his assistant had gone directly upstairs to Lord Aytoun’s chambers. Aside from asking that some food be sent up, the physician had declined with a wave of his hand her offer of spending the night at Melbury Hall. His other patients, who were “too lofty in London’s social circles to name,” needed him. He must return to the city immediately.

      The physician’s comment did not sit well with Millicent as she again found herself being reminded of her own social position. She would never have been in Lord Aytoun’s company if it were not for his accident. But despite the slight, Millicent was quite happy that the doctor had made the trip out, for she had dozens of questions about the earl’s condition, and they were becoming more pressing with each passing day.

      Dr. Parker didn’t keep her waiting much longer. While the man’s assistant went directly to the carriage, Gibbs showed the doctor to the Morning Room. Millicent gestured for him to sit down, but the man ignored her invitation and glanced at a watch he kept on a gleaming gold chain.

      “All is well, m’lady,” the physician said in a slightly hurried voice. “No need for any new medicine, but I have directed Lord Aytoun’s manservant to increase the frequency of the dosage that we began in London. So now, if you’ll forgive me, Lady Aytoun, I’ll be on my way.” He turned to the door. “I don’t know when I shall return to Melbury Hall, but perhaps now that the earl is under such capable care, I could send out my very able assistant every fortnight or so, and I’ll keep you advised as to his lordship’s condition.”

      “I do have a few questions, Dr. Parker, which I was hoping you might answer for me.” She took a step toward him, her voice shaking slightly with emotion. “They concern the earl’s general health.”

      The physician paused and turned back to her. His bushy brows drew into a tight frown.

      “I don’t believe you need to be troubling yourself, m’lady. Lord Aytoun is in my care now, and I’ll see to it that his lordship gets whatever care he needs.”

      “I’m not doubting your abilities in the slightest, sir. I’m certain that the dowager would have enlisted your services only if she had the greatest confidence in you.”

      “As I may have mentioned earlier,” he began, puffing up with a pompous air, “my clients consist only of the most elite members of London’s ton.”

      “I’m certain that is true, and to have a physician of your stature journey all the way out to Hertfordshire is greatly appreciated.”

      Millicent watched as his attitude settled into one of benign condescension.

      “Of course,” he said slowly, smiling as if he had just learned something profound about her. “Your concern for your new husband is understandable, if not admirable. And I’ll be certain to convey your concern to her ladyship, the dowager countess.”

      “That is hardly necessary, I assure you. But with regard to the earl’s treatment⁠—”

      He raised a plump hand to stop her. “You do understand, m’lady, that I have never been involved with his lordship’s external injuries.”

      “I understand that. But⁠—”

      “I have been informed that a Scotch surgeon from Edinburgh, named Wilkins or Wallace or something similar, set the bones after his lordship’s unfortunate fall from the cliff. Now, if that man’s negligence has caused Lord Aytoun to continue having difficulty using his legs and his right arm, I can’t say one way or another. But after such a fall, I would tend to place the blame on the blow he received.”

      “My question has to do with my husband’s treatment now.”

      The physician looked at her as if she were a child intent on trying his patience.

      “As I said, Dr. Parker, I appreciate your coming to Melbury Hall. I simply want to know your view of my husband’s condition and what your plans are for treatment. What, for example, did you do today?”

      “Very well, Lady Aytoun,” the doctor said shortly. “If you insist on knowing every detail, I checked his lordship’s pulse and had a sample of urine taken. Lord Aytoun’s condition is unchanged from ten days ago, when I saw him last.”

      “Indeed, you’ve hit on it exactly, sir,” she replied. “Since the second night of his stay at Melbury Hall, I have been sitting with him for several hours each night.”

      “Have you, m’lady?” he said, his eyebrows going up in surprise.

      “I have. And what I found was that at night his lordship is unsettled. He does not sleep soundly, so far as I can tell, and when he’s awake he’s not completely aware of his surroundings.” Millicent’s fingers twisted together. “Initially, I thought that perhaps my perception was skewed because of the hour of my visit, so I questioned his man Gibbs as to the best time to come. But I was told that during the daytime Lord Aytoun is particularly unfit for company.”

      “I don’t know what you mean by these comments, Lady Aytoun,” Parker said defensively. He looked at his watch again.

      “Gibbs has confirmed that his lordship’s sleep is fretful. Moreover, when he’s awake, Lord Aytoun is far more agitated than he has been in the past. Added to that, I have been informed that he does not wish to eat. He does not drink. Any nourishment he takes at all is forced upon him. I simply can’t help but think that something serious might be wrong, and that his condition is worsening.”

      Dr. Parker fixed her with a disapproving glare. “Lord Aytoun is being administered some very powerful medicine, m’lady. To be exact, he’s presently being given a tincture of opium, the preferred treatment for someone in his condition. That is, the preferred treatment for someone in his mental state and whom the family insists on caring for at home. The opium functions to calm him, to control the melancholia and avoid the need for securing him or locking him away.”

      “Why should he be locked away?”

      “To keep his lordship from injuring himself during the blackest moments.”

      “But he appears to be getting less⁠—”

      “Now with regard to that medicine, I can assure you this has been tried and proven to be highly effective. Before he left London, I increased his dosage several drops per day, and I believe he’s responding well to my treatment.”

      “With all deference to your knowledge and experience, Dr. Parker, I see no⁠—”

      “M’lady,” the physician said, holding his hand up again. “You must trust in that medical knowledge and experience. His lordship’s life is far more pleasant than the lives of many who are similarly afflicted with the same melancholia. And I’m ministering to his affliction with the most effective treatment known to medicine.”

      “I’m certain you have Lord Aytoun’s best interests at heart, sir, but⁠—”

      “Now you can do your part by concerning yourself with his diet. You must have your people take great care to keep the stomach of the patient settled, furnishing him with light meals, and…well, I have directed his manservant as to the importance of regular digestive function. And in the meantime, I’ll continue to advise you as to the state of his mind. Now I must say good day to you, Lady Aytoun. I have tarried here far too long. Far too long.”

      

      Lyon clamped his mouth shut and turned his face away as John, his valet, tried to feed him a spoonful of soup.

      “’Od’s truth, m’lord, ye might help me here. Yer losing too much weight, and Dr. Parker says we have to force ye to eat more.”

      The man continued to talk, but Lyon ignored him. He was growing so accustomed to the cramping in his stomach that it was becoming almost tolerable. The intense nausea, however, which he’d been feeling since early this morning, before the pompous physician arrived, was something new. Or was it yesterday morning? The days were beginning to blur in his mind. Lyon tried to focus on which day it was but soon gave up. What did it matter?

      The bloody doctor. He was just another lily-handed, potbellied charlatan who practically jingled with coin when he walked.

      Lyon glared at John and turned his face again at the proffered food.

      While Parker examined him, Lyon had said nothing to the man. He had mentioned nothing of the spasms of strength that every now and then ran through the muscles of his right arm, causing his fingers to curl and straighten. He had made no mention of the pain in his joints and had not asked the question of why it was that sometimes he was capable of actually bending his knee and not other times. He’d had no desire to prolong the bugger’s stay. He hated the doctors and their prodding and poking. He abhorred their all-knowing attitude.

      More to the point, though, he admitted inwardly, he was tired of wondering which one of them would finally persuade his family to have him sent to Bedlam. Not that very much persuasion would be needed once the dowager passed away. Lyon tasted bile in his throat and felt cold sweat breaking out on his brow.

      The spoon touched his lips again. He jerked his head away irritably and tried to focus on the chaise that he could see through the window. As he watched, the fat doctor appeared and stepped into the carriage.

      “We’re only asking for a wee bit of help, m’lord.”

      Lyon recognized Gibbs's voice. The man was back…finally.

      “Bed.” He closed his eyes, wishing for the oblivion that so often surrounded him these days.

      “Aye, but not before we’ll be getting some food into ye.”

      The spoon was again at his lips, and Lyon slapped the annoying object away with his left hand. “Put me back in bed. Now.”

      The room was too hot. He felt his chair being turned around. He tried to focus on the face of John, still shoving a spoon at him. Beyond the valet, Gibbs was approaching with a crystal glass. The medicine. There was someone else behind him. Long Will, no doubt.

      “Give him this only after his lordship has some food in him,” Gibbs ordered, placing the cup on a table near him. “I’ll be coming back shortly, now, so ye two mind what I say.”

      Lyon watched Gibbs move across the chamber and go out the door. He wanted to scream after the man to take this pair of imbeciles with him. But the bitter taste was still in his mouth, and he could feel himself shaking uncontrollably.

      “We’ll make it quick, if ye please, yer lordship. Eat just a wee bit o’ this, m’lord, an’ we’ll have ye back in yer bed in no time.”

      This time Lyon successfully dashed the bowl out of the man’s hand, sending it crashing to the floor.

      “Bloody hell,” Will said from behind him, realizing his error as soon as the words had left his mouth. “Beggin’ yer lordship’s pardon, sir.”

      “The medicine,” he managed to say. Oblivion. This was the only thing left to him. Opium and brandy. Laudanum. He started pushing himself out of the chair with his one good arm. “The medicine.”

      He didn’t know which of the valets brought the glass to his lips, but the taste of it managed to push down the bitter bile. His stomach, though, cramped fiercely as soon as the liquid reached it. Lyon felt himself fighting back the involuntary desire to retch. But as he tried to breathe, one of the two morons was pushing bread into his mouth while the other held his shoulders pressed against the back of the chair. He reached out desperately to push the food away.

      “Do not force him,” a woman said sharply.

      Through a haze of illness and frustration, Lyon watched her cross the chamber from the open doorway.

      “’Slordship ain’t eaten not a bite all day, m’lady,” John explained, the bread in his hand.

      “We give ‘im the medicine already, Lady Aytoun,” the other one explained. “But Dr. Parker himself told us to mix it with ‘slordship’s food.”

      He tried to focus on her face, but it was all a blur. Her fingers were cold when they touched his face and brow.

      “Take the food away,” she ordered. “And bring that washbasin quickly. Give it to me.”

      His gut twisted painfully again and bile rose into his mouth. Lyon felt her arm wrap around his shoulder and lean him forward at the very moment that everything inside of him spewed out.

      

      It was sympathy and not revulsion that washed through Millicent as the harsh smell of his sickness surrounded them. She wrapped her arm tighter around him and tried to give him some of her own strength. His left hand desperately clutched the basin on his lap. Streams of sweat dripped down his brow and blended into his dark, matted beard. She saw him close his eyes, and she wished she could soothe his suffering somehow.

      “Get a towel and a clean bowl of water,” she ordered the short valet.

      Aytoun’s wide shoulders shook as he continued to retch spasmodically.

      “You! Give me another basin,” she said to the one called Will.

      As she was replacing the basin on Lyon’s lap with a clean one, Gibbs swept into the chamber.

      “Och! By the…” The manservant was at her side in an instant. “Forgive me, m’lady. A minute ago when I left, his lordship wasn’t in such straits.”

      “Just support his shoulders like this, Mr. Gibbs,” Millicent directed. She took the towel and clean water from John. She knelt again beside the earl’s hunched, shuddering body, and started wiping his face and the corners of his mouth with the towel. He continued to heave, though nothing but bile was left in his stomach.

      “This is not really the place for ye, Lady Aytoun,” Gibbs said. “We can be doing all this if ye wish to⁠—”

      “I’m staying.” She did not look up but dipped the towel into the water again and wiped her husband’s face. “Does this happen often, Mr. Gibbs?”

      “Nay, m’lady. The laird has been sick to his stomach twice or thrice over the past few months, but never like this.”

      “What has he eaten today?” Millicent saw Gibbs look up at John and followed his gaze. The man answered with a shake of his head. “And last night?”

      “A wee morsel. If that, m’lady.”

      “What about the medicine?”

      “His lordship had a healthy dose of it last night,” Gibbs told her. “But none yet today.”

      Will cleared his throat uncomfortably, and John reluctantly spoke up.

      “Beggin’ yer pardon. We give him more this mornin’, but only because ‘slordship forced us,” he admitted in a small voice. “And some more just now. Only but a wee taste, though, an’ not a minute before ‘er ladyship come in.”

      Millicent fought back the urge to scold the men for their carelessness. The poor man could have been poisoned. She knew, though, that the fault lay not with them, but with her. She had freely married this man. She had signed papers, stood beside his chair before a bishop. She had accepted his family’s generosity in paying her debts, and she had vowed to care for him. But other than providing him with a set of rooms, she had done none of what she had promised.

      Aytoun appeared to be improving slightly. The heaving was subsiding. She gently unclasped his fingers from the basin and wiped his mouth and face with the towel as Gibbs leaned him back in the chair. His eyes remained closed. His face was pale.

      “Would you be kind enough, Mr. Gibbs, to put his lordship into the bed?”

      She stood back while the three men skillfully followed her direction. She waited until he was settled before turning to them.

      “I am very grateful for the care that you have been giving his lordship. From now on, however, I should like to be kept abreast of everything that is given to him, and you will tell me before it is done.” She met the men’s gazes directly. “If his lordship does not feel well, I shall be told. If he has no appetite and misses a meal, you will tell me. I’ll make a change in my own routine from this point forward. I’m planning to spend much more time here than I have previously. Nonetheless, if Lord Aytoun is ailing and I’m not here, I want you to find me. It is my express wish that you interrupt whatever it is I’m doing. Is that clear, gentlemen?”

      The two servants exchanged a glance and then nodded.

      “Thank you. Would you be kind enough to clear these things away?”

      With a bow, they quickly gathered up the dirty dishes and basins and left the room.

      “Ye don’t know what ye are asking, m’lady.” Gibbs’s quiet comment drew Millicent’s attention. “’Tis not without reason that his lordship has gone through so many surgeons and doctors since the accident. The pain is unceasing, mum, and the requirements of his care constant.”

      Millicent recalled the Scotsman’s firm hold on Aytoun’s shoulders, the concern that he showed for his master. She looked at the earl. His eyes were closed. He appeared to be asleep. She stepped away from the bed while the steward went about closing the curtains.

      “I’m not being critical of you in any way, Mr. Gibbs. I understand what you have done. I understand the pressures you must have faced watching over him all these months. He trusts only you. When he needs something, he asks only for you. This would put a great deal of strain on anyone, no matter how dedicated they are.”

      “Ye’ll not be hearing any complaints from me, m’lady.”

      “I’m certain of that.” The last thing Millicent wanted to do was to hurt this man’s feelings and lessen the care that Aytoun was already getting. “I only wish to be of assistance. Perhaps I can ease your burden a little, and do some good, too. This is what I think the dowager had in mind for me. Perhaps it is what she would do if she were in my position and in good health.”

      He gave a noncommittal shrug. “Good health or not, m’lady, I think the dowager would have sent Dr. Parker running, with his tail between his legs, if she had seen him here today. Ye will have to excuse my way of talking, for I was reared in the Highlands, where we speak plainly.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Gibbs. I appreciate your candor.” Aytoun stirred, mumbling in his sleep, and she looked across the chamber at him. “Why do you say that her ladyship would have been displeased?”

      “The good doctor had more interest in his meal than in his patient. Why, he barely looked at the master, and when he did, the rogue even had the nerve to complain about his lordship being but half-awake.” He snatched the glass off the table, saying angrily, “And then he orders us to give him more of this poison.”

      “The solution to this is quite simple. I’ll send a letter to London, telling him that we no longer require his services. It was clear to me that he had no interest in coming out here anyway.”

      Gibbs cocked a bushy eyebrow at her. “Would ye do that, to be sure?”

      “Indeed I shall. But we must find another right away. Someone better.”

      “None of them are any good, m’lady.” He sent a thoughtful glance in the direction of the sleeping earl. “Most of them will press ye to have him bled till he comes to his senses or dies. The others will tell ye to purge him till he has no strength to fight. And those are the good ones, m’lady. The rest of them are charlatans and only after the money.”

      “I suppose you would include Dr. Parker among the last sort.”

      Gibbs shook his head. “I’ve no mind to be deciding any such thing. But I can tell ye that ye would have no trouble at all forming a line of his type from here to Bath. All he wants is to be doing one thing: keep his lordship sedated from now till doomsday and send his bill on to the family bankers once a month.”

      “You’ve been with his lordship since before the accident. Do you think he would have been content to live this way?”

      “Not for a minute,” the steward said passionately. “I know if he could do it, he would have ended his life long before now. I think his refusing to eat is part of it. ‘Tis the only thing he can control. If we let him, his lordship would starve himself to death as sure as we’re standing here.”

      “We can’t let that happen.”

      Millicent’s gaze drifted toward the door. The valets had left it open when they’d gone out. In the hallway, she saw Ohenewaa, standing silently, staring at the sleeping form of the earl. The old woman had kept her distance for the entire week, and Millicent had not pressed her. She had simply let her know that she was welcome.

      Ohenewaa’s gaze drifted from the bed and came to rest on Millicent’s face. A moment later, like an apparition, she disappeared from the doorway.

      “And we shan’t let him spend his life in a stupor, either,” Millicent whispered to the manservant. “There must be other ways of dealing with this condition. We just need to find the right kind of medicine and the right kind of doctor.”

      

      Instead of going downstairs, she walked to her own bedchamber and closed the door. The sight of a person’s suffering was nothing new to Ohenewaa. For more years than she cared to count, pain and death had been all that surrounded her. On board slave ships, on the sun-scorched fields of the sugar islands, inside the walls of the rat-infested shacks she had seen the unspeakable; she had experienced the unimaginable.

      Ohenewaa knew it was fate that she had been sold to Dombey, a doctor of mediocre skill and the deepest self-loathing. She had spent more than forty years with him, until his death. In that time she had always been at his side, assisting him in the islands and on the slave ships, as well. She had learned the Englishman’s medicine, what there was of it. But on those long, horrible trips from Africa, she had seen the rituals of okomfo and dunseni and the Bonsam komfo and had carried deep within her the ways of the Ashanti priests, and the medicine man, and the witch doctor.

      Ohenewaa had gathered this knowledge and kept it safe, like the most precious gold, and with it she had tried again and again to help her people.

      Her people. The whites didn’t trust her ways, and she let them be. When Dombey himself had been sick—even though he knew she had gifts—he had sent for his own kind. Ohenewaa didn’t know if she could have helped him. Cures lay in the hands of the goddess. But he didn’t want her, so she had let him be. Why bend her ways? Why touch the ice?

      But with this woman Millicent, she could feel the ice inside her melting. Since her arrival, Ohenewaa had spent many nights visiting with the black families at Melbury Hall. The stories they told of Squire Wentworth were horrifying. His brutal handling of the people here was much the same as what she had witnessed on the plantations in Jamaica. His bailiffs had obviously been the same brutes he brought back from there. While telling her all of this, however, every person’s account had been filled with praise for the mistress. Though they had suffered terribly under Wentworth’s cruelty, so had she—and often for her open support of them.

      Ohenewaa had seen many white women of Millicent’s station during her time on the islands. Whether they were a plantation owner’s wife or a pampered mistress, the women there saw the slaves only when they were issuing a command or gathering for the entertainment of seeing a black man whipped, often by other blacks who had sold their souls to serve as overseers. In Jamaica, at a place called Worthy Plantation, she had seen a slave stripped and flogged while a group of white women stood with their children, staring openly at the man’s genitals as he screamed in pain. And it was not the only time. In the islands she had seen more than she ever wanted to see.

      Ohenewaa walked to the table on which she had already collected bowls and bottles of seeds and herbs and liquids. Jonah had brought some of the ingredients back for her from his last trip to St. Albans. The black women of Melbury Hall who had brought seeds with them from Jamaica, or gathered them during past spring and summer months, gave other herbs to her. And even though it was winter, Ohenewaa had found other useful things as well in the kitchen and in the woods and fields around Melbury Hall.

      Her collection was growing.

      Tonight, instead of working with her herbs, Ohenewaa moved to the hearth and crouched before it. She spread some leaves from a nearby basket on the coals and picked up four stones.

      There was a soft knock on her door.

      Ohenewaa threw the stones on the floor before her and called to Lady Aytoun to enter.

      

      Startled by the sight of the room, Millicent forgot to ask how it was that Ohenewaa had known it was she at the door. The simple guest room at Melbury Hall had been altered greatly. It was now a place somehow ancient and mysterious. Everything was changed. Jars of varying sizes sat on tables and on the floor. Dried herbs hung above the hearth. The closed draperies dimmed the chamber, which was lit only by the fire. Fascinating and exotic scents infused the air. But Millicent saw nothing menacing or frightening. In fact, the chamber had a calming, serene atmosphere.

      Shaking off her surprise at the change, Millicent focused on her reason for coming. There would be time in the future for satisfying her curiosity about the woman and her ways.

      “I’m at the point of defying traditional English methods of medical treatment. I was wondering if there is any insight you might give me.”

      Ohenewaa continued to stare at the stones spread before her. Millicent quietly approached the hearth.

      “Dr. Parker believes the only thing that can be done for Lord Aytoun is to keep him sedated with opium. My concern is that the drug is doing nothing for him. In fact, I wonder if it is doing him more harm than good.” She sat down on the edge of a chair. “You worked with Dr. Dombey for a long time. If I were to cut back on the medicine, if I were to eliminate it completely, would I seriously hurt him? Could he die because of my meddling?”

      Ohenewaa picked up a half-burned leaf from the hearth and waved it over the small stones. “He’s drowning in a sea of mists. You have not seen him as he is.” The dark eyes looked up and met Millicent’s. “Are you prepared to see him and deal with him as a whole person? Do you have the courage to free his mind?”

      Millicent remembered the rumors, the accusations, and the scandals. She had told her friend Rebecca that the Earl of Aytoun was not the man he had once been. Of course, the Aytoun she had seen had been a man continually sedated by drugs. Was she ready to face a changed man? She thought of the broken creature doubled over the washbasin.

      “Yes.”

      Ohenewaa studied the stones for a long time and then seemed to smile to herself. “You can take away the laudanum,” she said, gathering up the stones. “And no, it will not kill him. Your instincts are correct. Heal the mind first.”

      “But what of the pain? Is there anything else that I should give to him instead? I don’t want him to suffer unnecessarily.”

      “We must wait and see.”

      Millicent looked about the room again, taking in the aroma, the bottles, the dance of the shadows over the smoke in the hearth. There was a presence in the room, a power that she could not explain. She turned her attention back to the old woman. “Your knowledge is not bound by the limits of English medicine, I believe. Is there anything you would recommend that I do to help improve his lordship’s other ailments?”

      “Wait until you have taken the first step. This will be a monumental one. We’ll talk again after that.”

      Reluctantly, Millicent rose to her feet. There were so many other questions that she had, but she understood Ohenewaa’s concern. Nothing could be done for the earl until he had gained the full capacity of his mind. “Thank you.”

      Ohenewaa nodded slightly; her gaze was fixed on her fire again. Giving a last glance around the room, Millicent started for the door. Just outside in the hall, she was surprised to find two of the African women waiting.

      Millicent stood aside and watched them enter. One was carrying a bowl and pitcher of water, another holding a folded linen cloth. The former slaves at Melbury Hall respected Ohenewaa. They treated her like a queen or priestess. And Millicent could see why. She had felt the power of the old woman, too.
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      Not having a steward to run the affairs of Melbury Hall was taking its toll on Millicent’s time. Jonah was a wonderful help, but with the planting season approaching, many decisions that would affect them all needed to be made. Millicent knew she needed to speed up the process of finding a suitably experienced steward. Sir Oliver Birch was already contacting potential applicants, but London was simply too far away from the farmlands of Hertfordshire.

      Sitting in the small study that she used for estate business, Millicent glanced at the guttering candle as she finished writing her letter to Reverend Trimble at Knebworth Village. He knew much of what went on in the surrounding countryside, and she hoped he might offer some help or some advice.

      Millicent glanced up when she saw Violet enter.

      “Can I help you get ready for bed, m’lady?”

      “I’m too restless to go up yet.” She sealed the letter in her hand. “But why don’t you go up yourself? You look tired, Violet. You probably are not getting much sleep since we moved those two girls into your room. I am sorry.”

      “No, m’lady. We’re settled in nicely. I enjoy having them with me.”

      It was so much like the young woman not to complain. Over Violet’s shoulder, Millicent’s gaze was drawn to the door as she saw one of her husband’s valets appear, holding a lit taper.

      “What’s wrong, John?”

      “Beggin’ yer pardon, m’lady,” he said. “I know ye left ‘slordship not an hour ago, but he’s awake now and cross as a one-legged rooster, he is. Now, ‘fore we give him anything, ye said ye wanted to be told, and we’re doin’ as ye said, mum. So I come runnin’.”

      “Thank you.” Millicent immediately rose from the desk. “Why don’t you go on to bed, Violet.”

      The young servant curtsied and moved off. Millicent followed the man toward the stairs. “Where are Mr. Gibbs and Will?”

      “Will went down to the kitchen for some soup, just in case ‘slordship would allow a wee mouthful, and Mr. Gibbs is up in the room with ‘slordship.”

      This afternoon, after leaving Ohenewaa, Millicent had returned to Aytoun’s room and had watched him sleep. While there, she had pondered the physical ailments that were plaguing him. He had broken his arm and both his legs over six months ago, and she had no idea why he still could not use them. Gibbs said that one of the doctors had blamed it on the fall, referring to it as a form of “palsy.” The dowager had commented about the earl’s melancholia, but had not related it to his injuries, only to the accident. Considering that Aytoun had lost his wife and his independence of movement in the same horrible fall, Millicent could well understand the thinking of her mother-in-law.

      As she approached her husband’s bedchamber, Millicent thought about melancholia. It was an ailment that she herself had struggled with during one of the lowest points in her marriage to Wentworth. She had lost a child in the first part of her pregnancy because of the squire’s violent rage. Physically beaten and feeling utterly defeated, Millicent had been more than ready to take refuge in the oblivion of the illness for the rest of her life. But at that stage of their lives, Wentworth had not been ready to commit her to Bedlam. He had still needed her for his social climbing. It was only when her friend Rebecca had come to the neighboring estate with Lord Stanmore that she had started fighting the disorder.

      At the earl’s door, she could hear raised voices, and she lifted a hand to knock. Neither man paused or looked at her when Millicent and the valet entered.

      “You will do as I order, you cankered piece of dung, or you can just carry your wretched carcass out of my sight. Do you hear, you miserable, disloyal, dog-faced…”

      Millicent paused just inside the door with John right behind her. She stared as the vehemence poured out of her husband. The number of words he had uttered surpassed the total he had spoken in nearly a fortnight.

      “Curse me as ye wish, m’lord, but ye’ll not be getting a drop of this poison until yer wife gives her blessing.” Gibbs stood between the bed and the table that contained the medicine.

      “You filthy, spineless cur,” the earl spat out. “You take orders from me, not from that foul bitch. Do you hear me?”

      Gibbs turned and saw her. He shook his head in disgust as his master continued cursing one and all with equal vigor. Walking away from the bed, he joined Millicent by the door. “Do not take anything of what he says to heart, m’lady. Believe me, this is not his lordship talking. I think ‘tis best if ye left him to us for tonight. He looks to be no company for man or beast.”

      She stayed where she was, refusing to be intimidated again in her own house. “Why is he so angry, Mr. Gibbs?”

      “He wants the medicine. Stubborn as a goat he is, mum. He says he’ll take no food, but only the laudanum.”

      “Is he in any physical pain?”

      “I don’t think so, m’lady,” Gibbs answered in a low voice. “Those bones of his are long healed. Not that he ever complained of pain whilst they were mending.”

      Millicent sent a sharp look at the bed as the raging maniac referred to her as a lump of stale, mouse-eaten cheese.

      “His lordship wants the medicine,” the servant repeated, “because he knows ‘tis sure to calm his mind. It makes him sleep, if ye wish to call it that—fretful as it is—but at least he rests.”

      The earl grew quiet, and Millicent realized that he was trying to catch his breath. For a moment, genuine worry overshadowed her desire to teach her new husband a lesson in manners. “Is this the worst you have seen him?”

      “Physically? Nay, m’lady. But as far as that viper’s tongue of his, he’s lashing out quick enough to kill a company of Dutch mercenaries.”

      And as if to prove Gibbs correct, Aytoun unleashed another string of obscenities.

      “What do you think would happen if we refrained from giving him any more opium?”

      Gibbs was astonished. “I’m sure I wouldn’t know, m’lady. I’m no doctor. But I can tell ye that his lordship wasn’t sleeping after the fall. Before he started taking the laudanum, he was miserable as a starving hound, though, and always made certain that every poor creature around him was sure to be miserable, too.”

      Millicent made a quick study of the chamber. Her husband was propped up in bed. The curtains of the windows were tightly drawn, holding out the chill of the winter evening. The brandy and the bottle of opium sat on a table. As she looked back at Aytoun, Will came in behind her, mumbling an apology and leading a servant girl who was carrying a bowl of soup and some bread on a tray.

      Millicent told herself that she could handle this.

      “None of you need to suffer his lordship’s wrath tonight.” She motioned for the servant to put the tray down on a table. “I want you all to go and catch up on your sleep. I should like to keep my husband’s company for the night.”

      

      After a year and a half, Mary Page still considered herself new to the place and the job. Widowed as a young woman when her husband had died in a carriage accident in London, she had worked for almost ten years as a housemaid, putting in long, backbreaking hours of work and getting treated with minimum respect. Then she had seen Lady Wentworth’s advertisement for a housekeeper.

      Mary had been impressed with Sir Oliver, and even more so with the mistress since meeting her. And she was forever grateful for the position and the opportunity she was given in coming down to Hertfordshire. And being new at the job no longer bothered the housekeeper, for the help was very good. The freed slaves worked as well as or better than the native English workers, and Jonah’s wife Amina had become a good friend to her as well as a trusted helpmate.

      Indeed, Mary Page loved her position, and she found she quickly came to love Melbury Hall, as well. The addition of the Earl of Aytoun and his people was no hardship, either. In fact, she thought the mistress and the household had all adjusted to it quite readily.

      Sitting in a settle by the fire in the servants’ hall, her needlework on her lap, she raised an eyebrow as two of Lord Aytoun’s personal servants trudged in from the master’s bedchamber. When the tall Highlander appeared a few minutes later with a troubled expression in his eyes, Mary fought down the fluttering feeling she felt in her stomach whenever she saw him. She sensed, though, that something was amiss.

      “Good evening, Mr. Gibbs. You and your lads are taking a holiday this evening?”

      “Aye. Though ‘tis not to our liking, I must say, Mrs. Page. Your mistress insists on staying alone with his lordship for the night. The lass does not know what she’s getting herself into.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Aye, mum.” With a frown etched on his face, the Highlander sat on the settle beside her.

      Mary spoke to him in a low voice. “Don’t think I mean any disrespect, sir, for I have great affection for the mistress, but this is the second time she’s been married. I’d say she knows her way about.”

      The dark brows of the Scotsman lifted in surprise. “She knows her way about what, Mrs. Page, if I might be asking ye?”

      Mary felt a blush rise up in her cheeks. “I was simply jesting to ease your mind, Mr. Gibbs.”

      “Och, well. I’m delighted to know that you care enough to be doing any such thing, Mrs. Page. I believe that in the course of this past sennight ye haven’t seen fit even to return a lonely Highlander’s morning greeting.”

      “I’m quite sure I have treated you with all due civility, sir.”

      “Ah, civility.” He sighed dramatically. “’Tis come to that, now?”

      Mary felt herself growing warm. Despite his size and his fierce attitude to many around him, she found Mr. Gibbs to be quite attractive. Mary smiled as she remembered Vi’s comment to a group of giggling serving maids when they were discussing the looks of the newcomers. Handsome enough, she’d said, if you consider hairy monkeys attractive.

      “But now ye smile.” His dark gaze lingered on her face. “Now, to what should I contribute this glimpse of heaven?”

      “Surely, I don’t know. It must have been something I ate for dinner,” she answered flippantly. “But about your master. In spite of anything you have heard about her ladyship’s circumstances during her first marriage, Lady Aytoun has worked hard to become a very capable individual. His lordship will do perfectly well in her care.”

      “To be honest, I was more worried about her. I doubt the lass has ever faced anyone with a temper as foul as he possesses this night.”

      “From everything I’ve heard, sir, she has survived a husband who was the devil incarnate. I think you can put your mind at ease.” Mary patted his hand confidently. “She can handle him, Mr. Gibbs. She can handle him.”

      

      The heat of his fury was scorching the inside of his skull. He could feel it swelling in uncontrolled waves, burning the skin of his face, of his neck. His chest was a knot of anger, and if he could get his one good hand around her throat, he’d go whistling to the gallows.

      Not much chance of having luck that good, though, Lyon thought as he continued to stare at the closed door. The stubborn woman was moving about far beyond his reach—sliding a chair here, straightening a table there, ambling about the room as if nothing were amiss. Why, the bloody woman was simply carrying on and pretending that she was not responsible in the slightest for turning those dogs he once thought of as loyal servants against their master. Like cattle at feeding time, the feebleminded cowards had dutifully lined up and marched from the room at her command.

      He finally exploded. “Get Gibbs.”

      “You were looking for something?” she asked in a disgustingly cherubic voice.

      He wanted to throw up again. “Aye. I said, get Gibbs.”

      “I’m very sorry, m’lord, but Mr. Gibbs just left. And he won’t be coming back for quite some time.” She moved to the foot of his bed, a smile plastered on her face, behaving as if she were not bothered at all by his barking at her. “But I’m here if there’s something that you need.”

      He had been aware of her presence from the moment she’d arrived. Strange, he thought, that even in the midst of the haze and the anger, he was becoming aware of her. And how curious that even the horrible names that he called her seemed to have no effect on the woman. In becoming his wife, she had promised to take care of him, but Lyon knew that many a woman in her position might be thinking right now about how to rid herself of baggage as foul as he must seem to her. He prayed that she was thinking those exact thoughts. Poison would finish it all.

      “Give me a drink.”

      She walked away from the table of medicines. He was annoyed to see her pouring a glass of what he assumed was water. Lyon waited until she came back, glass in hand.

      “Can you manage this yourself, m’lord, or do you need help drinking it?”

      This close she didn’t look quite so confident. When Lyon reached out with his hand, he saw the tremor in hers. He could make a grab for her throat now.

      Almost against his wishes, he found his fingers closing around the glass. As soon as she released it, though, he let it fall.

      The glass dropped onto the bed, spilling the clear liquid before tumbling off onto the floor. It didn’t break, and he watched it roll away.

      “I am sorry. I thought you had it,” she said, immediately reaching for a towel and starting to soak the wetness from the blankets.

      “Get me my drink. I’ll have no more of whatever that was.”

      Her eyes snapped up to his. They narrowed as the realization flashed upon her that it wasn’t an accident. She backed away quickly and picked the glass up from the floor.

      Lyon waited, only vaguely pleased with the small victory. The weakness was back and the nausea as well. But he could only remain quiet for so long. He fully expected her to do as he commanded.

      His mood soured even more than before when she sat down in a chair across the room. “You vile, inhuman wretch. Do you defy the doctor’s orders to give me the med…medicine?” The struggle to form words smoothly increased Lyon’s anxiety. He needed the medicine now. “If your p-plan is to kill me, then do it, by the devil. But don’t t-torture me. Listen, damn you. I need it now!”

      His plea must have penetrated her thick skull, for he saw her rise to her feet again.

      “I’ll give you that only if you eat something first.”

      “I have no desire for food,” he snapped.

      “You need to try, all the same.” She started sitting down again.

      “You’re a hateful, withered hag,” he said in a raspy voice. “I know now for certain that I d-died at the bottom of that fall, for this is hell. You are my eternal punishment.”

      “Say whatever you wish to me, but know that you’ll receive the medicine only after we get some food into you.”

      “No. I’ll have it before.” Lyon wished he had throttled her when he had the chance. “You will give it to me now.”

      “Not before you eat,” she responded without any further consideration. “That mistake was made today at noon. And last night. And God knows how many times before that. No one can remember the last time you had a meal.”

      “You’re no woman. You have no warmth in you.” He turned his face away. “Damn you. You can see that I cannot move. I have no appetite. Medicine, however, I need.”

      She went to stand by the tray of food, and he watched her. “Think of this as medicine, too.”

      Lyon cursed ferociously at the world, including in his verbal barrage Gibbs and Millicent and his damnable luck at being stuck with such a bloodless, unfeeling villain. When he leaned back to catch his breath, she approached with the tray of food. He considered upending it, grabbing the tray, scaling it across the chamber, and sending her scampering on her merry way. But already exhaustion was setting in. His body had begun to tremble badly, and his stomach was knotted with cramps and nausea. He just wanted the opium-laced brandy. He just wanted to forget.

      “I should like you to feed yourself.”

      He turned his murderous glare on her. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, her fingers still clutching the tray tightly.

      “You have one good hand. You feed yourself, and I’ll ready your medicine.” She positioned the tray on his lap. “But I warn you. If you intentionally spill this food, then I’ll need to go to the kitchen for some more. So keep in mind how much this will delay you from receiving your precious medicine…if that is what it is.”

      He continued to glare at her, making certain she saw the extent of his hostility. The damn woman, though, simply carried on as if nothing were wrong. She removed the cover from a bowl of broth. She put a spoon near his left hand and spread a napkin on his chest. Then she stood back, looking triumphant and watching him expectantly. He moved his hand over the spoon, and she turned to the table holding the tray with the bottles of brandy and opium.

      If she wanted this to be a battle of wills, Lyon thought, then he could easily be the victor. She started counting the tincture of opium, drop by drop, into a small glass. He watched her add the brandy.

      “I have done my part.” She raised the glass to him. “Now let me see you do your part.”

      He waited for a long moment, but the desire for the laudanum overwhelmed his pride. Picking up the bowl of broth crudely, he brought it to his lips and—almost against his will—took a sip.

      It was the smile of approval that crept across her face that killed him. Without a word, he flung the bowl away from him, soaking himself and the blankets with the broth. The bowl broke into a dozen pieces on the floor.

      She didn’t raise her voice or complain. She didn’t even look startled, though the smile was gone from those lips.

      Instead, calmly, she placed the glass on the tray and deliberately tipped it over.

      “Oh, how clumsy of me. I have spilled your medication.” Picking it up, she looked at the glass closely. “And only a couple of droplets are all that are left, it appears. I do hope this will suffice for the night.”

      He should have killed her. Next time he had the chance, he vowed, he would.

      

      “So, ye vixen. Tell me what’s new at Melbury Hall.”

      “Lady Aytoun spends a lot of time looking after her new husband. But other than that, nothing to speak of.” Violet stretched leisurely on top of Ned’s naked body. Her fingers played in the thick mat of blond hair on his chest. “She’s sending me to St. Albans this Saturday to buy some woolens and other things. While I’m there, I might get a chance to stop and see my mother and my grandmum. Will you come with me?”

      “Nay, lass. I’m far too busy a man to be traipsing around the country after ye.”

      “Then perhaps I can slip away some Sunday when you’re free. I’m anxious to have you meet my family.”

      “What for?” Ned asked shortly. “Are ye so anxious to tell them ye’ve got yourself a good lover?”

      “No. I just thought that since we’ve become so close,” she said, blushing, “I just thought, now that you’re my man⁠—”

      “What’s this?” Ned rolled over on top of her. He smiled that devilish smile that made her quiver inside. She could feel his huge member was hard again. “Your man? And here ye’ve only come to my bed but twice.”

      “Aye, that’s true, but now that you’ve said you love me⁠—”

      “To be sure, lass. But it’s not a good thing, my wee Violet, making me wait more than a week before coming to see me.”

      He spread her legs with his knee and pushed his shaft deep into her. She was still sore from his rough handling of her when she’d first come to him tonight, but she bit her lip and didn’t complain. Instead, she wrapped her arms around him tightly and hoped this time he would go slower.

      “A man needs good reason ‘fore meeting family, vixen.”

      “More reason than this?” she asked in a small voice.

      “Aye. Much, much more,” he said, beginning to slide within her. “But ye’re a smart one. Ye’re learnin’ all the time.”

      An hour later, Violet felt somewhat queasy as she ran back to Melbury Hall. He had done it to her again, and she’d let him. That was not the truth. She had gone to his bed willingly, only to walk away unhappy with the way he treated her. What was worse—and she hardly wanted to admit it, even to herself—she was already starting to doubt his words. He had said he loved her, but he was not interested in meeting her family. He told her how pretty she looked, but in the next breath he was asking the news of Melbury Hall. Why did he care about the place anyway? It was not like he worked there or even knew anyone there but her.

      Violet was relieved that she had not said much about the place to him. Not that there was much to say these days that was any secret. But there were some things that no one could ever know. Secrets about the day that Squire Wentworth had died.

      Violet saw Moses carrying a lantern at the end of a pole with his dog beside him when she broke out of the woods onto the curved drive. The watchman raised a hand and waved to her as the dog turned and wagged her tail. Two of a kind, Violet thought. As gentle as lambs. She turned her steps toward him.

      “Your clothes are not dirty. You are not sad.”

      “No, I’m not sad.” She smiled, leaning down and patting the dog on the head.

      “No moon now, Violet. The nights are dark. You want someone to walk with at night?”

      She shook her head and smiled up at the man. “I’m fine, Moses. Thank you, but you have an important job here. You and your dog need to keep Melbury Hall safe.”

      He nodded slowly, then looked toward the stables. “I made a basket for you.”

      “Did you?”

      He looked back at her. “I can go get it, if you wait. I soaked rushes I had from last summer and used a leather strap for a handle. Maybe you can wrap some of your pretty ribbons around it and use it when you go to the village, Violet. Wait until I get it?”

      She nodded at him, feeling better. “I’ll wait right here. I’ll even hold the lantern until you get back.”

      Watching the old man go off to the stables, his dog on his heels, Violet took a deep breath of the night air. She would never reveal the secrets of Melbury Hall. Most of all, she thought, no one must ever know that Moses had been the one who really killed Squire Wentworth.
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      She felt more like a soldier leaving a battlefield than a woman leaving her ailing husband’s bedroom. When Gibbs arrived not long after dawn, Millicent gestured for him to follow her out into the corridor.

      “Please help his lordship bathe and change once he’s awake,” she said in a weary voice. “Offer him breakfast, but give him no medicine until you fetch me. I’ll have some sweet cider and some water sent up if he wants something to drink. Give him no spirits.” She looked in past the partially closed door. “Oh. The bedding needs to be changed. And also a few spills on the rug need to be cleaned. I’ll speak to Mrs. Page about that. And there might be a few pieces of broken dishes under and around the bed.”

      “Sounds like ye had quite a night, m’lady.”

      “Aye, Mr. Gibbs. Quite a night. Have you eaten anything this morning?”

      “Aye, mum. Thank ye for asking.”

      “Very well,” she said, turning to go.

      “I hope ye are not already discouraged, mum.”

      The tall man’s softly spoken words made Millicent pause. She turned to him. “No, Mr. Gibbs. I was asking a great deal of him for one night. I deserved what I received.”

      “No one deserves that trouble.” He glanced over his shoulder. “But I want ye to know that his lordship was not always like this.”

      “I shouldn’t think so.” She spoke honestly, though there had been moments last night when she might have seriously doubted it. “You’ve been with him a long time?”

      “I have, m’lady. And that’s why I’ve not given up hope like the rest of them. His lordship has had his share of bad luck these past few years. But the way I see it, with him being here at Melbury Hall and with you looking after him, his luck might just be turning again…and for the better.”

      Millicent nodded, appreciating the man’s confidence. “Please call me if you need me, Mr. Gibbs.”

      “Aye, m’lady.”

      As she moved off, her legs wobbled slightly, but Millicent paid no attention. She considered her own luck. Perhaps hers would change now as well, with Lord Aytoun as her husband. But first she had to learn to handle his temperament.

      After what felt like a mile of walking, she made it to her own room. Inside, she eyed the bed, which looked like some heavenly cloud. Without removing her clothes, she simply stretched out on it.

      Last night had truly been a test of her strength. Whatever assistance the dowager had offered her for marrying her son, there had been moments when Millicent had wished she had asked for double or triple the amount. Lyon Pennington was absolutely the most arrogant, difficult, and stubborn person she had ever crossed paths with in her life. And not having the use of his legs or his arm didn’t hinder his virulent behavior in the slightest. On more than a few occasions during the night, she had wished he’d lost the use of his venomous tongue along the way as well. But then she remembered what Gibbs had said in the corridor. He had not always been like this. Perhaps there was hope.

      Millicent pulled the covers on top of her and closed her eyes, hoping for a few hours of rest. Lyon had fallen asleep for the first time only moments before she had left the room. She was certain that he had to be even more exhausted than she.

      When the knock on the door came, it took Millicent a few moments to realize where she was and to rouse herself. Glancing at the clock on the fireplace mantel, she realized she had been sleeping for only half an hour. Will’s voice was hesitant, but his message was clear: Mr. Gibbs wanted her ladyship to know that his lordship was fully awake and in as foul a mood as could be.

      And he wanted his medicine now.

      

      Ohenewaa sat quietly on a bench in the corner of the kitchen, listening to the worried conversation between the two servants. One was Violet, Millicent’s personal maid, the other a young black servant named Bess. The two were about the same age, barely more than girls. They sat side by side on the settle close to the fire. She didn’t move—her eyes mere slits and her hands resting on the skirts of blue muslin Amina had given her. If anyone were to look at her, she knew, they would think she was an old woman sleeping contentedly.

      “They say he’s like a madman, cursing and shouting when he’s awake, and fretting and feverish when he’s asleep.” The black woman’s voice dropped low. “But she’s still holding her ground about not giving him any of the medicine. Stubborn as can be.”

      “It’s not stubbornness but common sense, if you ask me,” Violet answered. I saw him same as you the first day that they brought him into the house. He didn’t know who he was or where he was. This morning when I took a tray of food upstairs, his lordship was as mean as a starving dog, but he had no trouble recognizing anybody.”

      “I’ve been lucky not to be called up there myself, but I heard Mrs. Page say the mistress don’t look too good.”

      “That’s true,” Violet agreed. “The mistress is starting to look more poorly than Lord Aytoun himself. And who’d blame her? She’s spent nearly two nights and days now at his bedside with not a moment away.”

      The two women continued to talk, but Ohenewaa rose to her feet and moved away. The household was already accustomed to her quiet presence, to her silent comings and goings, and these two barely gave her a second glance as she got up to go. In the servants’ hall she found Amina.

      “Come to my room at the noon hour. I’ll have a tea ready for the angry man upstairs.”

      “He’s not drinking tea, Ohenewaa. He’s not taking any food. If it was not for the mistress forcing him to drink water drawn straight from the spring, I don’t know how he could have survived this long.”

      “Very well. Then we’ll mix it with his drinking water. It has very little taste.”

      “It’s good that you have decided to help her.” Amina nodded gratefully. “How much should I tell the mistress to give him?”

      “You’ll take what he needs the first day. After that, we’ll watch to see how he does and then give him less and less each day. In a week or two, he’ll be needing no more of it.”

      Doubt clouded Amina’s features. “What happens if someone else or the mistress by mistake drinks some of it herself?”

      The old woman nearly smiled. “She’ll have a couple of hours of peaceful rest.”

      “Her ladyship is very distrustful of medicine, even English medicine.”

      Ohenewaa nodded reassuringly. “I understand her distrust. She will accept this from me. She might even be expecting it.”

      

      The edge of the feather bed sank beneath her weight. Millicent used a small towel to wipe the beads of sweat from Lyon’s forehead. He had fallen asleep about one o’clock, but here it was not even an hour later, and he was caught in some type of nightmare.

      She pulled the towel away as he jerked his head from side to side on the pillow. The words he mumbled in his sleep were gibberish. More glistening beads of sweat ran down his face and disappeared into his dark beard. He called something aloud that resembled a shout of warning.

      Millicent pressed a hand to the side of his neck, checking for fever. As she started to draw back, he reached up with his left hand and trapped her arm against his chest.

      She sat motionless on the edge of the bed, considering the battles this man constantly waged, even in his sleep. Her fingers were splayed on his chest, and the feel of his heart pounding within overwhelmed her.

      “No.” His hand clutched tight, squeezing her arm painfully. “No! You cannot!”

      “It’s only a dream, m’lord.” She leaned over him, caressing his face with her free hand, pushing the strands of wet hair off his brow, and talking to him reassuringly.

      “Don’t ever…”

      “Wake up, Lyon. You’re having a dream.”

      “Emma…don’t…no!”

      Millicent drew her hand away as if burned. Emma. On his face, tears were mixed with sweat. She pushed away from the bed and found Will standing in the doorway.

      “Stay with his lordship,” she whispered to the valet. “Please come and get me when he awakens.”

      Leaving the bedroom and heading downstairs, Millicent tried to push Emma’s name out of her mind. The woman had been Aytoun’s wife—perhaps the most important person of his life. She could not allow the name to become a nightmare to her.

      Instead, Millicent thought of Ohenewaa’s medicine. The drink had worked. In less than an hour after giving it to him, her husband was sleeping, albeit restlessly. She had to watch this closely, make certain how his mood was when he was awake.

      Downstairs, a servant hurried to her, carrying a letter. A messenger had just arrived with it from Jasper Hyde. Millicent felt every nerve in her body go taut as she broke the seal. Again it concerned Ohenewaa.

      “Please ask Ohenewaa to come to me in the library,” she told the servant.

      Sitting by a window in the library, Millicent read the contents of it again. It angered her that Hyde was not giving up. There were no more liens, no promissory notes, nothing to give him any control over her, but he continued to persist. She could not understand the man’s obsession about getting hold of the old woman.

      When Ohenewaa walked in few minutes later, Millicent decided to not let her own feelings affect the healer’s decision.

      “Mr. Jasper Hyde has written to me, requesting a meeting with you. He states that he writes with no dishonorable intentions. He would prefer a London location, but if that is not satisfactory, he would even consider coming down to Hertfordshire.”

      As Millicent put the letter down on her desk, Ohenewaa stared at it with contempt.

      “This is a most unusual request,” Millicent continued. “My first reaction was to answer it with an abrupt no. But then I realized that it is not completely my decision, since the correspondence concerns you.” The young woman’s tired face and gray eyes were disturbed when they looked up. “Before you give me your reply, though, I also want you to know that Mr. Hyde’s lawyer has been in contact with Sir Oliver Birch half a dozen times in the past fortnight. Each time his offers and discussions have had something to do with you.”

      Though Millicent didn’t voice it, the unspoken question hung in the room: Why does he want you?

      Ohenewaa walked to the window and stared out at the dreary day and the gray, hunchbacked Chiltern Hills. She had been on one of the slave ships with Dombey when the rebellion erupted on Jamaica in 1760. It had been bloody; that she knew. The slaves of several plantations, fed up with the brutality of the masters and fooled by some old men into believing certain spells could make them invulnerable, had risen up and killed anyone who got in their way.

      The revolt had been put down quickly and brutally, and she had seen the bloody aftermath. The years of cruelty that followed, fueled by fear of further uprisings, had become even more repressive. Wentworth and Jasper Hyde and his father and others like them had free rein then, and in their hands the whip was wielded more viciously than ever. For over ten years the lash continued to fall without mercy.

      “Jasper Hyde wants me because I have seen the fruits of his labors. I saw his ways when he took over Wentworth’s plantations. I saw his calm disdain for the suffering of human beings. I saw the scars grow like the branches of trees on the backs of innocent men and women from the lash and the cane. I saw the rape of those who could not fight back.”

      Droplets of rain began to beat hard against the window, spreading over the cold glass and blearing the view of the hills.

      “I, too, am branded. I, too, have felt the whip’s sting. And now I’m like the old mother of days gone by, suspected of witchcraft. Jasper Hyde would burn me alive if he could. He wants me because he believes I cursed him for what he has done. He believes in punishing the body to break the spirit. And he believes I’m punishing his body to achieve the same end.”

      Ohenewaa turned back to the room. Millicent’s face showed the pain that she was feeling for the suffering of all those enslaved workers.

      “Hyde says his intentions are not dishonorable. That is true, because he feels there is nothing dishonorable in burning a witch with dry wood while her own people look on. He believes there is no dishonor in vengeance. But before he sees me die, he wants me to undo the curse that plagues him and release him from his sins. But that I cannot do.”

      

      Jasper Hyde knew that the doctor could do nothing to help him. But that was not why he had asked Parker to come and look at him anyway. He knew the only cure for his condition lay in what they could accomplish together.

      “You have an unusually loud palpitation of the heart, Mr. Hyde, though I can see nothing physically wrong with you.” The physician motioned to his assistant to pack up the instruments and leave the room. “Nonetheless, it is critical that you should start taking a few necessary precautions. There is always the possibility that a certain disease might be in its early stages, and we’ll try to be ready for it when it surfaces. So before my next visit, I would like you to avoid all sources of unnecessary excitement. The meals should be taken at regular intervals, and should be very light. No violent exercise, and we should begin a series of regular bleedings.”

      Hyde watched until the physician’s servant had left the room before interrupting Parker. “I am grateful that you were able to see me on such short notice. When I heard you’re the chosen physician of the Earl of Aytoun, I knew you were the man for me.”

      “I see. Are you a friend of his lordship?”

      “Not exactly. Just one who was greatly disappointed to see him thrown into the clutches of such an opportunistic woman.”

      The man’s bushy eyebrows went up. “Then you’re acquainted with the new countess?”

      “It is somewhat indelicate to speak of it, but I was her creditor until the lady’s marriage to his lordship.”

      Parker’s interest showed. “She was deeply in debt to you, sir…if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “Her first husband owed me a great deal, and she owed me more. I would have been forced to take possession of Melbury Hall in a couple of months’ time if she hadn’t married. Like all women, she’s a victim of her own poor judgment and is quite frivolous in her spending. I feel truly sorry for Lord Aytoun, finding himself in such an unpleasant situation.”

      The physician removed the spectacles from his nose and folded them. “Well, perhaps you don’t know, but the wretched man had little choice.”

      “So when, Dr. Parker, are you going back to visit his lordship again?”

      “I…well…” He cleared his throat. “I may not be going back. I find that Melbury Hall is too far from London, and I have many clients who demand my time here.”

      “She didn’t dismiss you, did she?” Hyde asked, feigning great surprise and concern. At least his informants in Hertfordshire had provided one useful piece of information.

      “Lady Aytoun sent a letter indicating that it might be easier for everyone involved if she searched out a more local doctor for his lordship.”

      Jasper Hyde pushed himself to his feet. “You can’t believe that, sir. This is all part of her scheme. First she buys that black witch who killed Dr. Dombey, and takes the hag to Melbury Hall. Next, she marries into that fortune and takes Lord Aytoun back to the country, away from everyone he knows. Now I find that she has dismissed you.”

      “Well, I shouldn’t call it ‘dismissed’ exactly, Mr. Hyde.”

      “How convenient! What an easy way to kill another husband.”

      “Kill her husband?” Parker said, suddenly alarmed as the words began to sink in. “What witch? Who is this Dombey? You must clarify this business, sir.”

      “Indeed, Dr. Parker. I believe you’re correct. Won’t you please sit down, and I’ll tell you my fears. I believe, sir, that you may be the only man who can stop this whole affair.”

      “I…?”

      “First sit down, and I’ll tell you what I know about Lady Aytoun’s lack of character. Then you must promise me that you’ll refuse her request to resign the commission Lord Aytoun’s family bestowed upon you. You must save his lordship from this black widow’s deadly venom. I’m certain, sir, that his family will be entirely grateful.”

      “Yes, yes.” The man was quick to take a seat. “But what was it you said about a witch?”
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      The curtains had been left open, and a soft blue light imbued the room with a pervading sense of serenity. A light blanket of snow covered the countryside outside, and the moon shone brightly through the scudding patches of clouds.

      Lyon’s mind was clear for the first time in days. There was no nausea, no headache, no confusion. He tore his gaze from the rustic view and stared at the sleeping figure of the woman who was responsible for this recent improvement in his state of mind. Millicent was curled up in the uncomfortable chair near the foot of the bed. This was her eighth night here, and the first time he had seen her actually drop off to sleep. Exhaustion had finally set in, but not before she had succeeded in forcing him to clear his mind of the laudanum.

      But sobriety, too, was a curse.

      Lyon stared at his limp right arm on top of the blankets and felt the empty ache inside of him. He would never walk, never ride. He’d never sit in a chair unless someone propped him up. He would never lay with a woman. In his mind’s eye he saw Emma with her wild blond hair spread across his pillow, her blue eyes smiling up at him, her arms pulling his weight down onto her willing body. She had been so young when he had first married her. But he had been a fool to think he was at the center of her world.

      Pierce had been right about everything from the start. He had warned Lyon about Emma’s true interests. Baronsford was what she coveted, not the man who owned it, his brother had told him. Out of arrogance, though, Lyon had not believed him.

      Of course, Lyon had always known that Emma had been closest to his youngest brother, David. From the time they were children, the two of them had played along the cliffs at Baronsford, and the vision of them together was etched in his—and everyone’s—mind. David and Emma had been inseparable through the years. And yet, when Lyon had taken over Baronsford, Emma had come to him.

      Selfish, vain, blind—he could think of a hundred names for his actions. But at the bottom of it all, Lyon had acted the fool, and his family had been torn apart because of it. He had no one to blame but himself.

      Lyon threw his good arm over his face and wished he could free himself of the vision that was permanently imbedded in his mind. The wet rocks. Emma’s broken body at the base of the cliff, staring up at him. She had paid the price for her mistakes, as he was paying now.

      Anger surged in his veins again, and he wished for oblivion once more. Forcing his eyes open, Lyon stared at Millicent’s simple dress, her pale face, and tightly pulled-back hair. She was everything that he’d always imagined plainness to be. She murmured something in her sleep and then woke herself with a start. She stared at him, sleepy-eyed.

      “You want something?”

      “I want the medicine tonight.”

      “No,” she whispered quietly. She tried to return his stare, but after a few moments started to nod off again.

      Lyon wished he had enough use of his foot just to be able to tip her chair backward. He considered shouting an obscenity at her and making sure that she stayed awake. But she drew up her legs tighter on the chair and tried to get comfortable.

      And Lyon found himself content just to stare at her. His wife.
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