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        They found the shepherd eight days before Christmas. Dead.

        Sybilla and Seth are thrown together to solve the murder, to care for a small angel with a broken ankle — and to face the hurt between them. Sibby has no idea why Seth left nine years ago without a word. Seth believes that Sibby knows he did not leave of his own free will. Can a small angel work some Christmas magic for these star-crossed lovers?
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      Suffolk, December 1821

      

      They found the shepherd eight days before Christmas. Dead.

      Sybilla Somer gazed on the man with horror. Sometimes she thought it would be better to be a wilting sort of female rather than the one the estate and half the shire relied upon. This was one of those times.

      She stared at the old man, pushing aside her memories of him, concentrating on the condition of the corpse in front of her. He lay on his back, his head twisted at an angle. She saw no blood. Frost covered the ground in the early morning, but had not formed on the body, cold though he was to the touch. She saw no obvious signs of violence, but something didn’t feel right.

      A whimper brought her attention to Jack Cramer, who’d found him and run to fetch her. The boy was no more than nine but already working as a shepherd. He was, in fact, the deceased’s grandson.

      “Jacky, we should fetch the magistrate.” Visions of Sir Whittleby dragged from his cozy breakfast room, blustering and complaining, filled her. He would glance at the body, bark a few orders, and leave as soon as he could. He would miss the details entirely. She dreaded the alternative, but had no choice.

      “Wait, Jacky,” she called, raising a hand. “Go ask Mr. Caulfield, the surgeon, to come. We’ll notify Sir Whittleby later.”

      The boy ran off as he was told, relieved, no doubt, to be away from the grim sight. Sybilla pulled her thin cloak around her against the wind. She had sold her warmest wool last winter for fuel. Viscount’s daughter she might be, but she had come on hard times since her father died.

      She stiffened her back. Seth Caulfield would come; of that she had no doubt. She heaved a sigh.

      I knew I would have to face him eventually.

      Seth had been back in Astburn for three months, and she had avoided him the entire time. Foolish that. What lay between them was buried in the past, and her life had changed in more ways than she could count. His too, no doubt.

      She dragged her thoughts back to the problem at hand. Old Mr. Cramer must have been at least seventy. Jacky had told her the herd was short one ewe when they brought it in the day before. The boy’s grandda had broken his fast while it was still dark and set out to find the missing animal. Was it possible he simply fell over and the cold killed him? She doubted it.

      She paced to keep warm while she waited for Caulfield—Seth—leaving a circle of footprints in the frost. The shepherd lay in a wide clearing in the shrubby area beyond the fields, just before the woods rose along the river, a sort of island among the various rivulets leading to the brook and the river itself. She spent several minutes in prayer and tried to keep her mind on Mr. Cramer rather than her encounter with the surgeon, reviewing the details she saw over and over. She needed a second pair of eyes.

      Jacky returned more quickly than she had hoped, Seth trudging at his side. They must have run. Seth glanced only briefly at Sybilla, crouched down, and began an intense scrutiny of the body.

      “What is it you want from me?” He didn’t look at her when he spoke.

      “An objective examination.” She twisted her hands together to keep them still.

      He nodded. “Young Jack here says the man left the croft long before dawn. There’s no sign of frost on him. Still, he’s cold enough for it to form. No blood. No sign of violence. Rigor is setting in.”

      “What does that mean?” Sybilla studied his back as she spoke. The navy had broadened his shoulders. Toughened him, she suspected.

      “It means he’s been dead at least three hours, likely more. His position is awkward. Have you moved him?”

      “No. I haven’t touched him. I thought a second witness should be here.”

      He glanced up at her then. “Wise. But you always were clever. Shall I turn him over?”

      “Please.” She swallowed hard to calm the flutter his quick glance planted in her belly.

      Seth—she still could never think of him as Mr. Caulfield—calmly did as he proposed, gently taking Mr. Cramer by the shoulder and turning him over.

      All doubt fled. The back of Cramer’s head had been bashed in.

      Sybilla gasped. “Still no pool of blood. He was murdered elsewhere.”

      “Clever as always. Yes. And not long after he went out, judging from the frost all around. Still, there should be some sign of him being dragged.”

      He began to examine the surrounding area without so much as another glance her way.

      She swallowed her pride. What did you expect? An invitation?

      Jacky needed her. He had vomited into the bushes.

      Seth Caulfield would manage on his own. He always could.
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        * * *

      

      She has changed. How could I have expected otherwise? It had been nine years since Sibby’s father and brother drove him out, horsewhip in hand, with shouts of “bloody presuming bastard” ringing in his ears. They had him bound and delivered to press gangs in Great Yarmouth. Since his return he’d avoided any mention of the viscount and his daughter.

      Seth ran a shaking hand through his hair and paused for a deep breath to clear his head before continuing. There would be time to consider Sibby Somer later. For now, there was a murder to solve.

      He took a slow walk, circling the clearing. Instinct told him that, if Cramer had been killed near the village or the Somerton estate, the perpetrator would likely have dragged him to the cover of the trees rather than leave him in the open. It seemed more likely the trees hid evidence of the crime.

      He hadn’t gone far when impressions on the ground caught his eyes. Not drag marks. Not footprints—at least not a man’s.

      What would Sibby make of this? He cursed himself for running off without her. She had a great mind for detail.

      He followed the marks, realizing in moments that he followed a child’s footprints. Ones too small to be Jacky Cramer’s. Twenty yards later he heard a faint sound and sped up.

      The footsteps led into the edge of the woods and came to an abrupt end at a deep depression where the ground fell away. Surrounded by undergrowth, the drop wasn’t obvious at first. He inched closer to a ditch full of broken plants and branches, and peered down. Whimpering came from a crumpled pile of white; he had no doubt it was a child.

      He stepped down carefully and knelt by a small girl he quickly recognized as the Holdens’ precocious seven-year-old, Becky. She lay on her back, her white gown muddy, her curls held by a silver ribbon around her forehead, and some sort of wood apparatus on her back.

      She shrank away from him at first; but her eyes went wide with recognition. “I hurt my leg, Mr. Caulfield.”

      “May I check to see if it is broken?” He kept his voice conversational, as if they met in the church yard on a Sunday.

      She bit her lip, but she nodded.

      He explored her limbs and detected no sign of fracture, but her badly swollen knee had no doubt had a bad wrench. Based on her recoil, so had the ankle of the same leg.

      “No break. I’m going to carry you to my surgery. Will that suit?

      She nodded again. “Mama will be angry.”

      There would be a surfeit of emotion, but he doubted if it would all be anger. “What is this device on your back?”

      She treated him to the disgusted look of a child amazed at the ignorance of her elders. “My wings, of course.”

      “Of course. But they’ll have to come off so I can carry you.” He set action to words and unbuckled the straps holding the wooden frames covered with white cloth to the girl’s back.

      She started to tear up. “They got all broken up, and Christmas is in eight days. I’ll never be able to go.”

      The light dawned. He had just rescued a crumpled angel, a refugee from the village pageant. He handed her the wings and lifted her into his arms. “We’ll see if we can fix both you and your wings before then. Don’t you trust me?”

      The depression appeared lower on one side, and he climbed out that way. He stopped in his tracks, however, when she replied. “Of course, I do. You’re a doctor. Not the man with no face. When you found me, I was afraid he had come back.”

      He didn’t say more until he had them both back on level ground. He began to stride toward the clearing where he had left Sibby.

      “What man with no face?”

      Becky turned her face into his coat. “The scary one what was carrying the shepherd.”

      Seth could only hope Sybilla Somers had developed skills with children since he knew her. Becky’s description of a man with no face would require careful questioning. He could manage children’s bones. Their minds were another matter.

      Look at it this way. Sibby won’t be able to avoid me until we solve this.

      When he reached the clearing, Sibby appeared to be sketching in some sort of notebook. Wise that. She glanced up, and her eyes went wide. “What on earth?”

      “It seems we have both a shepherd and an angel who have come to harm. Should I look for one of the magi? Or perhaps a donkey? We have plenty of sheep in east Suffolk.”

      Sibby ignored his nonsense. “You need to get her to her mother.”

      “I’m taking her to my surgery where I have my things. It is closer, and she is getting paler and quieter.” From what Seth had seen of Becky Holden, she was rarely quiet.

      “But of course, your surgery is better; do hurry. I’ll have someone notify the Holdens.”

      “I need you to help me question her closely. She saw someone.”

      Sibby’s brows rose. “Good! Jacky has gone to the magistrate. I’ll stop at the Fox and Badger, send someone to the Holdens, and follow you as soon as I am able.”

      Seth was halfway home before he thought to wonder why she hadn’t called the magistrate first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time he reached his surgery, signs of shock were his first priority. He lay the child on the table covered with a soft pallet that he used for examinations, wrapped her in a blanket, and spoke soothingly to keep her awake. He needed to take another look at her injuries but feared causing pain or distress until the shock subsided.

      “I hurt. I need Mama.” Her eyes drifted around the room.

      “I know. Miss Somer is sending for her.”

      The little eyes drifted shut. “She will come then. Everyone does what Miss Sybilla wants.”

      His housekeeper, Mrs. Duncan, who hovered closely, chuckled. “That they do. Folk admire Miss Somer. Since the Viscount died, she’s the one what cares for folks, no matter her own problems. Shall I make the child tea?”

      “No. She’s had a shock and needs to rest.” Since the viscount died… How long has it been? What are these problems? And why is she still unmarried? He had taken much for granted while he avoided facing Sibby.

      The girl jerked as if remembering, and her eyes flew open. “The black man. Will he come back?”

      “The Black Man?” Seth asked.

      “The one with no face. What if he finds Miss Sybilla?”

      Seth’s heart froze in his chest, an event contrary to any medical knowledge he’d gained either at university or in the heat of battle. Sibby could be in danger.

      “He will, won’t he.” Becky’s faint cry brought him back to the problem at hand.

      “No. And don’t worry about Miss Sybilla. She can handle herself.” She can, Caulfield. Get a grip on yourself.

      “Shall I fetch you that tea, Mr. Caulfield? You appear as if you could use it.”

      Seth nodded to his housekeeper. “Tell me about the Christmas pageant,” he said to distract the child.

      “We made a stable, but it has no roof. Miss Sybilla says so we can see the altar behind it. Nan Potter is going to be Mary. Miss Sybilla says I’m too young this year but, in a few years, I’ll have a turn. Miss Sybilla says the angel is very, very important.”

      So it went, he knew not how long, Sibby at the heart of it all. Miss Sybilla thought Becky’s palm tree was as nice as John Martin’s even though it was small; Becky’s speech was lovely; and the wings Becky’s papa made were perfect. Sibby apparently also believed that Paul Jones could keep the real donkey from causing trouble, that a real baby was not a good idea, and that even the blacksmith’s boy could be a shepherd on Christmas.

      If Seth had had any doubt about whether or not Sibby Somer was the heart and soul of the shire, it would have faded in the onslaught of adoration pouring out of Becky Holden. He had no such doubt.

      After a while the little girl’s color improved and her hands felt warmer. “When is my mama coming?”

      “As soon as Miss Somer can get word to her, she’ll come running. How does your leg feel now.”

      Becky’s lip quivered. “It hurts.”

      Seth couldn’t wait for the parents. He stepped into the hall and called for Mrs. Duncan. “I need to take a closer look at Becky’s injuries. Will you please sit with her while I do?”

      No sooner had he said it than there was a knock at his door, and Sybilla arrived on a breath of cold air and purposeful energy. “How is Becky? An ostler from the tavern has gone after her parents.” Her gaze skittered about as if searching for the girl, avoiding his face.

      “Come into the surgery. Her shock is abating, but I need a woman’s presence when I examine her.” He turned back into the room.
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      Curt though it was, Sybilla took his words as an invitation. She approached the little girl and took her hand, stunned to receive a wan smile instead of Becky’s normal torrent of words.

      Seth spoke not a word while he gently probed the girl’s belly. When she assured him that it didn’t hurt, he muttered. “No sign of internal injury,” as if to himself.

      He lifted the girl’s white “angel” gown and began to feel down one leg, competently examining a badly swollen knee.

      “Why didn’t you examine her injuries sooner?”

      He still didn’t look up. “It was more vital to treat her shock and cold. Both shock and hypothermia can kill.”

      “How did you learn all this?” She asked.

      He barked a laugh, without pausing his work. “I learned many things in university in Edinburgh, but I learned boatloads more about injuries shipboard.”

      The reminder of her discovery, two years after he left Astburn, that he had found a place in the Royal Navy, stabbed her. But university? She’d had no idea.

      Becky winced when he reached her ankle. So did Sybilla at the sight of the purple swelling. He had hardly touched it

      He came around across from Sybilla and smiled down on the little one. “I’m afraid this next part will hurt, but I will have to examine it closely. You must keep your gaze on Miss Somers while I do. Perhaps you can practice your pageant speech.”

      Without a word or glance at Sybilla, he returned to the foot of the table, all professional.

      Becky whimpered but bravely began, “B-b-behold I bring…” She groaned and swallowed, never taking her gaze from Sybilla. “tid-tide… What comes next Miss—Ow!”

      “That’s my brave girl,” Sybilla soothed. “Tidings comes next. What kind?”

      “Great,” Becky said, gritting her teeth. “Joy.”

      “Very good, my love. How will you know when it is your turn?”

      “Jacky will tell the sheep to sit…and the curate will shine the lantern on me.”

      Suddenly her pallor deepened, and she moaned. Sybilla glanced at the end of the table. Seth had her heel in his hand and probed the ankle with his long gentle fingers. He set it down as carefully as a precious jewel and covered it again.

      “You are a brave angel indeed, Miss Becky. Rest for a moment.” He gestured to Sybilla to follow him to the far side of the room.

      “How can you stand to do that? It was horrific for her.”

      He sighed, but showed no other emotion. “No help for it. I’m afraid I was wrong. Her ankle is broken. There isn’t much I can do except immobilize it and keep her off it.”

      “You’re certain?”

      “Until someone invents a way to look inside at bones, I can only rely on touch. Certain? No, but I believe so. I must do my best to give the ankle a chance to heal properly.”

      Sybilla studied his face, even as his eyes darted to a place over her shoulder. His confidence and skill were impressive. Whatever he’d been doing these past years, his work would be a blessing to Astburn. “How?” she asked.

      “I’m afraid immobilizing the ankle will cause more pain than before.”

      “You will wrap it tightly?”

      “That does more harm than good, but I’ll wrap the knee and use ice to bring down swelling. I’ll let her rest tonight. Tomorrow I’d like to try plâtre coulé.”

      “What on earth is that?”

      His confident smile reassured her. “It is a technique for encasing the injured part in plaster. I witnessed it a time or two in Germany,” Peering at her expression he added, “I was permitted to try it myself. If we keep it to the ankle and lower leg, she’ll have more movement while she heals.”

      Sybilla bit her lower lip and nodded. She didn’t doubt him.

      “I’m going to have to dose her with laudanum, both to keep her quiet tonight and tomorrow during the procedure.”

      Sybilla scowled. “Vile stuff.”

      “It has its place,” he said offhandedly, distracted by a disturbance in the hall. The parents had arrived.

      Sybilla soothed the mother before they allowed her into the surgery, while Seth stressed the importance of calm. Mr. Holden, tight jawed, viewed Seth skeptically. “My daughter is not one of your seamen.”

      It took a while for Seth to explain Becky’s situation, and his plan to treat the girl’s injuries. Sybilla kept a tight hold on Mrs. Holden’s hand while she added simplification where needed and supported his plan.

      The mother bravely held back tears at her daughter’s bedside, and the father stood tall with his arm on his wife’s shoulder. When Becky told them about the “faceless man,” however, her father jerked upright and stared at Sybilla as if to question her.

      Sybilla took Mr. Holden aside, whispered a brief overview of the murder, and suggested he keep details from his wife and take her home where four more little ones needed her, but he started for the door announcing he would “go after the monster what done this.”

      Seth managed to stall him before he popped back into the surgery to explain he planned to go with Holden to trace the trail back to the trees. “There is nothing I can do until morning, anyway.” He didn’t wait for Sibby’s reply. She had words with Mrs. Holden instead.

      The men were a few steps outside the door when Sybilla joined them, slamming the door behind her. “Did you really think you could leave without me? Becky’s mother and Mrs. Duncan will sit with Becky until we get back.

      Seth’s stern expression was that of a man about to object, but she brushed past. “Let’s get on with it.”

      Holden shook his head. “No one tells Miss Somer what she can’t do,” he muttered.
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      Seth stepped lively to catch up with Sibby—or Miss Somer. He had struggled to think of her as anything but Sibby until she marched ahead of him, leading the way. She had become a force to be reckoned with in the time he was gone.

      Sir Whittleby’s grooms were finishing their work when Seth and his companions reached the place the shepherd had been found. They had wrapped the corpse in blankets and were loading it into a wagon.

      “Old Cramer,” Holden sighed. “What kind of animal would do this? Do you think my Becky saw it happen?”

      Seth shook his head. “From what she said, she saw him carrying the body and ran. She called him ‘the black man,’ probably from his clothing, and ‘the faceless man.’”

      “He sounds an ogre.” Holden shuddered.

      “Likely a masked brigand of some sort,” Sibby assured the man. “Human and therefore fallible.” She turned to Seth. “Where shall we start?”

      He pointed toward the east. “I found Becky that direction, but I saw no footsteps from an adult. Whoever did this had covered his footsteps around the clearing.”

      The Deber River was lined with thick woods along this section from where he had found Becky and on south past the tributary from which Astburn took its name. Rivulets and swampy areas crisscrossed the space between the clearing and the wooded area. It would make tracking almost impossible.

      “There’s no easy way. Shall we spread out from here south and go forward toward the woods?” Seth suggested. “Miss Somer, please stay with me.”

      Sibby opened her mouth to object to being ordered about, but closed it when he went on, “You have an eye for detail and know this area better than I. I’ve been gone too long.” That seemed to mollify her. The truth was he needed her close.

      Moments later, picking her way carefully through patches of wet ground, she spoke without looking at him. “A very long time,” she murmured.

      He had no response to that. It was a simple fact.

      She stopped and peered directly at him. “Why did you come back?” Her words were sharp.

      Seth swallowed. The answer was complicated, and there was no time now. “It is home,” he said. He knew it was inadequate. From her expression, so did she. She turned and kept moving.

      Holden stayed in eyeshot, and after a frustrating half hour with no clues they reached the tree line. Things changed quickly after that when the call of a great horned owl sounded.

      “That’s Frank Holden,” Sibby said. She took Seth ’s hand and pulled him toward the call. The feel of her hand in his, mittened though it was, sent all thought from his mind. He had to force himself to remember their mission.

      “Are you sure?” he whispered, concerned.

      Her response was a scathing glance.

      They reached Holden quickly. He pointed to crushed twigs and one firm footprint at the edge of the brook that flowed into the Deber. Crossing it would take a man farther from Astburn, which lay beside the brook a half mile away. They started over it, using the same stepping stones as their prey obviously had.

      In the middle of the brook, cold wind whipping Seth ’s cheeks, memories surfaced: Sibby in that very place on summer days letting her hair down, laughing over turtles and frogs, and somewhere on down this direction, an ancient ruin of a fishing shack. He pushed happy memories down and focused on the little building in his mind, convinced it was their goal.

      He glanced up to see Sibby studying him, most likely thinking similar memories. He hoped so. She turned to follow Holden.

      Seth pushed himself forward, ahead of Holden. “Softly now,” he said. “We can’t be sure where or if he still lurks.”

      Small signs led them toward a more worn path along the river. Seth urged them into the brush, to remain hidden from the path, in the direction he was increasingly certain was their goal.

      They reached a spot from which the old shack on the river was clearly visible through the leaves. All three understood the need to pause and watch without Seth needing to speak, for which he was grateful. Holden pulled himself up into a tree, giving a sign he had an excellent view.

      When Sibby moved to their right, Seth grabbed her sleeve. She frowned at him and made hand motions indicating they needed a view of the other side. He let go, but he followed her. It was well they did. A small boat had been pulled up into the underbrush and hidden with branches. They could just make it out.

      Seth glanced back at Holden who shrugged and slid down. “No one,” he said when they reached him. They approached the shack with care, but it was obvious Holden was correct.

      The place was more weathered, half tumbled down on one side and dirty, not at all the happy refuge Seth remembered, much like the rest of his life in Astburn. He glanced at Sibby. Maybe not all of it.

      “Nothing,” Holden said.

      “Foul smells, dirt, and look there, some sort of pallet. The blankets are filthy, but someone has been staying here,” Sibby pointed out.

      “Long enough to need a fire,” Seth said, kicking charred remains at the edge of the river.

      “Bones,” Sibby said. “Whoever was here ate well.”

      Frank Holden snorted. “Well for sure. Those are sheep bones. Maybe time for him to cook the whole thing.”

      Sibby picked up a fluff of fleece. “Cramer’s missing ewe, I’ll bet. If he saw, he would have been furious.

      “They were here long enough for old Mr. Cramer to see something vile enough to get him killed. But what?” Sibby asked.

      “Smuggling most likely. The boat seems to indicate he’ll be back,” Seth said.

      Holden appeared ready to explode with rage. He wanted the man that terrified his Becky.

      “We need to have the place watched, Frank. You can’t do it alone, and your family needs you. I’ll report to Sir Whittleby and prod him to send watchers—and yes Frank you can be part of it.” Sibby turned to Seth. “Right now, Becky needs you. Return to the surgery to sit with her until you and Maud can see to your other children. I’ll check in after I speak with Sir Whittleby.”

      That, Seth thought, is that. With awe-inspiring efficiency.

      They put everything back where it had been, returned down the path, and walked along the brook toward Astburn.

      When Holden trudged on ahead of them, Sibby gazed up at Seth. “Why did you come home, really?”

      You were here. He didn’t say it out loud.
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      “Talk to me Seth Caulfield. You disappeared nine years ago without a single word. It was two years before I even knew you were in His Majesty’s navy. The wars ended six years ago. You never came back. Why now?” Sybilla’s long simmering anger with the man got the better of her. She blurted out what had been eating her since he appeared in Astburn three months ago.

      He peered over her left shoulder, and she thought he might not answer. He turned to walk on. “There isn’t time for this.”

      “Six years, Seth.” She’d waited, hopeful after Waterloo. It took months before she gave up.

      Still walking he didn’t look at her. “China. India. Java. The navy didn’t cease operations after the Corsican was confined. No fighting, thank God, or very little, but we soldiered on. The Neptune sailed to the east via the Cape of Good Hope. My last voyage took three years.”

      She longed to hear about those places. “But you left the navy.”

      “It was time. Will you stay with Becky tonight?” He kept walking.

      “It is hardly proper for me to stay at your house!”

      “Not my house, my surgery. Don’t be a goose. Mrs. Duncan can stay over to lend propriety. Take Holden with you to see Sir Whittleby.” He turned toward Astburn.

      “If I come to the surgery, will you tell me the rest?” She was speaking to his back.

      He gave a jerky nod and went on.

      Sybilla made short work of her confrontation with Sir Whittleby. The old fusspot complained about the needed coroner’s hearing, claiming he had no time to deal with a ratty shack.

      “Send to Woodbridge for constables. Let them handle it,” he sputtered. “I have no⁠—”

      Taking in the sight of his rotund form in a well-padded chair, slippers on his feet, and comfits at his side, Sybilla snorted. No time, indeed.

      Frank Holden quickly set him straight, threatening to round up men around the village, and giving Sybilla visions of mob rule.

      “Surely, well-respected as you are, Sir Whittleby, constables will come quickly at your request,” she said. That and a clear report and letter from me. “I’m sure your housekeeper can bring pen and paper now.”

      At a stern glance from Sybilla, the woman, who had been hanging around by the door, scurried away. Sir Whittleby sniffed. “Best to get them here quickly,” he said.

      “Still, it will be two or three days. The villains may return before then. Perhaps your game keeper might work with Holden to set a watch.” Sybilla held her breath, waiting for his approval.

      The writing utensils and a lap desk arrived, and the languid magistrate scribbled off a note, encouraged by Sybilla’s offer to send it, sparing him the trouble.

      Holden and Sybilla found the game keeper, and she impressed on both of them the importance of not interfering with evidence. She slipped some coin to one of the grooms, offered her own mount—far more fit than Whittleby’s tired horses—stabled at the Astburn livery and sent him on his way to Woodbridge with the magistrate’s note and one of her own. She left the men planning and set out for the surgery and Seth.

      You will talk to me, Seth Caulfield. You will not avoid me again.
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      Only because Sybilla agreed to look after Becky personally—and Mrs. Duncan agreed to stay over to provide chaperonage—did Mrs. Holden agree to leave her younger daughter behind.

      A sigh of relief wracked Seth; he needed Sibby here. Before he could think why, Sibby herself bustled in, all energy and pink cheeked from the cold.

      Mrs. Holden heard her, came to the entryway, and grabbed both her hands. “Thank goodness for you, Miss Somer. I don’t know what the shire would do without ye’, that I don’t,” she burst out. “Mr. Caulfield told me ye’ll stay with my Becky, so I can see to my others. I thank you; I truly do.”

      Sibby shot Seth a reproachful look. She’d only agreed that she would “look in,” not stay. He felt no guilt for manipulating her. He needed her, and he had promised Mrs. Duncan would be there if she stayed.

      The mother gazed at Sibby trustingly and Sibby melted. “Of course, Maud, of course. We’ll take care of your little one,” she said.

      Seth cleared his throat. “I’ll speak to Mrs. Duncan. The both of you could use some good hot tea.”

      Frank Holden arrived moments later, and in the excitement that followed, a flurry of news, explanations, and concerns, the tea was forgotten. He announced that he would take his Maudy home, and go back to the shack at dawn for his watch. Now confident her daughter would be well cared for, Maud Holden wrung Sibby’s hands. “What will happen with the pageant? My Becky has dreamed of little else.”

      Sibby made short work of the concerns, promising the pageant would go on and ordering Holden to help his wife repair the costume.

      “We’ll do our best to have her in church for the Christmas Pageant,” Seth added, and with that, they left, Holden carrying the damaged angel wings.

      Seth closed the door behind them and leaned against it with a sigh, dreading the reprimand he expected from Sibby.

      It didn’t happen. She peered into the surgery. “Where is Becky?”

      “She couldn’t stay on my examining table all night. We moved her into the little hospice across the hall that I set up for patients when there is need to keep a close eye on them.”

      Sibby glanced up at him skeptically. “I’ve not heard anything about that.”

      He tried to control his smile. She had avoided him, but she paid attention to his doings in Astburn. “Becky is the first to use it.”

      He opened the door steps away. The space inside, once the bulk of his grandfather’s sundry store, had been made over with three narrow beds, a small table, an equally small cabinet, and a rocking chair. Two beds were empty; Becky slept peacefully on her back on the bed closest to the door with bricks placed around her injured leg to keep her from moving it, and ice around her knee and next to her ankle.

      “We have to take care she doesn’t roll over or move that leg more than needed,” Seth explained.

      Sibby nodded, studying the little room and empty beds. “I can stay here, but where do you stay? You said your house. Where exactly is that?”

      Seth colored and turned away to light two candle sconces on the wall, keeping his eyes on the task. “It isn’t exactly a house,” he admitted. “I dwell upstairs in my grandfather’s old apartment. For now.” No point in telling her I have an agent searching for a house.

      He glanced around to meet her scowl. “Mrs. Duncan will have tea ready by now and supper soon after.”

      He quit the room quickly, heart pounding. He wasn’t sure if he dreaded or looked forward to the conversation that he had promised her.
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        * * *

      

      Coward. Sybilla glared at his retreating back. She had little time to consider it because Mrs. Duncan came immediately after, bearing the promised tea. “Don’t you worry, Miss Somer. I’ll be staying over.” She busied herself arranging a fine cup and teapot on the little table. “I sent over to the dower house and Ellen brought your things. Wrapper, night rail, and clean linen. Even the book on your bed stand.”

      It seemed everyone except Sybilla was certain she was staying at the surgery, even Ellen, her companion, housekeeper and friend.

      “I’ll be sleeping in the alcove off the kitchen, right nearby, where the housekeeper bided when Mr. Caulfield was a boy,” Mrs. Duncan went on. “Dinner is almost finished. Now you enjoy your tea and look after our little Becky.”

      She was gone before Sybilla could say a word, leaving her to sit in the comfortable old rocker and sip her tea, wondering if Seth planned to come back. She was almost sure he would not an hour later when the door opened and Mrs. Duncan pushed in a laden tea cart.

      She was wrong.

      Just as Mrs. Duncan pulled the narrow table from the wall, Seth entered carrying two straight-backed chairs.

      The housekeeper left them with a tureen of heavenly smelling stew, a loaf of bread warm from the oven, and a jar of pears preserved from summer. Seth lit a candle in a holder and set it to the side of the table before sitting across from her.

      He picked up the ladle to serve stew. “How did it go with Sir Whittleby?” he asked, without meeting her eyes.

      “You manipulated me without shame, using Maud Holden, Esther Duncan, and Ellen Miller, and, now that you have me here, all you can speak of is Sir Blasted Alfred Whittleby?”

      She glared across into his green eyes, once bright with life, now filled with pain. “Not even close,” he rasped. “But I don’t know how to start.”
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      “Why did you come back?” Sibby demanded. She had asked him that three times now. He choked on an answer and filled her bowl with stew. Hungry as she was, she licked her lips and stared at it, sending a frisson of desire through him.

      This isn’t the time for that, Caulfield.

      “Slice that bread, if you please, Sibby. There’s a bigger question than the one you asked.”

      She did as she was asked, her brow drawn up in a question. She didn’t speak.

      “You never asked me why I left. Maybe we should start there.” He accepted a plate with slices of warm bread she had slathered with butter. It ought to be delicious, but he had never felt less like eating in his life. Considering some of the things he had endured, that was saying much.

      Sibby waved her spoon in the air. “You disappeared. I went to the fishing shack the afternoon after the one when we, erm, enjoyed each other, expecting to see you, but you never came.”

      Her face and tone made it a bald accusation of desertion. They had been young, so very young. Seth opened his mouth and closed it again.

      “All right, then why. Why did you disappear without a word, and why did you reappear?” She put her spoon down and glared.

      “Why not ask your brother?” he retorted.

      “Samuel? What does he have to do with it?”

      “You really don’t know?”

      Suspicion flooded her expression. “Tell me,” she whispered.

      He sank against the back of his chair. “I went to Somerton Hall to ask your father’s permission to marry you.”

      “You felt honor bound.” Sibby didn’t appear pleased by that notion.

      “I loved you desperately,” he shouted and drew in breath to calm himself. “I wanted you so badly I went, hat in hand, like a damned fool and offered to marry a viscount’s daughter and live with her over a store.” He shook his head at the innocent he’d been.

      “He threw you out, and you ran. I’d have run with you if you had asked.” More accusation laced with hurt echoed in the words.

      “Oh no. Your father was shrewder than that. He knew you were young and obstinate enough to try it. He beat me with a horse whip and turned me over to Samuel.”

      “Samuel? My brother always resented you. You were smarter than he for one thing. Did he beat you as well?”

      Seth grunted. “Samuel and the stable master were none too gentle when they hogtied me, bound me over a horse, and took me to Great Yarmouth. They gave me to a press gang.”

      Sibby blinked, and her chin quivered. “Press gang? Forced into the navy?” She put her serviette on the table and swallowed. “No one told me. I don’t believe your grandfather had any idea either. I went to him the next day, and he said only that you had gone, he knew not where. He said the same every week for some time until I stopped asking. He grieved, Seth —grieved. It was two years—two full years—before he shared your first letter to him. You were serving on a ship off the coast of Portugal. You didn’t say how or why, and you didn’t mention me.”

      “It would only have hurt him if I told him the whole truth. Nothing good would have come of knowing. His letters were full of you, though. Baffling.”

      “Baffling?”

      “You were seventeen and due for a Season when they took me. I had assumed you had gone down to London soon after and were flooded with offers.”

      She shook her head. “No Season happened. The first year he said I was too young. Before the second year, Samuel married, and father claimed the estate needed him. By the third year, he was ill and I cared for him. There were no offers, and I wouldn’t have accepted.”

      “Why not?”

      Her gaze, angry and full of accusations of stupidity, pinned him. “You, you lackwit. In those years I held out hope you would return. Father died just before Waterloo. The navy began to pull ships out of service, I was almost of age, and I hoped—oh how I hoped—you would come home. You didn’t.”

      Seth stared down at his cooling meal. So much misunderstanding. So much separation. So much grief. His throat felt tight. “I had no idea you felt that way. Grandfather died that year as well.”

      “You didn’t even come for his funeral.”

      “I was on my way down the coast of Africa by then.”

      She nodded. “That explains much. Why didn’t you sell his store?”

      Seth glanced around the familiar room where shelves filled with the sundry needs of the villagers once stood in rows. “It didn’t belong to me. Grandfather rented from the Earl of Clarion. My father.”

      “The Earl of Clarion?!”

      Seth nodded. “Didn’t you realize? You knew my mother was never married. She brazenly insisted I have his surname, Caulfield.”

      “I never cared,” she replied

      No, you did not. It was one of the reasons I loved you.

      “In any case, I assumed he would find a tenant or sell it. I forgot about the store,” he went on.

      “Then why? Why did you come back.”

      Seth blew out air from his cheeks and stood. “It’s complicated. Our dinner is cold. Let’s go see if Mrs. Duncan will heat it for us. Perhaps you can explain why you never married and why you live in that dingy dower house.” He scraped their untouched stew back in the tureen and picked it up.

      Sibby rose to follow, looked over at Becky and paused. “As you said. It is complicated.”
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        * * *

      

      Sybilla sat back down. Her hands shook. She had eaten nothing since breakfast and was far from fortified for the conversation that had just passed.

      There’s more to come Syb. You best eat. She picked up the crusty bread, suddenly ravenous and ate it.

      Becky stirred then, a faint whimper. Sybilla went to her.

      “Miss S’bla? Sleepy. Did you see th’angel?”

      Damned laudanum always brings strange dreams. Better angels than monsters.

      Sybilla brushed Becky’s hair back. “She is here to keep you safe. You best sleep.”

      Becky nodded, her eyelids drifting shut. Sybilla straightened the covers and gave them an affectionate pat. She liked children but had given up hope of having one of her own.

      She turned at a sound to see Seth watching her from the doorway, a strange look on his face.

      “She woke briefly, but I think she’s sleeping peacefully.”

      He carried the tureen covered in flannel against the hot bowl, and set it back on the table. He also carried a bottle under his arm. He uncorked it and poured two glasses. “We best eat this time,” he said.

      She sipped her drink, pleased to discover a fine claret. They ate in silence for several minutes. Sybilla broke it. “Samuel rented out Somerton Hall with the specification that I have the dower house for my use.” She swallowed another bite taking old resentment with it. “He gives me an allowance.” When he remembers.

      “The Hall looks empty.” He continued eating.

      “A person from the manufacturing industry up north rents it. They come in the summer and bring their cronies. Folks are relieved when they leave.”

      “What happened to the tenants?”

      “Some remain. Samuel’s factor collects rents, denies their requests, and ignores their complaints. Ignores me. We’re glad when he leaves, too.”

      “And Samuel? Does he come? Does he bring you to London?”

      Sybilla scraped her bowl clean, finished the last bite, and put her spoon down. “Samuel and I don’t speak. He prefers to forget I exist, which suits the horrid woman he married as well as it does me.”

      “Is it entailed? Would he sell it?”

      “Yes. He can’t. So he lets it go to ruin.” Familiar grief joined her confusion of emotions.

      “What of the dower house? Could he sell that.”

      “He would have if he could. Shall we return to the real question? Why did you return? For that matter, when did you part from the navy?”

      Seth refilled their glasses.

      “You said its complicated,” she prodded.

      He nodded. “First of all, word reached me on the return voyage that my father had left me something in his will. We finally docked in Portsmouth in March 1818.”

      “Three years ago.” Sibby frowned at him.

      “Three and a half. I was released then, with back pay in my pocket. There was nothing for me there, so I went on up to London to see about this inheritance.”

      “What was it?”

      “As you see.” He indicated the building around them.

      “That was all?” The earl had been a rich man.

      “Not quite. I was blessed—or cursed—with an interfering brother. In fact, a few of them. The old reprobate named a list of bastards in his will. Left us all something. Some more than others. Society—something I have little experience in and less interest—calls us the Clarion Bastards.”

      “Still, three years ago, Seth.”

      He nodded. “I’d been lucky on my first ship. When the captain realized I could read and write, he ordered me to be the loblolly boy—the surgeon’s helper. The seaman who’d been helping went back to crew gratefully. I was needed, and raised to Surgeon’s Mate a year later. It was a blessing, considering they’d dragged me off the docks hogtied. I was eventually warranted as Surgeon.”

      She glared at him. “You’re making a meal out of a simple question.”

      He sighed deeply. “I had some prize money. Not much. Some. My newfound brother David—the new earl—and his equally persuasive countess urged me to go to university. Edinburgh is best for medicine. To Edinburgh I went. I had enough for fees and to eat on. The course took two years.”

      “And then?” Sybilla wasn’t going to let him off the hook. Not now.

      “I spent some time at Clarian Hall in Ashmead, astonished to have family. David and his countess dragged me to house parties full of coxcombs, prigs, and gossips eager to pick over the bones of my origins. When they tried to bring me to London. I retreated to their home in Ashmead, a pleasant enough place.”

      “But.” She fixed him with her firmest gaze. He would answer her original question.

      “My new-found family were still strangers, and I did not want to live off their charity. Ashmead already had a decent physician. I needed my own practice. I had this place, the building and its contents. It had been locked up for six years by then. It took me a month just to clean the place up and create space to see patients. By then gossip had spread and they began appearing. That’s it.”

      She waited. There had to be more. He swallowed and added, “Ashmead wasn’t Astburn. It wasn’t home.”

      “And so, you came home?” She reached across and lay her fingers over his hand. Their eyes held.

      “I had to come and face… erm, everything. My past.”

      Me. You had to face me. He didn’t say the words but he will. Oh yes, he will.

      She watched him pile the dishes on the tray and brushed his hands away. “Let me do that.” She leaned in to fill the tray, but he didn’t move. She could feel his breath on her neck, and heat pooled in her belly. When she turned to look at him, she curled into his arms.

      “Sibby, I—” Whatever he meant to say disappeared in the maelstrom that engulfed them.

      His kiss, fierce and full of unspoken need, annihilated her breathing and took coherent thought with it. When he broke it off, she staggered back and reached for the chair to steady herself, searching his face for she knew not what.

      He stood in place, as unsettled as she was, before dropping his eyes. “Sibby, I’m sorry. I—I need to retire for the night.”

      He turned and strode out the door forgetting the tray. She raised a trembling hand to her mouth and stared after him.
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      Thoughts of Sibby and the revelations of the evening haunted Seth; elusive sleep came and went. He rose once to open his window letting the icy air cool his heated body. Tossing and turning, he twisted his covers and pounded his pillow. Regret filled him, though whether for leaving her nine years ago or for mauling her that evening, he couldn’t say.

      When he heard cries from downstairs, he leapt up naked, lit a candle, and scrambled to dress. In trousers and a loose shirt, he stumbled down the stairs in bare feet and flung open the door to the sick room to stare at the child’s bed.

      His patient’s condition, thrashing and moaning, took a moment to come into focus, so distracted was he by the body of the woman leaning over the bed. Sibby held the girl down, keeping her injured leg still. As he watched, Becky stilled and settled.

      Sibby rose and turned to him. “It was a nightmare. I think I kept her leg still. I gave her a few drops of laudanum to settle her.”

      Her glorious chocolate-brown hair hung loose around her shoulders, its honey gold highlights flickering in the candle’s light. The night-rail, plain, modest cotton, clung to womanly curves that would haunt him for the rest of his nights. His jaw sagged open, and speech remained impossible. One thought echoed through him. Mine. She’s mine. She always was.

      In the face of his silent study of her person, Sibby dropped her eyes and scurried to put on a wrapper. His gaze dropped to the dainty toes he could just make out in the shadows beneath her clothes. I should go back upstairs.

      He didn’t. He walked to the table and set down the candlestick. He cleared his throat and swallowed hard. “Tell me,” he said, his voice thick, “What happened.”

      Sibby hesitated, still in shadow. “As I said. She woke up in a nightmare. Her cries must be what you heard. She’s fine now. Go back to sleep.”

      He nodded. “Thank you for sitting with her. Your actions were perfect.” You are perfection itself.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “About my behavior earlier… I have no justification for my brutish⁠—”

      She rushed forward and put a hand to his mouth. “Don’t. Please don’t apologize.” Her brown eyes bore into his. “It was…it was…” She swallowed and tossed her head, her hair floating up in a cloud of lavender-scented air. “We need to talk again, but not now. Not like this.” She dropped her hand and touched his shirt where it hung open. “Not dressed like this. Not here.”

      “Talk,” he repeated, holding her eyes. “Yes. Later.”

      She took a step back, and he lifted his candle, gripping his self-control by a thread.

      He kissed her. Swiftly. Simply. Chastely. He fled the room.
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        * * *

      

      Sybilla rose from bed as soon as light showed under the window shades and checked her patient. Becky’s breathing was even; she lay still, her leg still between the bricks. The child had slept through the night. Sybilla had not.

      She dressed in what she wore the day before, her head throbbing and her belly complaining. She decided to go to the kitchen and make coffee.

      Humming to herself she set the drink to brewing and located day old sweet rolls.

      “The girl I knew nine years ago would have been lost in a kitchen. She certainly wouldn’t brew her own beverages.”

      Seth leaned on the door frame. Unlike last night, he was fully dressed in a brown suit, waistcoat, white shirt done firmly at his neck and a neatly tied cravat. He had even shaved, whereas Sybilla had not yet done up her hair. She blushed and pulled it back in a twist.

      “I’ve learned many skills in those years. So have you,” she said.

      He bit into a sweet roll. “I didn’t expect to find you here. I thought I would go over to check on the watchers by the shack while Becky slept.”

      “Would you like some coffee?”

      “That would be heaven on a cold morning,” he said, his voice oddly hoarse.

      They sipped in silence until Sybilla could no longer stand it. “Becky will awaken soon. I need to get back.” She stood and gazed at him for a moment. “I think you should try that procedure, plat… plat… whatever you called it.”

      “Plâtre coulé. I plan to.”

      “First. Before we let ourselves be drawn into the murder. Becky’s family will take over once you immobilize her ankle.”

      “You’re right, Sibby. You usually are,” he replied, gazing back at her. “We need to care for her and then deal with our murderer. We will talk after that.

      Talk. She heard the echo of her words in the night and could only nod. Seth appeared as frustrated as she felt. What lay between them needed to be—what? Laid bare? Embraced? She forced her feet to move toward the door.

      Mrs. Duncan bustled in as Sybilla left the room. “Y’re both up so early. Some broth for the little one, Mr. Caulfield?”

      Behind her, Sybilla heard him giving instructions and agreeing to eggs and a proper breakfast after they treated her.

      Seth is right, though. We should check on the investigation as soon as the procedure is done. Sir Whittleby is worthless, and Frank could go off on a tangent. Sybilla approached the sick room. That’s what we will do.

      In the end, they didn’t have to. The investigation came to them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 7


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Frantic banging on the door brought Seth out of his absorption in the work. It had gone well. He had constructed the tiny box and gathered the ingredients for plaster while Sibby helped Becky with her needs and allowed her water and a bit of broth. After, he carried Becky back to the surgery and laid her down with her leg encased in the box with her ankle properly positioned and gently wrapped in gauze, Sibby kept her still with amusing stories while he prepared and poured the plaster. Becky would have a plaster boot halfway to her knee while the ankle healed. Once firm he would shave the rough edges.

      The mixture had just begun to set up, and Sibby had Becky laughing at some nonsense about an owl and a squirrel, when the knocking came.

      It was Frank Holden, bursting with excitement. “Sum’un came like you said, Caulfield. We have him!”

      “Where…” Seth stuttered, but he didn’t need to finish. A stranger stood at his doorstep, one of Whittleby’s grooms, he suspected, holding on to another person who had been tied and gagged, someone built way too slight to be their culprit. He urged them in from the cold, though he was at a loss how to deal with the situation.

      Sibby was ahead of him. Behind Frank’s back she urged Mrs. Duncan into the surgery to sit with Becky. “Now what is all this?” she asked, projecting her lady of the manor voice.

      Frank yanked his hat off and repeated that they had caught the man at the shack. Sibby glanced at Seth and studied the prisoner. She reached up and pulled down his gag.

      “Tweren’t me,” the prisoner shouted. “I never killed anyone. Must o’ bin—” he clamped his jaw shut, and his eyes darted at all those staring at him.

      “Who?” Sibby asked.

      “No ’un.”

      “Help us, and we may help you,” she said.

      The prisoner snorted. “Ye’ll need to do better. If I talk…” His chin came up defiantly.

      “Put his gag back on,” she ordered. “How did you find him, Frank?”

      “He rowed downstream and pulled up at th’shack like we figured. Found him rooting around in there. Had this in his hand when we got ’im. Right shocked he were.” Frank handed Sibby the bag. She passed it to Seth.

      “Coins? Payment obviously, but was he paying or receiving? Are you going to tell us?” Seth demanded.

      The prisoner’s eyes, still defiant, but, Seth thought, frightened, glared back. He shook his head. They didn’t bother to remove the gag.

      Sibby addressed the groom holding on to the prisoner. “Take this vermin to the Fox and Badger. Tell Ned I said to lock him in his cellar until we can have him tried for murder.”

      The prisoner’s brows rose, and his eyes went wide, panicked. He shook his head from side to side.

      “I’ll inform Sir Whittleby, Frank. You’ll want to stay here with Becky,” Sibby said as calmly as if she sent a man off to trial for his life every day.

      The groom yanked the prisoner along by his arm, and Seth shut the door after them.

      “You don’t really believe that man is Becky’s faceless man, do you?” he asked. “He’s too small. I don’t believe that one could have carried old Cramer from the shack to the clearing.”

      “I don’t either,” she replied. “I’m hoping a night or two in that cellar will give him time to decide to tell us who he meets there.”

      “Good thought,” Seth said. “I thought of asking her to look at him, but it didn’t seem worth upsetting her. If it comes to a trial⁠—”

      “My Becky doesn’t need—” Holden sputtered.

      “If it comes to a trial, she may have to give witness, Frank. It is too early for that, though,” Sibby assured him. “You stay here and help Se—Mr. Caulfield finish up with Becky. Can Frank take her home?”

      “Once the plaster dries, he may. I’ll have some instructions for you, Frank. Come and see what I’ve done.” Holden looked torn, but concern for his daughter won. Frank turned toward the surgery, Seth’s hand on his back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sybilla hadn’t gone two steps before Seth came out without his greatcoat and tugged her by the hand to the side of the building behind a shrub that hid them from the street.

      Swept off her feet and into his arms, she had no time to think. She didn’t want to think. What began as a sweet kiss, a confirmation of something settled without words, quickly flared into passion.

      Seth pulled back and studied her face, as if he was searching for words, searching for answers, searching for permission… Before Sybilla could pull any of those together, he pulled her closer and resumed kissing her as thoroughly as a woman could be kissed, his lips sliding to the space beneath her ears and down her neck, before returning to her mouth. Sybilla responded with fervor she didn’t expect and didn’t regret.

      He pulled away, setting his hands on her shoulders, and leaning his forehead to hers. “You said not to apologize. I thought then that I needed to make my intentions clear.”

      “You mean, sometimes we don’t need words?” she sighed.

      “Precisely.” He stepped away then. “Off with you to the magistrate, to make sure they keep up the guard on the shack,” he whispered.

      She gave him an amused salute. “And that he doesn’t cancel the constables.”
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      Two days later the magistrate sent for Becky Holden. Sybilla saw little of Seth those two days, but she floated through them on his unspoken promises. Promises she trusted.
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