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        North Devon, England

        September 1859

      

      

      Helena Reynolds crossed the floor of the crowded taproom, her carpetbag clutched in her trembling hands. The King’s Arms was only a small coaching inn on the North Devon coast road, but it seemed to her as if every man in Christendom had gathered there to have a pint. She could feel their eyes on her as she navigated carefully through their midst. Some stares were merely curious. Others were openly assessing.

      She suppressed a shiver. She was hardly dressed for seduction in her gray striped-silk traveling gown, though she’d certainly made an effort to look presentable. After all, it was not every day that one met one’s future husband.

      “Can I help you, ma’am?” the innkeeper called to her from behind the crowded bar.

      “Yes. If you please, sir.” Tightening her hands on her carpetbag, she approached the high counter. A very tall man was leaning against the end of it, nursing his drink. His lean, muscular frame was shrouded in a dark wool greatcoat, his face partially hidden by his upturned collar and a tall beaver hat tipped low over his brow. She squeezed into the empty space beside him, her heavy petticoats and crinoline rustling loudly as they pressed against his leg.

      She lowered her voice to address the innkeeper directly. “I’m here to see—”

      “Blevins!” a man across the room shouted. “Give us another round!”

      Before Helena could object, the innkeeper darted off to oblige his customers. She stared after him in helpless frustration. She’d been expected at one o’clock precisely. And now, after the mix-up at the railway station and the delay with the accommodation coach—she cast an anxious glance at the small watch she wore pinned to the front of her bodice—it was already a quarter past two.

      “Sir!” she called to the innkeeper. She stood up on the toes of her half boots, trying to catch his eye. “Sir!”

      He did not acknowledge her. He was exchanging words with the coachman at the other end of the counter as he filled five tankards with ale. The two of them were laughing together with the ease of old friends.

      Helena gave a soft huff of annoyance. She was accustomed to being ignored, but this was the outside of enough. Her whole life hinged on the next few moments.

      She looked around for someone who might assist her. Her eyes fell at once on the gentleman at her side. He didn’t appear to be a particularly friendly sort of fellow, but his height was truly commanding and surely he must have a voice to match his size.

      “I beg your pardon, sir.” She touched him lightly on the arm with one gloved hand. His muscles tensed beneath her fingers. “I’m sorry to disturb you, but would you mind very much to summon—”

      He raised his head from drinking and, very slowly, turned to look at her.

      The words died on Helena’s lips.

      He was burned. Badly burned.

      “Do you require something of me, ma’am?” he asked in an excruciatingly civil undertone.

      She stared up at him, her first impression of his appearance revising itself by the second. The burns, though severe, were limited to the bottom right side of his face, tracing a path from his cheek down to the edge of his collar and beyond it, she was sure. The rest of his face—a stern face with a strongly chiseled jaw and hawklike aquiline nose—was relatively unmarked. Not only unmarked, but with his black hair and smoke-gray eyes, actually quite devastatingly handsome.

      “Do you require something of me?” he asked again, more sharply this time.

      She blinked. “Yes. Do forgive me. Would you mind very much summoning the innkeeper? I cannot seem to—”

      “Blevins!” the gentleman bellowed.

      The innkeeper broke off his loud conversation and scurried back to their end of the counter. “What’s that, guv?”

      “The lady wishes to speak with you.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Helena said. But the gentleman had already turned his attention back to his drink, dismissing her without a word.

      “Yes, ma’am?” the innkeeper prompted.

      Abandoning all thoughts of the handsome—and rather rude—stranger at her side, Helena once again addressed herself to the innkeeper. “I was supposed to meet someone here at one o’clock. A Mr. Boothroyd?” She felt the gentleman next to her stiffen, but she did not regard it. “Is he still here?”

      “Another one for Boothroyd, are you?” The innkeeper looked her up and down. “Don’t look much like the others.”

      Helena’s face fell. “Oh?” she asked faintly. “Have there been others?”

      “Aye. Boothroyd’s with the last one now.”

      “The last one?” She couldn’t believe it. Mr. Boothroyd had given her the impression that she was the only woman with whom Mr. Thornhill was corresponding. And even if she wasn’t, what sort of man interviewed potential wives for his employer in the same manner one might interview applicants for a position as a maidservant or a cook? It struck her as being in extraordinarily bad taste.

      Was Mr. Thornhill aware of what his steward was doing?

      She pushed the thought to the back of her mind. It was far too late for doubts. “As that may be, sir, I’ve come a very long way and I’m certain Mr. Boothroyd will wish to see me.”

      In fact, she was not at all certain. She had only ever met Mr. Finchley, the sympathetic young attorney in London. It was he who had encouraged her to come to Devon. While the sole interaction she’d had with Mr. Boothroyd and Mr. Thornhill thus far were letters—letters which she currently had safely folded within the contents of her carpetbag.

      “Reckon he might at that,” the innkeeper mused.

      “Precisely. Now, if you’ll inform Mr. Boothroyd I’ve arrived, I would be very much obliged to you.”

      The man beside her finished his ale in one swallow and then slammed the tankard down on the counter. “I’ll take her to Boothroyd.”

      Helena watched, wide-eyed, as he stood to his full, towering height. When he glared down at her, she offered him a tentative smile. “I must thank you again, sir. You’ve been very kind.”

      He glowered. “This way.” And then, without a backward glance, he strode toward the hall.

      Clutching her carpetbag tightly, she trotted after him. Her heart was skittering, her pulse pounding in her ears. She prayed she wouldn’t faint before she’d even submitted to her interview.

      The gentleman rapped once on the door to the private parlor. It was opened by a little gray-haired man in spectacles. He peered up at the gentleman, frowned, and then, with furrowed brow, looked past him to stare at Helena herself.

      “Mr. Boothroyd?” she queried.

      “I am Boothroyd,” he said. “And you, I presume, are Miss Reynolds?”

      “Yes, sir. I know I’m dreadfully late for my appointment…” She saw a woman rising from a chair within the private parlor. A woman who regarded Helena with an upraised chin, her face conveying what words could not. “Oh,” Helena whispered. And just like that it seemed the tiny, flickering flame of hope she’d nurtured these last months blinked out. “You’ve already found someone else.”

      “As to that, Miss Reynolds—” Mr. Boothroyd broke off with an expression of dismay as the tall gentleman brushed past him to enter the private parlor. He removed his hat and coat and proceeded to take a seat by the raging fire in the hearth.

      The woman gaped at him in dismay. “Mr. Boothroyd!” she hissed, hurrying to the older gentleman’s side. “I thought this was a private parlor.”

      “So it is, Mrs. Standish.” Mr. Boothroyd consulted his pocket watch. “Or was, until half an hour ago. Never mind it. Our interview is finished in any case. Now, if you would be so good as to…”

      Helena didn’t hear the rest of their conversation. All she could hear was the sound of her own beating heart. She didn’t know why she remained. She’d have to board the coach and continue to Cornwall. And then what? Fling herself from the cliffs, she supposed. There was no other way. Oh, what a fool she’d been to think this would work in the first place! If only Jenny had never seen that advertisement in the paper. Then she would have known months ago that there was but one means of escape from this wretched tangle. She would never have had reason to hope!

      Her vision clouded with tears. She turned from the private parlor, mumbling an apology to Mr. Boothroyd as she went.

      “Miss Reynolds?” Mr. Boothroyd called. “Have you changed your mind?”

      She looked back, confused, only to see that the other lady was gone and that Mr. Boothroyd stood alone in the entryway. From his seat by the fire, the tall gentleman ruffled a newspaper, seeming to be wholly unconcerned with either of them. “No, sir,” she said.

      “If you will have a seat.” He gestured to one of the chairs that surrounded a small supper table. On the table was a stack of papers and various writing implements. She watched him rifle through them as she took a seat. “I trust you had a tolerable journey.”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “You took the train from London?”

      “I did, sir, but only as far as Barnstaple. Mr. Finchley arranged for passage on an accommodation coach to bring me the rest of the way here. It’s one of the reasons I’m late. There was an overturned curricle in the road. The coachman stopped to assist the driver.”

      “One of the reasons, you say?”

      “Yes, I…I missed the earlier train at the station,” she confessed. “I’d been waiting at the wrong platform and…by the time I realized my error, my train had already gone. I was obliged to change my ticket and take the next one.”

      “Have you no maid with you? No traveling companion?”

      “No, sir. I traveled alone.” There hadn’t been much choice. Jenny had to remain in London, to conceal Helena’s absence as long as possible. Helena had considered hiring someone to accompany her, but there’d been no time and precious little money to spare. Besides which, she didn’t know who she could trust.

      Mr. Boothroyd continued to sift through his papers. Helena wondered if he was even listening to her. “Ah. Here it is,” he said at last. “Your initial reply to the advertisement.” He withdrew a letter covered in small, even handwriting which she recognized as her own. “As well as a letter from Mr. Finchley in London with whom you met on the fifteenth.” He perused a second missive with a frown.

      “Is anything the matter?” she asked.

      “Indeed. It says here that you are five and twenty.” Mr. Boothroyd lowered the letter. “You do not look five and twenty, Miss Reynolds.”

      “I assure you that I am, sir.” She began to work at the ribbons of her gray silk traveling bonnet. After untying the knot with unsteady fingers, she lifted it from her head, twined the ribbons round it, and placed it atop her carpetbag. When she raised her eyes, she found Mr. Boothroyd staring at her. “I always look much younger in a bonnet. But, as you can see now, I’m—”

      “Young and beautiful,” he muttered with disapproval.

      She blushed, glancing nervously at the gentleman by the fire. He did not seem to be listening, thank goodness. Even so, she leaned forward in her chair, dropping her voice. “Does Mr. Thornhill not want a pretty wife?”

      “This isn’t London, Miss Reynolds. Mr. Thornhill’s house is isolated. Lonely. He seeks a wife who can bear the solitude. Who can manage his home and see to his comforts. A sturdy, capable sort of woman. Which is precisely why the advertisement specified a preference for a widow or spinster of more mature years.”

      “Yes, but I—”

      “What Mr. Thornhill doesn’t want,” he continued, “is a starry-eyed girl who dreams of balls and gowns and handsome suitors. A marriage with such a frivolous creature would be a recipe for disaster.”

      Helena bristled. “That isn’t fair, sir.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m no starry-eyed girl. I never was. And with respect, Mr. Boothroyd, you haven’t the slightest notion of my dreams. If I wanted balls and gowns or…or frivolous things…I’d never have answered Mr. Thornhill’s advertisement.”

      “What exactly do you seek out of this arrangement, Miss Reynolds?”

      She clasped her hands tightly in her lap to stop their trembling. “Security,” she answered honestly. “And perhaps…a little kindness.”

      “You couldn’t find a gentleman who met these two requirements in London?”

      “I don’t wish to be in London. Indeed, I wish to be as far from London as possible.”

      “You friends and family…?”

      “I’m alone in the world, sir.”

      “I see.”

      Helena doubted that very much. “Mr. Boothroyd, if you’ve already decided someone else is better suited—”

      “There is no one else, Miss Reynolds. At present, you’re the only lady Mr. Finchley has recommended.”

      “But the woman who was here before—”

      “Mrs. Standish?” Mr. Boothroyd removed his spectacles. “She was applying for the position of housekeeper at the Abbey.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Regrettably, we have an ongoing issue with retaining adequate staff. It’s something you should be aware of if you intend to take up residence.”

      She exhaled slowly. “A housekeeper. Of course. How silly of me. Mr. Thornhill mentioned the difficulties you were having with servants in one of his letters.”

      “I’m afraid it’s proven quite a challenge.” Mr. Boothroyd settled his spectacles back on his nose. “Not only is the house isolated, it has something of a local reputation. Perhaps you’ve heard…?”

      “A little. But Mr. Finchley told me it was nothing more than ignorant superstition.”

      “Quite so. However, in this part of the world, Miss Reynolds, you’ll find ignorance is in ready supply.”

      Helena was unconcerned. “I should like to see the Abbey for myself.”

      “Yes, yes. All in good time.”

      “And I should like to meet Mr. Thornhill.”

      “Undoubtedly.” Mr. Boothroyd shuffled through his papers again. To her surprise, a rising color crept into the elderly man’s face. “There are just one or two more points at issue, Miss Reynolds.” He cleared his throat. “You’re aware, I presume… That is, I do hope Mr. Finchley explained…this marriage is to be a real marriage in every sense of the word.”

      She looked at him, brows knit in confusion. “What other kind of marriage would it be?”

      “And you’re agreeable?”

      “Of course.”

      He made no attempt to disguise his skepticism. “There are many ladies who would find such an arrangement singularly lacking in romance.”

      Helena didn’t doubt it. She’d have balked at the prospect herself once. But much had changed in the past year—and in the past months, especially. Any girlish fantasies she’d harbored about true love were dead. In their place was a rather ruthless pragmatism.

      “I don’t seek romance, Mr. Boothroyd. Only kindness. And Mr. Finchley said that Mr. Thornhill was a kind man.”

      Mr. Boothroyd appeared to be surprised by this. “Did he indeed,” he murmured. “What else did he tell you, pray?”

      She hesitated before repeating the words that Mr. Finchley had spoken. Words that had convinced her once and for all to travel to a remote coastal town in Devon, to meet and marry a complete stranger. “He told me that Mr. Thornhill had been a soldier, and that he knew how to keep a woman safe.”
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        * * *

      

      Justin Thornhill cast another brooding glance at the pale, dark-haired beauty sitting across from Boothroyd. She was slight but shapely, her modest traveling gown doing nothing to disguise the high curve of her breasts and the narrow lines of her small waist. When first he’d seen her in the taproom, he thought she was a fashionable traveler on her way to Abbot’s Holcombe, the resort town farther up the coast. He had no reason to think otherwise. The Miss Reynolds he’d been expecting—the plain, sensible spinster who’d responded to his matrimonial advertisement—had never arrived.

      This Miss Reynolds was a different class of woman altogether.

      She sat across from Boothroyd, her back ramrod straight, and her elegant, gloved hands folded neatly on her lap in a pretty attitude. She regarded the curmudgeonly steward with wide, doelike hazel eyes and when she spoke, she did so in the smooth, cultured tones of a gentlewoman. No, Justin amended. Not a gentlewoman. A lady.

      She was nothing like the two sturdy widows Boothroyd had interviewed earlier for the position of housekeeper. Those women had, ironically, been more in line with Justin’s original specifications—the specifications he had barked at his aging steward those many months ago when Boothroyd had first broached the idea of his advertising for a wife.

      “I have no interest in courtship,” he’d said, “nor in weeping young ladies who take to their bed with megrims. What I need is a woman. A woman who is bound by law and duty to see to the running of this godforsaken mausoleum. A woman I can bed on occasion. Damnation, Boothroyd, I didn’t survive six years in India so I could live like a bloody monk when I returned home.”

      They were words spoken in frustration after the last in a long line of housekeepers had quit without notice. Words that owed a great deal to physical loneliness and far too many glasses of strong spirits.

      The literal-minded Boothroyd had taken them as his marching orders.

      The next morning, before Justin had even arisen from his alcohol-induced slumber, his ever-efficient steward had arranged for an advertisement to be placed in the London papers. It had been brief and to the point:

      
        
        MATRIMONY: Retired army officer, thirty-two, of moderate means and quiet disposition wishes to marry a spinster or widow of the same age. Suitable lady will be sensible, compassionate, and capable of managing the household of remote country property. Independent fortune unimportant. Letters to be addressed, postpaid, to Mr. T. Finchley, Esq., Fleet Street.

      

      

      Justin had initially been angry. He’d even threatened to give Boothroyd the sack. However, within a few days he’d found himself warming to the idea of acquiring a wife by advertisement. It was modern and efficient. As straightforward as any other business transaction. The prospective candidates would simply write to Thomas Finchley, Justin’s London attorney, and Finchley would negotiate the rest, just as competently as he’d negotiated the purchase of Greyfriar’s Abbey or those shares Justin had recently acquired in the North Devon Railway.

      Still, he had no intention of making the process easy. He’d informed both Boothroyd and Finchley that he would not bestir himself on any account. If a prospective bride wanted to meet, she would have to do so at a location within easy driving distance of the Abbey.

      He’d thought such a condition would act as a deterrent.

      It hadn’t occurred to him that women routinely traveled such distances to take up employment. And what was his matrimonial advertisement if not an offer for a position in his household?

      In due time, Finchley had managed to find a woman for whom an isolated existence in a remote region of coastal Devon sounded agreeable. Justin had even exchanged a few brief letters with her. Miss Reynolds hadn’t written enough for him to form a definite picture of her personality, nor of her beauty—or lack thereof. Nevertheless, he’d come to imagine her as a levelheaded spinster. The sort of spinster who would endure his conjugal attentions with subdued dignity. A spinster who wouldn’t burst into tears at the sight of his burns.

      The very idea that anything like this lovely young creature would grace his table and his bed was frankly laughable.

      Not but that she wasn’t determined.

      Though that was easily remedied. Folding his paper, Justin rose from his chair. “I’ll take it from here, Boothroyd.”

      Miss Reynold’s eyes lifted to his. He could see the exact moment when she realized who he was. To her credit, she didn’t cry or faint or spring from her chair and bolt out of the room. She merely looked at him in that same odd way she had in the taproom when first she beheld his burns.

      “Miss Reynolds,” Mr. Boothroyd said, “may I present Mr. Thornhill?”

      She did rise then and offered him her hand. It was small and slim, encased in a fine dark kid glove. “Mr. Thornhill.”

      “Miss Reynolds.” His fingers briefly engulfed hers. “Sit down, if you please.” He took Boothroyd’s chair, waiting until his loyal retainer had removed himself to the other side of the parlor before fixing his gaze on his prospective bride.

      Her face was a flawless, creamy porcelain oval, framed by dark brown hair swept back into an oversized roll at the nape of her neck. Her nose was straight—neither too short, nor too long—and her gently rounded chin was firm to the point of stubbornness. If not for the velvety softness of those doe eyes, she might have appeared prideful or even haughty. And perhaps she was, if her clothing was anything by which to judge.

      Granted, he knew nothing of women’s fashion—aside from the fact that the hooks, laces, and miles of skirts were dashed inconvenient when one was in an amorous frame of mind. But one didn’t have to know the difference between a petticoat and a paletot to recognize that everything Miss Reynolds wore was of the finest quality. Even the tiny buttons on her bodice and the fashionable belt and buckle that encircled her waist appeared to have been crafted by a master.

      Next to her, the suit of clothes he’d chosen to wear that morning to meet his intended bride felt rather shabby and third rate. Far worse, he was beginning to feel a little shabby and third rate himself.

      “You’ll forgive the deception,” he said. “As you can see, I’m not the sort of man a woman would wish to find at the other end of a matrimonial advertisement.”

      “Aren’t you?” She tilted her head. The small movement brought her hair in the path of a shaft of sunlight filtering in through the parlor window. It glittered for an instant in her fashionable coiffure, revealing threads of red and gold among the brown. “Why do you say so? Is it because of your burns?”

      He was hard-pressed to conceal a flinch. Damn, but she was blunt. He wouldn’t have expected such plain speaking from a decorative little female. “You can’t claim the sight doesn’t offend you. I saw your reaction in the taproom.”

      Her brows drew together in an elegant line. “I had no reaction, sir.”

      “No?”

      “I was, perhaps, a little surprised. But not because of your burns.” Her cheeks flushed a delicate shade of rose. “You are…very tall.”

      His chest tightened. He was uncertain what to make of her blushes—or of her personal remark. She was such a finely made little creature. He wondered if she thought him too big. Good God, he was too big. And too rough, too coarse, and too common and a host of other negative traits, the distastefulness of which he had not fully appreciated until being in her presence.

      “You were expecting someone shorter?”

      “No, I…I didn’t know what to expect. How could I have? You never mentioned anything of that sort in your letters.”

      Justin recalled the polite and wholly impersonal letters he’d written to her over the past months. He’d described Greyfriar’s Abbey, the seasons and the weather and the sound of the waves hitting the rocks beneath the cliffs. He’d mentioned the repairs to the roof, the new outbuildings, and the persistent trouble with keeping servants.

      His own appearance hadn’t merited a single line.

      “Would you still have come, had you known?” he asked.

      “About your burns, do you mean?” She didn’t hesitate. “Yes, I think so. But there’s no way to prove it now, is there? You shall have to take my word for it.”

      He allowed his gaze to drift over her face, taking in every feature, from the dark mahogany brows winging over her wide-set eyes, to the gentle curve of her cheekbones, and down to the impossibly sensual bow of her upper lip. It was not the face of a woman who had to answer a matrimonial advertisement in order to find a husband.

      Take her word for it? “I suppose I must,” he said.

      “Did it happen while you were in India?”

      He nodded once. “During the uprising.”

      “I didn’t like to assume.” She paused. “I know something of soldiers from my brother. He often wrote to me about the exploits of his regiment and the hardships of friends who’d been injured in battle. He was a soldier himself, you see.”

      “Was he, indeed?” Justin regarded her with a thoughtful expression. “I understood that you had no family.”

      “I don’t. Not any longer. My brother was lost last year at the siege of Jhansi.” Her bosom rose and fell on an unsteady breath. He noticed for the first time that she was trembling. “Is that where you were hurt, Mr. Thornhill?”

      It wasn’t a subject he enjoyed discussing, but there was no point in dissembling. She would find out soon enough. “No, at Cawnpore in ’57.”

      Something flickered briefly in the velvet depths of her eyes. Everyone in England knew what had happened in Cawnpore during the uprising, but as the sister of a soldier, she’d have a better understanding than most.

      “Were you serving under Major General Sir Hugh Wheeler?” she asked very quietly. “Or did you arrive later, with Brigadier General Neill?”

      “The former.” His mouth curved into a mocking half smile. “You may rest easy, Miss Reynolds. I had no part in the raping and pillaging engaged in by the relieving forces. I was safely tucked away in an enemy prison at the time, being flayed alive by rebel sepoys.” She blanched, but he didn’t spare her. “The burns and scars you see here are nothing. The ones beneath my clothing are much, much worse, I assure you.”

      “I am very sorry for it.”

      “Are you?” He felt an unreasonable surge of anger toward her. “You may not feel quite so much Christian charity toward my scarred body when it’s covering you in our marriage bed.”

      From his place across the room, Boothroyd emitted a strangled groan.

      Justin ignored him. His attention was fixed on the scalding blush that swept from the slender column of Miss Reynold’s porcelain throat all the way up to her hairline. Doubtless he’d shocked her virginal soul to its very core. He wouldn’t have been surprised if she leapt up and slapped his face. He certainly deserved it.

      But she did not strike him.

      Instead, she met his insolent gaze and held it, unflinching.

      “You’re purposefully offensive, sir. I believe you’re trying to scare me off. I cannot think why.”

      Because if you don’t leave of your own accord, very soon I won’t let you leave at all.

      And where would he be then?

      Stuck at Greyfriar’s Abbey, among the crumbling stone and cracked plaster, with a very unhappy lady. A lady reduced to drudgery in a drafty, damp, understaffed ruin. A lady whom he could never hope to satisfy, not if he lived to be one hundred.

      “Perhaps,” he said finally, “because it seems to me that you have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”

      “Nonsense. I know exactly what I’ll get out of this arrangement. I wouldn’t be here otherwise. If you don’t wish to marry me, Mr. Thornhill, you need only say so.”

      “I wonder that you wish to marry me.” He folded his arms and leaned back in his chair, surveying the neat little figure hidden beneath her gown. “I hope you’re not in trouble, Miss Reynolds.”

      He heard her catch her breath. The sound was unmistakable.

      His heart sank. There was no other way to describe it. The disappointment he felt was that exquisitely painful.

      And then, just as swiftly, his temper flared.

      “I may be acquiring a wife in a somewhat unconventional way, madam,” he informed her in the same frigid accents he’d often employed with disrespectful subordinates in India, “but I have no desire to take on another man’s bastard in the bargain.”

      Her mouth fell open. “What?”

      “I believe you heard me.” He moved to rise.

      “You think I’m carrying a child?”

      Something in her voice stopped him where he stood. He searched her face. “Do you deny it?”

      “Yes!” She was blushing furiously now. “The suggestion is patently absurd. As well as being utterly impossible.”

      Absurd as well as impossible? His conscience twinged. So, she was an innocent after all. Either that or the finest actress he’d ever encountered in his life. “Ah,” he said as he resumed his seat. “I see.”

      She raised a hand to brush a loose strand of hair from her face. She was trembling again.

      “What kind of trouble is it, then?” he asked.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Something has plainly driven you to answer my advertisement. If not an unwanted child, then what?”

      She dropped her gaze. Her long, thick lashes were black as soot against the creamy curve of her cheek. “You are mistaken, sir.”

      “And you are trembling, madam.”

      She immediately clasped her hands in her lap. “I always tremble when I’m nervous. I can’t help it.”

      “Is that all that’s wrong, Miss Reynolds? Nerves?”

      Her lashes lifted and she met his eyes. “Does it really matter, Mr. Thornhill?”

      He considered. “That depends. Have you broken the law?”

      “Of course not. I simply wish to be married. It’s why I answered your matrimonial advertisement. It’s why I’ve come all this way. If you’ve decided I don’t suit you—”

      “You suit me.” The words were out before he could call them back.

      Try as he might, he could not regret them. It was the truth, by God. She was an uncommonly beautiful woman. He’d been physically attracted to her from the moment she came to stand beside him in the taproom.

      On its own that wouldn’t have been enough. He was no callow youth to have his head turned by a pretty face. But there was something else about her. Something lost and vulnerable and oddly courageous. It roused more than his ardor. It roused his protective instincts. It made him want to shield her from harm.

      Is that why Finchley had sent her to him?

      The very idea unsettled Justin deeply. He was no hero. Indeed, his own past conduct fairly disqualified him as a man capable of protecting a woman. Finchley knew that.

      But if Justin had any lingering doubts about his decision, Miss Reynold’s reaction to his pronouncement temporarily banished them from his mind.

      Her face suffused with relief. Her soft hazel eyes glistened with what he very much feared were tears of gratitude. “You suit me as well,” she said.

      “Undoubtedly. Your requirements are not very exacting.” He tugged at his collar. It felt damnably tight all of a sudden. “Security and a little kindness, is that right?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And that I keep you safe.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “That most of all.”
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      “I can’t think what Finchley meant by sending her,” Boothroyd said. “If I’d had any inkling, I would’ve put a stop to it.” He gathered up his papers and thrust them back into his leather briefcase, grumbling all the while. “Not at all the thing. A lady like that. A catastrophe in the making. Mark my words.”

      Justin paced the confines of the private parlor, only half listening to the rantings of his unhappy steward.

      Miss Reynolds was gone. Boothroyd had arranged a room for her at the inn. He’d even ordered a meal sent up. She was probably eating it now. Or sleeping. Or perhaps she’d changed her mind? Perhaps she’d already managed to escape back to London or wherever it was she came from?

      The possibility sent a bolt of apprehension through him. And it was no mystery why.

      He wanted her badly. He wasn’t too proud to admit it. He wanted her as his wife. He wanted her in his home and in his bed. He’d been far too long without a woman. And Helena Reynolds, with her doelike eyes and softly curved body, had triggered an overpowering ache inside of him. Good God, he could still smell the faint scent of her perfume lingering in the air. It was delicate, sweet, and disturbingly exotic. Jasmine. It reminded him of balmy nights spent in India.

      “I’ll contact Finchley and we’ll see about the other responses to the advertisement,” Boothroyd said. “There were several, if I remember. I shall tell him to forward them all to me. And this time, when you find a suitable female, we’ll ask her to send her likeness or—”

      “I have no wish to meet any other women,” Justin said. “I’ve already made my decision.”

      Boothroyd frowned. “If you’ll forgive me, sir. Miss Reynolds is not at all the sort of person with whom a man in your position should align himself.”

      “No?”

      “For one thing, she’s too young.”

      “As you keep saying. But a female of five and twenty is hardly a fledgling. Indeed, some might even accuse her of having reached an advanced stage of spinsterhood.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “And her age should be of no surprise to you. She admitted it to Finchley. And to me as well in her first letter. I don’t remember your voicing an objection then.” Justin stopped pacing and turned to face his steward. His eyes narrowed. “What is it about her that truly troubles you, Boothroyd? That she’s a fine lady? That a man like me will be the one to despoil her?”

      Boothroyd’s spine stiffened. “You do me wrong, sir,” he said, very much on his dignity. “It’s my job to apprise you of unwise investments and, for a man in your position, marriage to a female of Miss Reynolds’s sort would be very unwise indeed. First she’ll want a wedding trip. Then a larger staff, new gowns, and a carriage and four. Expenses which you can scarcely afford. And what comes next with a pretty wife? Flirtations? Cuckoldom? Scandal?”

      “Good God,” Justin muttered.

      “If you’ll but take the night to think it over, I’m confident that tomorrow, when you consider the matter with your head instead of your—”

      “Instead of my what?” Justin prompted, making no effort to hide his irritation. “Not my heart, I gather. We both know I haven’t one of those.”

      Boothroyd’s ears turned a dull red. “You appreciate my meaning, sir.” He cleared his throat. “Which is to say that this is all perfectly understandable. You’re a man in your prime and a man does have his needs, I can attest. But such a bride—though she may temporarily quench a base urge of nature—will make your life a misery. I’ve seen it time and time again with attractive young wives. While a woman of maturity—a woman who is, perhaps, not quite as handsome—will be content with whatever you have to offer—”

      Justin silenced Boothroyd’s sputtering with an impatient wave of his hand. The insinuation that he was acting solely out of some primitive need to couple with an attractive woman struck a little too close to home. “I’m in no mood to argue with you. I’m resolved to marry Miss Reynolds and that’s an end to it.”

      “But you know nothing about her, sir!”

      “Funny, I seem to recall your telling me that that’s what Finchley was for. To investigate the potential candidates and—how did you phrase it?—to weed out the bad apples.”

      “Yes, but I had not expected—”

      “No doubt,” Justin said. “We must all adapt, Boothroyd.”

      Boothroyd’s shoulders sagged in apparent defeat.

      Justin wasn’t fooled for a minute. Boothroyd was adept at getting his own way. It was one of the reasons Justin employed him. “A beautiful wife need not be a liability, you know. Recall how well it served Simon Harding.”

      Harding had been a partner in one of Justin’s earliest, and more successful, business ventures in India. To this day, Justin credited Harding’s wife, Rebecca, with the bulk of their good fortune. The daughter of a captain in the Indian army, she’d known everyone worth knowing.

      “We wouldn’t have had any investors if Mrs. Harding hadn’t first made friends of their wives,” he said. “And if not for her dinner parties, I would never have met Oliver Smithson, let alone invested my earnings in his cotton mills—the profits of which bought the Abbey, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “Yes, yes, exactly as you say. The right sort of wife is an asset, both in business and in the community. Which is precisely why Finchley and I urged you to marry. And if Miss Reynolds were of the same class as Mrs. Harding, I would have no difficulty—”

      “You know nothing about Miss Reynold’s class.”

      “With respect, sir,” Boothroyd countered, “neither do you.”

      Justin shrugged. “I trust Finchley.”

      “As do I, but—”

      “He’s assured us both of her character. According to him, she’s a respectable gentlewoman with no outstanding debts, nor any problematic entanglements. A gentlewoman who is alone and unable to support herself.”

      “Her manner and bearing mark her as a lady of some refinement.”

      Justin raked a hand through his hair. “I can’t see that it matters. She has no family, no connections. Regardless of who her people once were, she is now no different from any other impoverished female trying to make her way in the world.”

      “By marrying a well-to-do gentleman,” Boothroyd sniffed.

      “Is that what I am now? A well-to-do gentleman?” Justin’s mouth twisted into a humorless smile. “You rate me too highly. If Miss Reynolds truly wished to marry well, she could’ve done far better for herself than an ex-soldier of no birth and little fortune.”

      “That may be so, sir, but the fact remains that she’s chosen you.”

      “You can credit that miracle to Finchley. He’s filled her head with some nonsense about my being a kindly and honorable man.” Justin’s smile faded. “With any luck we’ll be married before she discovers otherwise.”
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        * * *

      

      Helena peered out the window as she nibbled on the remainder of one of the cakes that had been sent up with her tea. From her room, she could see down to the inn-yard below. It was relatively empty except for the accommodation coach she’d arrived in and an antiquated carriage to which an ostler was presently hitching a team of four. She watched awhile longer, fully expecting to see a regal red-and-black-lacquered coach pull into the yard.

      It did not come.

      Which meant absolutely nothing. No one but a fool would drive all the way here when he could take the train instead. But the train to where? To Barnstaple, she supposed, and then the rest of the way by accommodation coach, the same method by which she’d arrived in King’s Abbot. She wondered how many days she had. Three, perhaps. Or possibly even four if she was lucky.

      With a sigh, she retired from her post at the window and began to undress. She stripped off her traveling dress, stepped out of her petticoats and heavy crinoline, and rolled off each of her stockings. A maidservant had brought up a ewer of water for her to wash with and she didn’t know how soon she’d have the opportunity to bathe again.

      Clothed only in her chemise, drawers, and corset, she stood in front of the wooden washstand. A small mirror was tacked to the wall above. She looked at herself only briefly as she soaked her sponge. She knew what she would see. A woman who was travel worn, exhausted, and afraid. A woman with bruises circling her throat and her arms.

      The worst of them had faded to a yellowish purple. The newer bruises, however, the ones that graced her upper arms and wrists, still bloomed a deep black and blue. They were sensitive to the touch. Even the brush of fabric from the sleeves of her gown was enough to make her wince. And when a woman on the train platform in London had elbowed past her, the pain had been so acute, Helena had nearly fainted.

      What was needed was ice and lots of it. Failing that, cool water would have to do.

      She wrung out her sponge over her right arm and then her left, repeating the procedure until the cold water began to soothe the deep ache in her limbs. Her eyes fell closed and, for one tired moment, she bowed her head, letting her forehead come to rest lightly against the mirror. She took a long, shuddering breath.

      Justin Thornhill was not the man she’d been expecting.

      Though what she had been expecting, she really couldn’t say. She’d hoped he would be kind, of course. And intelligent and honorable and capable of keeping her safe—as Mr. Finchley had promised. But her hopes, such that they were, had never coalesced into the form and figure of a man. She’d never pictured a height, a hair color, or the shape of a chin or a nose. She’d certainly never dared to imagine that her future husband would be handsome.

      And Mr. Thornhill was handsome.

      Though not in the urbane, sophisticated manner of her elder brother and his friends or any of the other gentlemen Helena had met and admired during the course of her five-and-twenty years. Instead, with his rumpled black hair, sun-bronzed skin, and altogether too penetrating gaze, Mr. Thornhill rather resembled a swashbuckling pirate or one of the roguish antiheroes in the penny novels she’d been so fond of reading as a girl.

      A woman could easily become infatuated with such a man.

      Especially as Mr. Thornhill was not merely handsome. He was tall and powerfully made. Indeed, Helena couldn’t remember having ever encountered a gentleman of such majestic proportions. He was all broad shoulders and lean, masculine strength. She felt small and fragile by comparison. If he were to hurt her—to throttle her or shake her violently by the arms—she didn’t think she could survive it. He was far too strong. He could snap her neck as easily as breathing.

      She swallowed back a rising swell of panic. It wouldn’t do to succumb to her fears. Not after having come so far and risked so much.

      Yet how could she help but be uneasy after the vulgar things he’d said to her?

      She was almost too mortified to recall them. What sort of man spoke of covering a lady in their marriage bed? Not a gentleman, surely. And then to accuse her of being with child! As if she were some sort of deceitful wanton. She whose entire knowledge of the marital act consisted of passages read in medical manuals and a few scraps of overheard masculine conversation.

      Righteous indignation rose in her breast. It was a wonderful tonic for the nerves.

      Lifting her head from the mirror, she refilled the basin and proceeded to wash her face and body as thoroughly as she could.

      Her journey, though not terribly long, had been dusty and dirty. She could still feel the grit in her hair from when the wind had kicked up as she stood on the train platform at Barnstaple. She wished there was time to wash it. Instead, she unpinned it, brushed it out, and twisted it into fresh plaits that she secured at the base of her neck in a large chignon. She was fixing the last hairpin when someone scratched softly at the door.

      “Your pardon, ma’am,” a maidservant’s voice rang out. “The gentleman says to tell you they’ll be leaving in half an hour.”

      Helena’s pulse quickened. Mr. Thornhill and Mr. Boothroyd were taking her to see the Abbey. They had even engaged a serving girl to act as her maid during the journey. It was all perfectly proper and aboveboard—facts which did absolutely nothing to calm her quaking heart. “I’ll be down directly!”

      “Very good, ma’am. Shall I leave your boots at the door?”

      “Yes, thank you.” At least she’d have clean shoes, Helena thought as she began to dress. Earlier, she’d performed a quick spot clean on her traveling gown, but it still looked as if she’d been wearing it for two days straight. It needed to be properly sponged and pressed. But she couldn’t worry about any of that now.

      She fastened the final button at the neck of her gown and gave her voluminous skirts one last shake so that they fell gracefully over her crinoline. Her bonnet, gloves, and carpetbag were on the bed. As she moved to retrieve them, her eyes fell on the tea tray. There were three cakes remaining. She swiftly collected them and, after wrapping them in a clean handkerchief, thrust them into her carpetbag with the rest of her worldly belongings.

      If things didn’t work out with Justin Thornhill, she would need food for the final leg of her journey.

      Wherever that journey might take her.
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        * * *

      

      The antiquated coach gave a shuddering jolt as it ascended the cliff road. Bess, the young maidservant in the seat across from Helena, moaned low in her throat. Helena eyed her with concern. The girl’s face had gone from stark white to pea green in an astonishingly short span of time. “We’re quite safe, Bess,” she said again. “Truly.”

      Her words were instantly contradicted by an ominous rattle. It shook the carriage, causing them both to sway in their seats.

      She cast a quick glance out of the window. The carriage wheels were rolling along at the very edge of the cliff road. She could see stones crumbling and falling down to the foaming surf below. Beginning to feel a bit white about the mouth herself, she leaned back in her seat and offered Bess a bracing smile. “If you’re afraid, only imagine how poor Mr. Boothroyd feels riding up top with the coachman.”

      “Lord bless him, miss.” Bess pressed a hand to her mouth. Helena couldn’t tell if she was stifling a giggle or about to be sick. “If one of the horses loses its footing, he’ll be flung off into the sea.”

      “What a shame that would be,” Helena said dryly. A gurgle of laughter escaped from behind Bess’s hand.

      Mr. Boothroyd had done nothing to endear himself to either of them. From the moment Helena had come down the stairs at the inn, he’d been impatient, irritable, and—when compensating Bess for her time—he’d revealed himself to be surprisingly cheap.

      Helena wasn’t sure what she’d done to offend him. She knew she wasn’t what he’d expected, but she was beginning to think Mr. Boothroyd was somehow opposed to her marrying Mr. Thornhill. Even worse, she suspected that Mr. Thornhill was not entirely agreeable himself.

      And yet, despite his vulgar words and his gruff manner, Justin Thornhill had behaved with the utmost propriety since they left the inn. He’d even taken steps to safeguard her reputation during their visit to the Abbey. Not only had he arranged for Bess to accompany her, but neither he nor Mr. Boothroyd had ridden with them inside the carriage.

      “Reckon Mr. Thornhill’s safer than all of us on that horse of his,” Bess said.

      “Undoubtedly.” Helena looked out the window once more. There was no sign of Mr. Thornhill. He was likely far ahead of them by now, a single horse and rider being much better suited to the treacherous road than a carriage.

      Greyfriar’s Abbey was a good three miles from the King’s Arms and, as Mr. Thornhill had explained when handing her up into the carriage, the cliff road was the only point of access. It ascended along a track just wide enough for a coach and four, curving as it went beneath the branches of trees that seemed to grow at all angles from the cliff face.

      It took nearly half an hour to reach even ground. When they did, the horses picked up the pace, the poorly sprung carriage bouncing along behind them. It veered to the left through a sparse woodland and finally slowed to a rattling halt.

      Peering out the window, Helena saw that they had come to rest on a small plateau. The sky was thick and gray above, the rocky landscape equally as gray below. In the distance, with only a crumbling stone wall protecting it from the cliffside and the sheer drop down to the open sea, stood Greyfriar’s Abbey.

      Mr. Thornhill had described it in one of his letters as being a Gothic nightmare of a house and he hadn’t exaggerated. It had been built on the remains of a twelfth century monastery, some of which was still standing. There was a tower and a stone stable block which, despite their age, seemed to have needed only minor repairs. The rest of the structure, with its steeply pitched roof and high, pointed arches, appeared to be of a much later date. Helena saw evidence of recent construction, as well as piles of new stone and tools at the ready. She wondered how much of the Abbey’s restoration Mr. Thornhill had undertaken himself.

      “Have you been here before, Bess?” she asked.

      Bess’s eyes were very wide. “Oh no, miss,” she said in an awed whisper. “No one comes up here.”

      Before Helena could question Bess further, Mr. Thornhill opened the carriage door. The roar of the sea fairly vibrated in the air around him, and she could hear the mournful cry of seagulls circling above. She lifted her heavy skirts in one hand as he assisted her down the carriage steps. The wind was so strong it nearly swept her off of her feet.

      He tightened his grip on her hand to steady her. “Careful.”

      “Thank you.” She stepped to the ground. “I’m all right now.”

      He nodded and turned to help Bess down.

      Helena didn’t know many gentlemen who would have troubled themselves with assisting a servant. That Mr. Thornhill did so now struck her as being further evidence of his exemplary character. Mr. Finchley had said he was a good man—a kind man. And, despite Mr. Thornhill’s gruff exterior, she was beginning to believe it.

      She moved back from the carriage, looking all around her. The wind whipped at her bonnet and the skirts of her gown. The cold air stung her face. She was a trifle breathless. Even more so when she felt a large, powerful hand rest briefly on the small of her back. She looked up with a start into Justin Thornhill’s smoke-gray eyes.

      “You were swaying like a reed in a storm,” he said.

      “Was I?”

      “Take care the wind doesn’t carry you away over the cliff.”

      An icy shiver of fear raced down her spine. The prospect of flinging herself from the cliffs had been at the back of her mind since she boarded the train in London. She didn’t know if she would ever have been brave enough—or foolish enough—to do something so rash, but the thought of it had given her comfort in her darkest moments. Now, so close to the jagged cliffs and the raging sea beneath, she couldn’t help feeling sick at what she had contemplated.

      “Here,” Mr. Thornhill said. “Take my arm. I’ll not let you fall.”

      She did as he bade her and, along with Mr. Boothroyd and Bess, they made their way toward the house. As they approached, the front door opened and two enormous black mongrels charged out. The figure of a large man emerged in the arched doorway behind them. He called out, but his words were lost in the wind.

      To Helena’s horror, the dogs headed straight for them, barking as they ran. They were as large as mastiffs. The kind of dogs that, between them, could easily tear a person to ribbons.

      “Down,” Mr. Thornhill said sharply as one leapt toward her.

      Helena pressed her face instinctively into his arm.

      “Are you afraid of dogs?” he asked.

      Her heart pounded in her throat. Afraid? She was terrified beyond belief. She nevertheless forced herself to turn her head from Mr. Thornhill’s sleeve and face the two giant beasts. “I don’t know. Should I be?”

      “Not of these. Here.” He took her gloved hand very gently in his and extended it toward the first dog. The great beast padded forward and tentatively sniffed her fingers. “His name is Paul.”

      “Paul?” she echoed, still clinging to Mr. Thornhill’s arm. “And that one?”

      The other dog stood at a distance, watching the two of them. He was growling.

      “That’s Jonesy,” Mr. Thornhill said. “You can make his acquaintance later.”

      Helena cast a wary glance at the unwelcoming hound as Mr. Thornhill led her up the steps and into the house.

      The man who’d let the dogs loose stood in the flagstone entryway, twisting his cap in his hands. He was a strapping fellow of indeterminate years with close-cropped blond hair and a slightly vacant expression in his pale eyes.

      “Neville,” Mr. Thornhill said. “This is Miss Reynolds. She and her maid will be staying for tea.”

      Neville bobbed his head at her. “Ma’am.”

      She inclined her head in return. “I’m pleased to meet you, Neville.”

      His face reddened. He gave another stilted bow and then, with a wary glance at Mr. Boothroyd, disappeared back into the house without a word. The two dogs loped after him.

      “Neville sees to the stables and the livestock,” Mr. Boothroyd said as he stripped off his hat and gloves.

      “At present, he’ll also be seeing to our tea.” Mr. Thornhill lifted his own hat from his head and tossed it onto a nearby table. His coat and gloves followed suit.

      There was no footman or butler to take their things. She removed her bonnet and gloves and handed them to Mr. Thornhill. “Are Neville and the coachman your only servants?”

      “We have a woman who cooks and cleans.” He ushered her through the hall. “And we’re in hopes of obtaining a new housekeeper within the week, though how long she’ll stay is anyone’s guess.”

      The main hall of Greyfriar’s Abbey was spacious but spare. Dim light filtered in through the high stone-framed windows to illuminate a console table, a few straight-backed wooden chairs, and a threadbare carpet. The most impressive feature, by far, was a single flight of stairs constructed of what looked to be new oak. It rose to a landing from whence it divided into two separate branches leading to opposite wings of the floors above.

      Helena had no idea how large the interior of the Abbey really was, nor how many rooms were currently open and in use. What she did know, even in her limited experience, was that a house of even half this size could never be run successfully with only a cook, a coachman, and a slow-witted giant who served as both groom and footman.

      “Perhaps Bess might help Neville with our tea?” she suggested.

      Mr. Thornhill shook his head. “Your maid stays with you.”

      He escorted her into a drafty wood-paneled room that bore some resemblance to a library. Half-filled bookcases lined the walls and mismatched tables were scattered about with maps and books lying open on them. A bank of windows draped with heavy wine-colored curtains looked out toward the sea.

      Mr. Thornhill gestured for her to have a seat on one of the two faded chintz sofas that faced each other in front of a colossal stone fireplace. “Are you cold? Shall I build up the fire?”

      “No, thank you. I’m quite comfortable.” She sat on the edge of the sofa cushion, settling her skirts all about her. In truth, the room was damp and rather chilly, but she didn’t want Mr. Thornhill to think she was difficult to please. Nor did she wish to give Mr. Boothroyd further cause for disapproval. He’d retreated to a desk in the corner, where he was presently hunched over a ledger. She had no doubt he was listening avidly, just as Bess was listening—with a great deal less subtlety—from her place beside Helena on the sofa.

      She and Mr. Thornhill had no real privacy. Was that why he looked so ill at ease as he took a seat across from her?

      “It’s all just as you described in your letters,” she remarked for lack of anything better to say.

      “Yet still you came.”

      “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

      He pointedly did not answer her question, saying instead, “The Abbey won’t be what you’re accustomed to.”

      Helena’s eyes fell briefly to her hands, pale and slim, folded one over the other in her lap. What she’d been accustomed to didn’t bear thinking of. “Why do you say so?”

      Again, he didn’t answer her directly. He seemed to be brooding over something, for when she lifted her gaze she found him staring at her with a strangely somber expression.

      “There aren’t many who can live happily in such a remote place,” he said. “The solitude can be…difficult to bear.”

      She wondered if he was referring to himself. Perhaps he found the solitude difficult to bear. Perhaps that was why he’d placed a matrimonial advertisement. “I don’t mind it. Indeed, I expect the peace and quiet will suit me very well.”

      “On occasion, it’s more than peace and quiet,” he warned. “It’s total isolation. There are problems that can arise—” He broke off, raking his fingers through his already disheveled black hair. “I don’t want you to think I have misled you.”

      A troubled frown knit her brow. “Misled me? How?”

      “There are risks that come with living in such a place as this. For one thing, it’s a treacherous journey from the nearest town. And that’s at the best of times. During the winter months, there are days when the road is completely impassible.” Mr. Thornhill paused, appearing to weigh his next words with care. “If someone were in urgent need of a doctor, there’s every chance they would die before he could be summoned from King’s Abbot to attend them.”

      Helena did not immediately comprehend the significance of what he said. “Has such a thing ever happened before?”

      “No. Not that I’m aware. But with a woman such as yourself—”

      “I enjoy excellent health,” she assured him.

      “I’m pleased to hear it. But that’s not quite what I meant.”

      “What did you mean?”

      “Only that the natural result—” Mr. Thornhill stopped mid-sentence, his attention arrested by Bess. She was tilting forward in her seat, lips half parted, as if he were about to reveal a scandalous secret. His eyes narrowed.

      “I understand,” Helena said swiftly. “You’re concerned I’ll injure myself somehow and you won’t be able to summon a doctor in time.”

      He looked more than a little annoyed. “Something like that.”

      “Is King’s Abbot the nearest village?”

      “If one travels by land, it is.”

      Helena went still. “There’s a way to get here by water?”

      “Anyone willing to brave the currents can sail straight up to the beach from Abbot’s Holcombe. If the wind’s at your back, the voyage can be made in a fraction of the time it would take a carriage to travel on the cliff road.”

      “I didn’t realize.” Her mouth went dry at the implications, her mind already conjuring one thousand and one scenarios—all of them completely unrealistic.

      Or so she hoped.

      She forced herself to remain calm. “Where is Abbot’s Holcombe?”

      “Thirteen miles in the opposite direction. It’s a resort town. Far more fashionable than King’s Abbot.”

      “They’ve ever so many shops there, miss,” Bess volunteered. “And a dressmaker with all the fashions from Paris.”

      “If one can afford them,” Mr. Boothroyd muttered from his desk.

      Helena glanced at the ill-tempered steward. He was still scribbling away in his ledger, seeming to mark his periods and decimal points with extraordinary force.

      “I don’t expect I’ll be too expensive,” she said to Mr. Thornhill. “I really require very little.”

      “And whatever you require, you shall have.” Mr. Thornhill’s deep voice had an edge to it that was as hard and unyielding as adamantine. Helena suspected his words were intended more for Mr. Boothroyd than for her.

      She moistened her lips. “Do you often make the journey to Abbot’s Holcombe?”

      “Not if I can help it.”

      “Because of the distance?”

      “Because of the people who live there,” he said, adding, “I loathe the place.”

      “Oh?” Helena hesitated. She was a little curious, naturally, but Mr. Thornhill didn’t look as if he’d welcome any probing questions. Even if he did, she dared not ask them, lest he be tempted to ask a few of his own. “Then I shall loathe it, too.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked. “That loyal, are you?”

      “Of course,” she said. “We are engaged to be married.”

      Mr. Thornhill regarded her in silence for a moment, an expression in his eyes hard to read. “Would you like to go down to the beach after tea?” he asked abruptly.

      She exhaled a breath she hadn’t been aware she was holding. “Can we?”

      He assured her they could. “There’s a footpath along the side of the cliffs. It’s steep, but if you think you can manage it we can walk awhile and still have time to get you back to the King’s Arms before sunset.”
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