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Chapter One
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SPAIN 

July, 1815

He lay on a squalid straw pallet listening to the incessant drip of fetid water slipping down the stone walls of the prison cell. He opened an eye, the only one he could, but even that tiny movement shot such a jolt of pain through his head that he winced and drew a shuddering breath. 

He rolled a bit to one side, but that only brought another painful stab. The last round of whipping was too fresh and he knew his back was still bleeding from the lashings. He started to count his fingers. Ten. Then he wiggled his toes. Ten. Slowly he shifted his weight to make certain his manhood was still where it should be. Thank god, he still had all his body parts.

He slipped back into an uneasy sleep, trying to ignore his gnawing hunger and thirst, when he heard the yelling, followed by feet running down the stone corridor. He tried to roll up onto one arm, but hadn't the strength. He dropped back onto his stomach and listened, waiting.

More shouts, the clank of metal on metal. Was this it? Were his captors coming for him, to finish him off?  He didn't think he could stand much more before he gave up the information the traitor wanted so desperately. That was the only reason he was still alive. As long as he held back what he knew, his enemy had to keep him alive—or half-dead. But if he broke, he knew they'd kill him and toss his mutilated body onto the dung heap for the crows.

"Aqui! Aqui!" The sound of scuffling outside his cell made Pendleton tense. 

"Soldado Ingles!" The heavy iron-clad door grated on its hinges and bright light hit Pendleton in the face. He leaned away, averting his eyes, unused to the intense light. 

Hands reached for him, but caught him by his back. Pendleton screamed out in pain. Whispers, more light shining in his face. Then, miracle of miracles, he heard the blessed words through a cloud of pain.

"Soldier, what's your name?" English words. A true English accent. The sound was so sweet he almost wept. He tried to answer, but his lips couldn't move.

"Your name, soldier!" Pendleton tried again, peering into the light. Haltingly he spoke, his own voice sounding strange to him.

"Pendleton, Major Pendleton."  More whispers and a moment later the English voice returned.

"We're getting you out of here, Major. Just hang on a tick." Pendleton started to weep. Strong hands rolled him off the straw pallet as someone grunted, and Pendleton found himself slung over a shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Then he passed out.

Chandler Rhys, botanist and explorer for the Royal Horticultural Society, watched the lumbering Spanish laborer swing through the dank corridors of the prison with the major flopping like a rag doll against the man's broad shoulder. He was amazed at his good fortune to have learned of this soldier from the villagers who were forced to work in the prison. Amidst the chaos caused by the abandoning of the prison, only Pendleton had been forgotten and left to die. 

They lowered Pendleton on his stomach into the Spaniard's cart and Rhys saw what was left of the Pendleton's back. Raw, fiery red welts, some still bleeding, criss-crossed his back from his shoulders to the tattered edge of the filthy breeches. Rhys scrambled through his carry-all and pulled out one of his shirts. He ripped the linen and quickly covered the man's back before the flies could get to him. He motioned for the Spaniard to move out down the dirt road.

Hours later the cart stopped and the man jumped down and began pointing to the west. "Monjas!" Rhys shook his head indicating he didn't understand. The man tried again, but this time he dropped to his knees and made the sign of the cross; then he sang a bit of a hymn in a high-pitched voice. Rhys chuckled at the man's theatrics but now he understood. 

"Nuns?” he asked in French, hoping the man would understand. Somehow he did, so Rhys nodded and they turned the cart down another dirt road, this one narrower and less traveled. Another mile along he spotted the high, stuccoed walls surrounding the convent. Just as he was ready to pull on the bell at the gates, they swung open revealing an older woman in long, white robes and two younger nuns off to the side. He pulled off his hat and bowed, while the other man scrambled down from the cart to tell of their predicament. The older woman listened, then walked slowly to the cart. She pulled the linen shirt off Pendleton, who groaned and hissed in pain. She replaced the linen and turned to Rhys and in flawless English stated,

"This man is in grave danger. Come, we must move quickly." Leaving Rhys and the Spaniard in astonishment, she gestured to the two young nuns, then to the two men. "Come, bring the cart through." She moved quickly, then paused at the doorway beyond the entry hall. "You cannot go further until we have this man taken care of. Please be seated." She pushed both men back a step and then disappeared through the door, while four nuns in long aprons gathered Pendleton's arms and legs and followed her. 

They sat and waited, listening carefully to the sound of birdsong and quiet. Rhys began to pace the room, while the other man dozed in a chair. The door opened and the older nun, obviously the abbess, walked in and gestured for Rhys to sit. 

"To whom am I speaking?" Rhys bowed his head and replied. 

"Chandler Rhys, British subject, botanist, and on my way home from an expedition to India for the Royal Horticultural Society."

She nodded. "And how is it you have custody of this poor man?" She poured two goblets of water and handed them out.

"He is Major Pendleton. Other than that, I don't know. You may have heard, perhaps not, that the local prison was abandoned by the French a few days ago. As I was passing through the village, this man," he pointed to the fellow, "heard I was English and told me there was one of our soldiers in the abandoned prison, that he was so badly injured he couldn't escape on his own." He stopped and sipped the cool water. "I couldn't leave without him. I, myself, am heading for Lisbon to catch a boat home. I have enough funds to purchase him the fare." She shook her head and looked at him in astonishment.

"This man cannot travel. He has a raging fever, as well as infection. He wouldn't survive the journey, not even to Lisbon, I fear. He must stay here. We are well-trained in caring for the sick and . . ."

"The dying?" Rhys shook his head violently. "He can't die. After all he's been through, he needs to set his feet on British soil. If he has that hope, I'm sure he would make the journey." She fluttered a thin hand at him.

"Young man, listen to me! Leave him with us for a few months. Let him heal and grow strong again. You may not have noticed, but he's also very thin. And I'm not sure about his sight. After months in a prison cell, he has not seen the light of day for ages. That weakens the eyes. If you give me a way to contact you, I will keep you informed of his progress. Then you may return and fetch him home."

"But what if he doesn't make progress? What if he does die?" She sighed and made the sign of the cross, her fingers handling the rosary at her side like worry beads. 

"If that is the case, I will make certain you are informed, and he will be buried either here in our little cemetery or the local priest will contact the British Consulate. I believe there is an English cemetery in Lisbon." She rose and gestured that he write his information down in an ancient leather-bound book on the table. 

As Rhys prepared to hand the abbess a small sack of coins, he asked, "May I see him before we leave? Perhaps I can learn something more about him." She shrugged.

"I highly doubt that, Mr. Rhys, but you can try." He followed her down a corridor that looked out onto an open courtyard filled with lush shrubs and vines, a small fountain burbling in the center. It was very peaceful here, and he felt better about leaving Pendleton with the nuns. She swung open a heavy oak door and gestured for him to enter.

It was a large, light-filled room with open windows overlooking fields and meadows. But it was the walls that fascinated the scientist in him. Rows of jars filled the shelves, and above him sheaves of herbs hung from the ceiling. The air was scented with lavender and rosemary and the row of beds along the other wall were covered in clean, crisp linens. She led him over to Pendleton, who was now resting, still on his stomach, but his back looked less fiery. A nun was applying a salve, while another nun laid clean linen strips over the salve. They had washed him as best they could and had pulled back the long, straggly hair with a band of leather. He chuckled when he heard Pendleton snoring lightly.

"He looks improved already, Sister." She smiled up at him. 

"Yes, cleanliness will do that—and a bit of prayer." She stepped back and motioned the two nuns to follow her to the other side of the infirmary, giving Rhys some privacy. He moved forward and bent one knee so that his face was close to the other man's.

"Pendleton, can you hear me?" He waited and then tried again. "Major Pendleton?" Perhaps it was the mention of his rank that brought him to. Eyelids fluttered open and blood-shot eyes looked around.

"Sir, my name is Chandler Rhys. I am returning to England shortly and need to bring word of your escape. You cannot travel as yet, but we will return for you. The abbess has my information on how to keep in touch. Do you understand?" He paused and waited for the man to process his words.

The eyelids dropped and he feared Pendleton had passed out. Just as he was ready to try again, Pendleton's lips moved. Rhys leaned in closer and almost fell over when he heard the soldier's words.

"Burnham, Duke of Huntington. Tell him, no one else." Rhys leaned back on his heels, amazed. The duke was his cousin, once removed. This was a miracle, and he wondered about the power of the nuns' prayers.

"Yes, I know him well. I will tell him as soon as I reach London." He rose up and laid a hand on Pendleton's and pressed gently. "Get better, Major. You're in good hands here." He started to turn to leave when he heard the low hiss of another word from the man's lips.

"Alexandra." Rhys closed his eyes and wondered if he'd witnessed another tiny miracle. At one time, when he was younger, he had been infatuated with Alexandra, the Duke's sister. He turned slowly and followed the abbess back to the front door where they departed with a level of mutual respect, but only after Rhys asked the abbess, 

"Pardon me, but how is it you speak such perfect English?" A silvery laugh escaped her thin lips. 

"I was born and raised in England, Mr. Rhys. Before the French Revolution, I was touring the continent with my family. I became gravely ill before we reached Lisbon for the return voyage home. Just as you are leaving your soldier in our good hands, so did my parents leave me. And I never returned. I had found my calling." Rhys bowed deeply and raised her hand to his lips.

"Madame, I am honored to make your acquaintance. May I give word to your family for you?"

She shook her head but smiled up at him. "There's no one left that I know of. It's been many, many years, you see. But I thank you for the thought." He bowed once again and turned for the waiting cart and his guide. As they moved off down the road, Rhys turned to wave good-bye, but the heavy gates were already closed. 

*   *   *
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PENDLETON STUCK THE shovel into the hardened, rocky soil of the irrigation ditch, clearing the undergrowth that blocked the flow of water from the mountain springs above. The sun beat down on his back, but it no longer stung. The herbal salve the nuns made for him had healed the raw skin. The light cotton smock flowed easily about his body as he worked. 

He stopped and leaned against the shovel, taking a moment to think about Alexandra. More and more she was haunting his dreams, not only at night but during the day. It was as if he could feel her thinking of him—or so he hoped. He rubbed the full beard covering his face and wondered what she would make of it.  Would his appearance repel her? He realized he was still recovering but the quick glimpses he caught of himself in a polished surface reminded him how his body had aged in the prison. He may be only thirty, but he felt much older; sometimes even ancient, his body creaked so.  

"May I interrupt your daydreaming, Mr. Pendleton?" He turned to see the mother abbess standing in the shade of a lemon tree. He grinned. 

"Just taking a break, Madame."  This diminutive woman, a tiny tigress who defended her sisters and patients with a fierceness that amazed him, had become like a second mother to him. It was she who, in his hours of despair, had sat by his bed reading to him, listening to his stories of Lady Alexandra, his family and his small estate in Scotland. 

She reached up her sleeve and pulled out a small envelope. "For you." He hesitated, his eyes lifted to hers and she extended it closer to him. "Go ahead. Open it." He took the envelope and fingered the fragile paper. He felt the impress of the Duke's seal on the lower corner. He ripped open the envelope and read rapidly. Once. Twice. Then he broke into a grin. 

"I'm going home!" A wide smile broke out across the abbess' bland face, making her appear years younger. Once again he wondered what an English woman was doing running a tiny convent in Portugal.

"Congratulations, Mr. Pendleton. Oh, we will miss you so here at St. Theresa's. You've done so much these past months—the irrigation system, the repairs to the chapel roof. We are forever in your debt." She replaced her hands up the copious sleeves of her habit, not wanting Pendleton to see how they shook. If she were ever to have had a son, this would have been him. But that thought passed as quickly as it came. And yet it stunned her. 

"Come, let us return and enjoy our evening meal. We have much to discuss. You cannot travel in a farm laborer's clothes. Now, let me see. It seems we had some men's clothing from a previous patient that just might fit . . . ."  She trundled off down the hillside, her veils fluttering about her like the sails of a boat. 

Pendleton laughed out loud, recognizing her will to control a situation, organizing and marshalling her forces. He grabbed the shovel, stuck the message in his pocket and strode off down the path, following the fluttering veils as they passed lemon trees and grape vines.
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Chapter Two
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APRIL, 1816

The ship shifted to accommodate the currents of the English Channel, sails billowing out making a high contrast against the clear blue sky. Sea spray hit the deck causing Pendleton and Rhys to cling harder to the railings, their eyes fastened on the approaching cliffs of Dover, the brilliant white chalk glistening in the sun. For March, this was an unusually gentle spring day. Perhaps an omen of better times to come, wondered Pendleton.

The trip north from Portugal to the Channel had been a long, grueling one, travel still chaotic even after months since Napoleon's final abdication. They had caught donkey carts, lumbering coaches, even a canal boat or two to make it as far as Paris; the final stretch from Paris to Calais had been easier. Pendleton itched at his beard, anxious to shave it off. But Rhys had cautioned against it, feeling it gave Pendleton a bit more of a disguise. As yet, he was still traveling incognito, appearing. The Duke had insisted. 

"Not too long now, eh, Pendleton?" Pendleton turned to his travel companion just as another spray hit him square in the face.

"Not soon enough. Always knew I hated sailing. Give me a horse and land under my feet any day." He wiped his face on his coat sleeve, which did nothing to dry it. Rhys chuckled.

"My sentiments entirely. Rather be hiking up a mountainside! At least we're not like the others down below, heads between their knees, staring into buckets of slop." 

The ship eased into the harbor as the crew scattered about the deck, hauling down sails, slinging thick ropes, preparing to drop anchor. In the distance, Pendleton spotted the Duke of Huntington's carriage, the family crest emblazoned on the side panel. The Duke, William Burnham, stood further along the dock, leaning against some crates. The similarity to his sister was so striking, Pendleton hitched his breath. The thick, dark hair and clear gray eyes were almost identical. 
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