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The Story

Payton Hartwell, the Earl of Bellmeer, is on a quest to return signet rings to various less-than-noble men whom a dead man had blackmailed. Instead, he walks into his own kidnapping. Separated from his cousin and friend, and finding himself alone with his kidnapper’s Scottish stepsister, his travels take on a serious tone. Saving her from Viscount Manning’s despicable plans, as well as Payton’s possible murder, takes a turn during a costume ball.

Tara Scott cannot believe her stepbrother kidnapped a nobleman and tied him up in his country manor’s barn. She saves Payton from the bitter cold and starvation, then is punished by an irate Viscount Manning. When Payton helps her escape, they find themselves on a journey into Scotland that is filled with ruffians, a Highland bull, wild weather, and a sexual awakening that surprises them both. Back in England at a New Year’s ball and the second discovery of a huge blue diamond comes to a head when the viscount and his men attack. It will take Payton, Tara, and all his friends to thwart a man set on vengeance and treasure.
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Dedication
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I fell in love with historical romance after joining ©Romance Writers of America and my local chapter, the Heart of Carolina Romance Writers. Taking a leap into this Treasure Tales series has proven a timely choice. After a grueling year+ pandemic, we all need a little distraction. Thank you to all the writers that came before me.
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Chapter One
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North of London

December 27, 1816

Bryce Ketteridge and Archie Kent climbed inside the coach, while Payton, the 6th Duke of Bellmeer, stamped his boots on the cold walkway. He should leave the gaming house with his travel companions, but the crisp air and fresh fallen snow invigorated him. After hours amid the stink of smoke and perfume, the night promised all he required, mainly solitude. 

The last few weeks had given him more to think about than he cared to admit. Several deaths, a mysterious treasure, and his friend’s sudden marriage made his head spin, but he relished the adventure. He enjoyed how they’d traveled from the snowy north of England to a frigid castle in Scotland, then home to his country estate in Longtown. 

When all was said and done, how could he forget the happiness of his friend, Stone, better known as the eighth Earl of Larchmont? For a man verbally against matrimony, he had fallen for his childhood neighbor, although the path to their recent wedded bliss had proved more of a trial by fire.

Marriage was not in the cards for Payton, even though he’d succeeded quite well at cards tonight. As his ducal coach disappeared down the lane then turned down another road toward their temporary abode, a slight noise beside him made his hackles rise. He reached for his sword, but he had left it at their leased lodgings, because the Bellingham gaming hell did not allow weapons.

Turning, he recognized the profile of Viscount Phillip Manning, the card player he had recently separated from a vast amount of his dwindling assets. He and his friends had done their investigation before tracking down the viscount. Surprisingly, the man wasn’t scowling, nor acting vengeful.

“May I offer you a ride, Your Grace?” The jingle of tackle, the creak of a carriage’s axles, and the muffled pounding of hooves over a snow-covered street grew louder. “Here is my coach.”

Payton looked up at the viscount who stood about two inches taller than his own six-foot height and sported broader shoulders. Did Manning box or fence to stay so fit? Or, did the man more likely wear a great coat lined with thick wool against the winter winds? Thinning brown hair beneath his beaver top hat contradicted what Payton knew was the lord’s rather young thirty years. The viscount’s pale gray eyes opened wider, as if expecting Payton to say yes. 

“I appreciate the offer, but I wish to walk,” he said. Payton stomped his feet, right then left, to keep warm. “Fresh air and new snow are inviting.”

“Then I shall join you.” He motioned for his driver to follow and the two men began their journey.

Despite the man’s smile, Payton grew wary. As they walked, they left the smells of the gaming hell behind, replaced by the fresh scent of newly falling snow and the slight spice of whatever the viscount had splashed on his face. 

Facing away from Manning, he took slow, deep breaths of clean, crisp air that managed to soothe his sudden nervousness. His companion was not someone he would like to meet in a dark alley, but he had to remind himself that Manning was a gentleman. 

A poorer one, tonight, but still.

Tiny flakes settled on Payton’s nose. Lights from closely built townhouses lit their way through the night and reminded him of the late hour. Where his beaver top hat and evening cloak could not cover, the back of his neck grew chilled.

A hot bath will do me good.

“This is invigorating,” the viscount said.

Payton’s suspicions increased. Did Manning want him relaxed for some nefarious reason, such as to demand the return of his signet ring and the money he lost at cards? 

I am glad I had the forethought to place them in Archie’s care.

Even though he had recently met Archie Kent, the former soldier came well-recommended by his good friend, Stone. Archie saved Stone’s life and now worked as the earl’s valet.

Payton’s rented townhome stood a few blocks farther. He had no idea where Manning lived. Archie knew the man’s address, as he had spoken with a few of the servants in the viscount’s employ. That Manning could afford even the few he housed was another mystery. Why didn’t he stay in rooms meant for bachelors, where servants were not needed? How could he afford a coach, a driver, and the four tired beasts pulling the creaking vehicle?

The coach in question pulled up beside them, which is when Payton realized they had paused. Many questions lingered on the tip of his tongue. As the coach door swung open, Payton said, “Manning, I should like to know—”

Slam!

Payton’s hat went flying to the curb while he fell backward through the open coach door. He tried to roll to his side, but the small dark space prevented it. Someone tossed a sack over his head. While stunned and in shock at such manhandling of a peer of the realm, he was yanked up onto his knees. Shoved sideways, he landed in an awkward angle with his head resting on the thinly cushioned bench. The sack’s rough fabric scratched his cheek and stank of wet horsehair and whiskey. 

As he lay disoriented, his leather gloves were torn from his hands and his wrists bound behind his back. He assumed Manning or the viscount’s driver treated him with contempt, yet he sensed someone else’s presence. In an attempt to turn toward his assailant, something hard and metallic slammed his skull. Beneath the blackness of the foul-smelling sack, he saw stars.

Trying not to breathe too deeply, he swayed beside the bench. With escape on his mind, he turned his head toward what he assumed was the nearest exit. Before he could move an inch, the door slammed shut and the coach took off at an unsafe speed. 

Striving to remain conscious, his other senses came alive. He managed to turn and sit on the floor of the coach. Luckily, they hadn’t tied his ankles. He thought to rise, find the door, and somehow jump from the coach, but the flowery fragrance of a lady’s perfume penetrated the sack. The rustle of silk was similar to the burn of the rope around his wrists...barely perceptible. The side of his head throbbed and his back ached from his fall, but he worked to sit a little straighter. His reward? A soft sigh that filled the dark void. 

Two small hands grabbed him under a shoulder and helped him to a sitting position on the cushioned bench. As pain wracked his brain, he caught his breath. The sack was yanked off his head and lightly perfumed air tickled his nose. The delicate touch of silk gloves, as they smoothed the hair off his face made his body tighten in response. When no further blows came, he settled back into the cushions and opened his eyes wide. The blackness proved impenetrable.

“This is ridiculous. Manning, release me!” he cried, flailing his legs forward and to the side to find his foe. When his boots tangled in the folds of what he thought to be a blanket, he kicked against flesh. A sudden, feminine squeal made him stop.

“I beg yer pardon, but I am not the viscount. I am unsure why he has done this, but I assume ye owe him money. ’Tis better if ye had paid his lord when ye had the chance. My stepbrother is vindictive and I believe ye will feel his wrath all too soon.”

Payton sat up straighter, but the throbbing at the back of his head unsettled him and he wobbled and almost fell from the seat. Praying he did not fall flat on his face onto the floor of the coach, he closed his eyes to the disorientation, and tipped his head back. When his mind finally understood what his invisible companion said, he relaxed.

“You’re the viscount’s sister?”

“Stepsister. His mama, Lady Louisa, married my Da’, Lord Henderson Scott. Tell me why Phillip is treating ye this way? From the fine weave of yer clothing, I doono’ feel ye are a servant and ye must have been at the same gaming hell as my brother, aye?”

“True, I am no servant, though I have witnessed how he treats them. The man has a temper. I have a feeling he wants something I will not give him.”

“Something such as...”

Her query was in all innocence a simple question, but talking about Manning’s signet ring and the blackmail attached to his name wasn’t information he should reveal to the man’s relative. “I won money from him tonight. I guess he took offense.”

Her laugh was light, like the chirping of a bird, and freely given. With his eyes blinded inside the dark coach, his troubles put his hearing skills to the test. That she haled from Scotland proved obvious. Trying to picture her by voice alone was difficult, but it kept him from drifting into unconsciousness. 

Might her hair be bright red like a sunset over a Scottish loch and her eyes as brown as the coffee he had sipped at dinner? Or, was her hair as black as a raven’s wing and her eyes as green as the English meadows behind his country estate?

Her fragrance reminded him of those meadows. How would she taste? His body tightened. “Dear Lord!” 

“Are ye in pain? Forgive me if I canno’ help ye. Still, I am curious why he dared to throw ye in a coach with the likes of me. ’Tis fine in the Highlands of Scotland, or while traveling along the coast of Loch Ness, but this close to London town, people might talk.” The rustle of fabric, possibly a cloak, made him assume she crossed her arms and glared in his direction. 

“My Lady, I won his money, which I hear he could ill afford to lose. You make a fine point, though. He either means to do me harm, or I am a belated Christmas gift for his dear sister.”

Her gasp was loud. When her hands reached his chest, he grew intrigued. When she slapped his left cheek hard enough to slam his whole body sideways, he groaned.

“I didn’t see that coming.”

“I am shocked, sir. Is this how ye treat yer women? I doono’ appreciate levity when my future is at stake. However...” She paused and sat back, taking the warmth and sweet fragrance of her body with her.

“But what?”

“I fear ye might be right. Phillip has complained since I arrived from Scotland that I am eating him out of house and home, the oaf.”

“You live with him? I thought his pockets were to let.”

“Phillip has taken over the town home where our parents lived, God rest their souls, but I lived back in Coldstream, on me da’s Scottish estate. Da’ passed on, some months back.” She sniffled and it sounded like she dug through her reticule for a handkerchief. 

“Phillip lost his mama two weeks ago. Barely in her grave and he has turned his attention to making money off his inherited property. He wishes to sell Da’s estate, so he forced me to leave.”

“I am sorry for your loss, but I fear there is truth in your statement. If anyone finds me alone with you in a coach in the middle of the night, Manning has the right to demand I marry you.” He chuckled. “Then, you’ll be my problem.”

Slap!

“Dear Lord! I would appreciate it if you would stop accosting me. I am a lord of the realm, kidnapped by a minor lord who shall suffer the consequences as soon as I free myself from these bonds! Care to help me?”

“Ye wish me to untie ye? Nay, I shall wait until we pass by a loch or cliff I recognize, then heave ye out the door myself!”

“That brings up another question. Where is that bloody Viscount Manning?”

His travel companion did not answer. The silence and gentle sway of the coach swept him into a dream, with a sudden reminder of what had happened inside the gaming hell before finding himself in this untenable situation.
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Chapter Two
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Inside the Bellingham Palace

Several Hours Earlier

“I believe it is your turn to add to the pot, my Lord.” Payton had kept the lightness in his voice from revealing anything to his opponent, Viscount Phillip Manning. As Payton’s cousin, Bryce, and newfound friend, Archie, had looked on, he’d kept his expression blank and his anger to himself. 

“I will stay my hand, Your Grace. Have you anything to add before I collect my winnings?”

Payton raised an eyebrow, but pretended to look at the cards in his hand. He sensed he could not lose, so he glanced secretly at the man across the table from him. The viscount appeared on edge. Perspiration dotted his forehead and his right leg knocked against the underside of the table. The subtle odor of fear rose amidst the smoke and perfume of the gaming hell. 

The tinkling of a pianoforte from beneath the balcony, where ladies of questionable talents awaited their next customers, broke the silence. The whores watched the room like scavengers, as if waiting for their prey. A man deep in his cups might shower coins on them, even if he couldn’t perform.

This was not the sort of place Payton found a bed partner. A lovely widow or a tavern wench looking for a night of pleasure remained more to his liking. When he and his two companions had entered the Bellingham Palace, a small gaming hell north of London, he had suppressed surprise that this area nearest to the English hamlet of Bellingham would offer such entertainment. Such lovelies were not enough to make Payton take his eyes off the nobleman opposite him. The one hiding dark secrets.

Those secrets, minimally revealed in a recently discovered scroll, had been gathering dust. Collected, written down in a ledger, and hidden by men now dead. The late Baron Rupert Maxwell had planned to gain something, probably wealth, by making use of Manning’s secrets. The baron’s travels across Egypt and France had gained him several treasures recently uncovered in the oddest of places by Payton and his friends.

Payton hadn’t planned on venturing from his country estate in Longtown during the Christmas holidays, but venture he had. Before Christmas Eve, he’d spent several exciting nights at Castle Braden in Scotland, west of Gretna Green. That adventure had nearly cured him of any future need to travel anywhere, yet he had arrived in Bellingham barely two days after Christmas to search out the men whose signet rings he and his friends had discovered among a surprising hoard of other treasures.

If I neglect to return in time for Fanny’s New Year’s Ball, I best never return.

His grandmother couldn’t understand his need to right a few wrongs. His good friend, Stone, had been searching for his father’s papers in order to discover the rightful owner of a large blue diamond. Supposedly, his brother had been the one to hide the gem on the baron’s estate. A posthumous note asked that the gem be given to their father, should anything happen to him. That their father, the 7th Earl of Larchmont, had also perished before the new earl discovered the note threw the gem into the hands of Stone and Lady Adele Maxwell, the baron’s widow.

Adele and Stone had recently married in Gretna Green and would return soon to celebrate the beginning of a new year with dinner and a ball at Payton’s estate. Fanny, his grandmother, and Stone’s Godmother, was in her element, and had planned everything. 

I have to agree it will be smashing, if we all return in time.

He, Stone, Bryce, and Archie had perused the lists, and decided that his cousin, Bryce, would track down a large portion of the nobles. As the untitled rogue among them, and a knowledgeable wanderer through the darker parts of England and the wilds of Scotland, he would find a way to discover the truth to why the baron held these rings for blackmail, beyond what little the scrolls shared. 

Archie, Stone’s trusted valet, was at sixes and sevens. Stone and Adele wished to be alone, so the newly married couple traveled to the north to spend a few days in the earl’s Scottish hunting lodge. With no master to attend, Archie volunteered to aid Payton, who welcomed the former soldier’s help. When confronting desperate men, a bodyguard seemed a prudent addition.

From recent accounts, Viscount Phillip Manning was such a man and one who owed money all over London and beyond. His vowels were spread far and wide due to his empty pockets. Rumors of cruelty toward his servants had been verified by Archie. A valet could talk to other servants in darkened taverns and stables where a duke could not.

Back at the gaming hell Bryce had tossed his cards face down. “Well, I am out. The stakes are too rich for me, cousin. How about you, Sir Archibald?”

Payton recalled how he’d been unable to hold back a smirk. They’d dressed Archie as a nobleman, though he was anything but. He’d borrowed Stone’s evening wear, which had set his mouth in a permanent scowl. His dark brown eyes had glared at Bryce, then back at his cards. Wrinkles around his eyes belied his years, and Payton guessed Archie’s age at around five and thirty, though his years as a soldier could have aged him. He’d tied back his long light-brown hair into a sleek tail with a glossy black ribbon. He radiated discomfort, but Manning wouldn’t see it.

“I am out as well, my...I mean, Bryce. I have better things to do than lose more money than I can afford to the likes of you.”

“A prudent move, my friends,” Payton had drawled, hinting to the viscount that others knew he should not be gambling away anymore of his estate, “but no one has ever called me prudent.”

The viscount laughed, but the laughter had not reached his eyes. “I doubt you need any more money for your deep pockets, Your Grace, but all I can offer tonight is this.” The viscount ran his fingers through his thinning hair, dug into his pocket, and pulled out a slip of paper.

“Paper?” Payton had exclaimed. “What makes this piece of paper of any value to me? Your vowels are spread about town and I never consort with people who wish to promise to pay me later, but rarely do. I hear you are one of those people.”

“How did you hear of that?” Manning had whispered, leaning forward. The venom in his tone proved that the scrolls they’d discovered meant they were likely the only ones with knowledge of Manning’s secrets.

“Never you mind, Manning, but I also do not accept promissory notes from men who, how shall I say, abuse those who work for them?”

Manning’s mouth opened and closed like a beached salmon. When he finally had pressed his lips into a thin line and threw his cards face down on the table, he went to rise from his chair. Archie’s hand on his left shoulder and Bryce on his right kept him seated.

“Are you folding?”

“Nay.” Manning settled back into his chair and Payton’s friends released the angry viscount. They kept wary, lest the viscount have a weapon hidden on his person. Such a man might prove violent, especially when he discovered what Payton had in his pocket.

“Just to make this a tad more interesting, how about I sweeten the stakes?” Payton had asked.

The moment he’d been waiting for had arrived. He pulled the viscount’s missing signet ring, found in Scotland alongside the secretive ledger, and placed it in the middle of the table. All three men knew to watch the viscount’s reaction and to be ready should things turn ugly.

Manning’s eyes glanced from the ring to the duke. “Where did you...how could you?”

“A mutual acquaintance left this with a friend. We four, and yes there is another gentleman, with knowledge I am sure you would rather not want spread among the ton, have decided to offer this bit of property to you. The return will, of course, come with some requirements.”

“What requirements?” Manning’s shoulders relaxed and he sat back in his chair as if realizing he had a chance to regain his property.

Before Payton could answer, a cloud of perfume preceded a young woman wearing a too-tight red satin gown. She floated toward their table with a forced smile. Garish fake diamonds made of paste dangled from her ears. As she batted her thick black lashes, and swept a stray lock of her equally black hair from her face, she circled the table, then sat in the viscount’s lap. With a move so swift he surprised even Payton, Manning shoved her away so violently that she fell against another patron before hitting the floor.

Archie jumped up and helped her to her feet. He spoke to the disgruntled fellow she had bumped, then whispered in her ear. The woman threw a terror-filled glance at the viscount, nodded to Archie, and disappeared into the smoke-filled recesses of the gaming hell. 

Payton smiled, then leaned forward. “That. Your actions toward servants, especially women, leave much to be desired. We know intimate details. If your attitude does not improve, you will find yourself bloodied and beaten not by them, but by men such as me.”

“You would dare threaten another member of the nobility?”

“I see nothing noble in you, Manning. Rape is rape, whether the woman is a sister of a duke or a maid in your house.”

“I have never—”

“As I have stated, the information we have is plausible, and until you can show that you are worthy, this information shall remain between us.”

“And my ring?” Manning glanced at the ring just out of his reach.

“I had planned to return it to you, but seeing firsthand how you treat women,” he nodded toward the young whore, crying in a corner, “I see no reason to return it at this time. You will be watched and if no further rumors reach our ears, we shall meet again and the ring will be returned to you. I also suggest you refrain from gambling away things you can ill afford to lose. Our eyes and ears say you are nearly destitute and many of your non-entailed properties no longer bear the Manning coat of arms. What say you?”

The viscount mumbled several curses, but Payton had laughed. Treating his servants as chattel, or like dirt beneath his nails, was uncalled for. Fanny had raised Payton to respect others. Losing his father as a young boy, while away at boarding school, made for a difficult upbringing. Once his mother passed away, Fanny had taken him in and taught him that a title was not a license to beat, rape, or disparage servants, women, shopkeepers...anyone.

If the viscount improved, and the improvement reported via the spies Archie had in place at the remainder of the viscount’s properties, they would return the man’s ring.

“Have we an accord?”

“Aye. I beg your pardon for any disparages on my person you might have heard. I have a temper and have worked on reining it in. It is difficult, at times.” Manning picked up his cards and sighed. “I am afraid my hand is not sufficient to win, or you would not have taken the chance of adding my ring to the stakes.”

The viscount laid each card face up. Without comment, or a smile, Payton shared his winning hand, then gathered the coins and the ring. He had deposited them in the pocket of his jacket. When he stood, Bryce and Archie followed suit. “Good night, Manning. We shall be watching.”

After retrieving their great coats and beaver skin top hats, he and his friends had headed for the door. Outside, as he pulled his leather gloves from his coat pocket and slipped his hands inside the leather, he recalled how the brisk air turned his breath to vapor. A sprinkling of snow had coated the dirty streets with a pristine white blanket, yet the smell of burning coal and horse dung remained. Several footmen had stomped their boots as they tried to keep circulation flowing while they assisted the nobles with their mounts or coaches.

Payton had turned to his cousin. “Bryce, are you set with your quest to find those whose names appear on your list?”

“Yes. I know these men, though several have left town to spend the holidays at their country estates. Many are in Scotland and not just over the border. I fear a ride to the Highlands is in my future. Is there a reason why this quest of ours cannot continue once spring arrives?”

Payton had chuckled as he looked at his cousin. Bryce stood inches taller than he, yet not as broad-shouldered as his friend, Stone. Bryce’s black hair was softened by gray at his temples even though he was only a couple of years older than Payton’s six and twenty. A handsome lad, his cousin had not been raised with wealth and a title, yet when introduced many years earlier at Eton, a camaraderie ensued. 

He and Bryce had come to Stone’s aid when other boys ridiculed Stone for his half-Scottish heritage. Bryce and Payton had discovered their own relationship and that their own great-grandfather was Scottish born and a former laird. Such news had not been widely shared.

“I would not wish you to travel far unless you feel you are well. Is your injury still bothering you? Can you ride that distance?”

Bryce had grinned and a dusting of snowflakes settled on his beaver hat. “I am well. Being stabbed in the gut was a shock, but I am alive while the bastard who did the deed is dead.”

Bryce had suffered the misfortune to meet with one of the many criminals determined to steal the treasures they had discovered. The scoundrel had paid the price for his many acts of violence, but they all feared others waited in the wings.

“Then, I wish you well.” Payton had turned toward their other companion. “Archie, return this ring and my winnings to our rented lodging. I shall keep a few coins to remind me of my victory. I need to walk off my frustration.”

“Did ye assume the viscount would fall to his knees and repent?” Archie had whispered, as the duke’s coach came to a stop beside the three men.

“I had hoped to read shame and regret in his eyes, yes, but alas, no. Take the coach, you two. I shall return to our lodging shortly.”

With a jolt, the coach Payton sat dreaming in bumped and swayed with such violence, he might have fallen from the bench. He stared wide-eyed into the blackness of the coach’s interior, but detected little but shadows. A soft snore, that was more like the gentle chirp of a songbird, meant his unusual companion slept. 

Her flowery fragrance stirred him into full awareness of his situation even as his body reacted to her proximity. How could she sleep through the bumps and wild ride? Another thought filled his aching head. Had Manning planned this all along? Maybe, but the viscount had no idea Payton would attend the gaming hell tonight. Kidnapping a duke had to have been a split-second decision. Payton feared only two outcomes from this travesty would ensure the viscount did not end up in Newgate prison. 

My future is in peril from either a forced marriage to my unseen traveling companion, or death.
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The coach swung left in a wide turn, causing Lady Tara Scott to spew a few Gaelic curses inside the dark-as-pitch interior. Her companion, whose face she has yet to see, planted his feet wide, which caused his ankles to tangle in the hem of her ball gown. The sensation of a man’s body touching hers, albeit through clothing, made her heartbeat race.

Her reaction surprised her, but since no man had dared to come so close, even while dancing, her responsiveness proved titillating. A sudden urge to rub her calves along his inner legs astounded her. 

Why react to a stranger? Her stepbrother had promised her an hour or so at a ball, but had instead left her to fume inside his threadbare, frostbitten coach while he lost more money at cards. How would she ever meet a man and marry if they never attended functions like tonight’s ball at the Earl of Manchester’s Bellingham estate? 

I doono’ wish to marry, so his actions should not bother me.

With no explanation whatsoever, they’d traveled out of town many hours ago with a strange man. He sat across from her in a dark coach saying not a word except to voice her own fears. Did Phillip expect her to marry the stranger?

“I shall give the bastard a piece of my mind, once this bloody coach stops throwing me to-and-fro.”

“My, my. That is certainly not the language of an innocent miss. I fear the association with the viscount has tarnished my little bird.”

“I shall not apologize. ’Tis my lot in life to be stuck beneath his thumb.” She paused and thought about what he’d said. “Why do ye call me a little bird?”

“I beg your pardon, my Lady. While you slept, your breathing came out low and delicate, with a slight chirp, as if I shared this coach with a songbird. The sound was the only way to know where you sat. I tried not to pester you with my long legs, but with my hands tied behind my back, I needed the leverage so as not to fall off the bench.”

“Hmph. Little good that did, for ye stepped upon my hem. ’Twill be hell to pay if Phillip sees the damage. Why are yer hands tied? I doubt Phillip thought of my reputation.”

“Might I ask why you are dressed so finely? I assume I heard silk rustling in the dark.”

He ignored her questions, so she did not answer his, although he’d sounded concerned. Most men could care less about a night of dancing when the lure of gambling and drinking overtook their sanities. She sighed and gave in.

“Phillip promised to take me dancing tonight, yet I found myself stuck in this carriage for hours! I reminded him about what he planned for me. The only way to get me married off was to make me available to gentlemen, so I lied simply because I like to dance. How else...” She realized another way to foist her off on a man was what her unwanted companion had stated earlier. 

“Wait. Phillip could not have planned to kidnap ye, could he?”

“No. I thought about that, too, but we only met this night over a game of cards.”

“Yet, here ye are. Hmmm.” Alone with her, but why? And why this man? As she considered all the scenarios of Phillip’s ultimate plan, the coach screeched to a halt and the door creaked and swung open. 

Shouts and the galloping of horses meant others had come to a stop nearby. Before she could say a word, two burly men she had never met grabbed her traveling companion and dragged him out into the snowy evening. No one turned to help her down until John Coachman climbed from the driver’s box and offered her his hand.

“My thanks to ye, John. Where have they taken our guest?”

The driver turned toward the three as they, with voices raised, headed toward the back of what appeared to be an inn. She suddenly recognized it from earlier travels. They had stopped here for the night when Phillip dragged her from his country estate with only a small trunk of personal effects. 

'Twas the same night he told me I needed to marry.

“I am sure Mort and that other fella mean him no harm, my Lady. Ye best be getting inside and make use of the facilities while I order us some food. Viscount Manning ordered me to keep us moving.”

“What? We are not staying the night?”

“Nay. Let us head inside, then I must see to changing the horses. We’ve a long way ahead.” The coachman tipped his cap, cupped Tara’s elbow, and they trudged along a cleared path to the inn’s front door. Once inside, he spoke to the innkeeper. The man’s wife, appearing sleepy and somewhat put-out, led her to the garderobe. Once refreshed, she reluctantly returned to the inn’s main room and settled her waves of silk on a bench near the front door. 

The innkeeper’s wife appeared at her table carrying a cup of tea. Tara thanked her and held the warm brew to her lips. Her fingers ached from the cold even through her gloves and she certainly did not look forward to continuing their trek. If headed back to Phillip’s estate near the border with Scotland, the trip would take several days. 

Although the thought of traveling closer to the Scottish border made her smile, contemplating his reason for not returning to London made her queasy. Thank goodness she had kept her trunk packed and tied to the coach. 

She’d started the habit of never leaving all her personal belongings behind ever since her da’ had passed away and Phillip started ordering her around. In the back of her head, she planned her future far from him. She’d get out from under his thumb soon enough. If only he hadn’t borrowed her dowry and gambled it away.

She set down the warm brew and rubbed her stomach. Apprehension and fear filled her belly because Phillip had kidnapped a gentleman. 

“Aye, it makes sense that we canno’ stop for the night.” She picked up the cup and pressed it to her lips to finish drinking her tea.

I’ve no idea if Phillip will allow us another stop for refreshment this night. God knows who might be on our trail. 

“My Lady?”

Startled, the cup clattered to the wooden table top, spilling the remainder of her tea. She jumped to her feet, pushing back from the dripping puddle.

“My apologies, my Lady,” the coachman said, wringing his wool cap in his massive hands.

“Think nothing of it. I am simply out of sorts.” Tara waved to a tavern maid, who brought a scrap of linen to wipe up the mess. Turning to the coachman she added, “My brother’s behavior has put me on edge. I had prayed to enjoy a night of dancing, ye see. Not travel through a snowy night. Phillip has a way of forgetting promises.”

He nodded knowingly, but said nothing. He would never disparage his employer, although she doubted Phillip had the funds to pay wages. The driver accepted a basket from the innkeeper’s wife and led Tara out of the warmth and light of the inn. She followed him and sighed as the snow started falling again. 

Once beside the open coach door, she realized Phillip’s other men had returned the stranger to the bench seat opposite hers. He seemed to have fallen fast asleep. His body sprawled against the far corner, which meant more food for her. Delightful smells seeped from the basket, making her mouth water. Before the coachman could help her up the steps she said, “Do ye want some of this food and drink?”

He shook his head. “Thank ye, my Lady, but I’ve a bundle of my own beneath my coat. The innkeeper owes yer brother a favor, the kind a man had better repay, so we’ve plenty of food all around.” 

That made sense. How else could they actually pay for new horses and a basket to feed her? One of Phillip’s other men—Mort his name, she believed—whispered in the driver’s ear, then walked over to join his companion astride a horse tethered nearby in the shadows. 

The coachmen glanced at the sleeping guest and said, “Yer companion has had a bite of food and swallowed a few drams of brandy. He’ll not bother ye until our next stop. If he does awaken, knock on the coach ceiling with this.” He handed her a long piece of wood. 

“A branch?”

“Aye, my Lady. ’Tis a good weapon as well.”

“My thanks.” She smiled at the man, who helped her up into the coach, then closed the door.

Alone again. 

Not true, but she felt more at ease with a weapon on her person. If Phillip insisted that she travel with a stranger, she would sleep better knowing the brandy had settled him into a deep slumber. 

In the dull light from lanterns hanging near the inn’s front door, she’d gotten a glimpse of his evening clothes. Though disheveled and with his shoes covered in snow, he was a tall, well-built gentleman. His facial features alluded her, since Phillip’s men had placed the sack over his head. Even so, she spied the embroidered waistcoat beneath a dinner jacket and the stranger’s great coat, while the curling ends of a cravat peeked from beneath the sackcloth.

Aye, her curiosity continued about what he might look like. Was his hair as black as hers and his eyes brown as her mare’s hide? Or, did his hair shine like gold coins? Many Englishmen sported golden locks, but what if he turned out to have dull brown hair and gray eyes similar to Phillip’s hard, unfeeling eyes? What if the stranger’s temperament is similarly malevolent? 

Makes no difference to me.

That being settled, she turned to unwrap the delicacies inside her basket. Fortified by a makeshift combination of sliced ham and cheese on bread, she chewed and swallowed, then bit into a sugar-dusted pastry filled with tart apples and cinnamon. While enjoying her meal she thought of how to turn her current situation into an adventure. That was her future. She vowed to enjoy life and not simply fall under the will of a man. 

She never wanted to produce half a dozen screaming bairns and raise those children while their father drank away the night, or lost their estates to gambling. Living in London with Phillip, alone and unloved, she had listened to the stories the household’s servants had shared about married women behind the doors of many of the noble households, who sat at home while their husbands gambled and whored.

I shall not end up like those poor women.

She had witnessed such poverty and unhappiness back in Scotland, as well. Her father had been a good and kind-hearted man and tried his best to shield her. Growing up motherless, he had raised her alone and ended up better at schooling her in science, literature, riding horses, and archery than how to dress her hair. When she outgrew clothes and her da’ had no time to take her shopping for more, she had learned to sew from a maid in their household. 

Such a skill had come in handy, recently. After her da’ had passed on and her funds had come under Phillip’s control, sewing kept her current wardrobe mended.

With no more money for gowns or stockings, repairing what little she owned was a helpful talent. If they traveled to Phillip’s country estate, where more of her belongings resided, she might find a way to disappear into the Scottish Highlands. A cousin or two lived beyond Loch Ness and Edinburgh. Would they open their homes to a penniless relative on the run?

I could find a job as a seamstress somewhere.

Traveling the wilds of Scotland by herself left much to be desired. Drifting off to sleep, she dreamed of a handsome stranger on a great white steed rescuing her from the villain’s clutches.

***
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“Dear Lord! How long was I asleep?” Tara removed her gloves and rubbed her eyes. 

The driver chuckled beside the coach’s open door. “My Lady, we have arrived at Viscount Manning’s estate. The gentleman has already been taken away, so let me help ye out.”

Replacing her gloves to try to warm her chilled flesh, Tara grasped his hand and stepped out of the coach. He reached inside the coach for the nearly empty food basket as the horses stomped and the breeze whipped fallen snow around her ankles. He handed her the basket that he had acquired at the second inn they had stopped at. Her stomach rumbled. 

“I guess I will finish this basket of food inside. Has Phillip rehired a cook?”

The coachman shook his head and her hopes died. Her stepbrother would expect her to cook and probably clean up after them. 

As he untied her trunk from the back of the coach and dusted off the snow, dampness seeped into her slippers. Walking into the inn on steppingstones had kept them dry, but Phillip’s estate had no such protection for his guests.

I am no guest.

No, she was a prisoner and the sooner she realized the need to escape the life Phillip had thrust upon her, the better. 

Tara gathered up her hem and followed John and her trunk. Surprise swept through her at finding enough comfort in a stranger’s vicinity to sleep on and off for days, although her appetite had been light. With few stops and no facilities after the second inn along the rest of the route to the country home, she simply slept as long as she could. Her traveling companion had awoken a couple of times. 

Knocking on the roof of the coach with the stick brought Mort and another man, who dragged him outside. At least their guest had been allowed to seek his comfort. They evidently offered him more brandy while outside in the cold, which put him straight out for some reason. Maybe he could not hold his liquor? 

As she and the coachman approached the front door to Phillip’s country manor whose snow-covered walkway proved no one else had traveled this way as yet, she asked, “John, where is the gentleman?”

“I think those two brutes dragged him around back to the barn. No need to worry about him, my Lady. They told me the viscount will be here soon enough.”

Great. Just what I need. More men. 

Another thought filled her mind. Had the stranger realized how far they had traveled and that their destination turned out to be Viscount Manning’s country estate close to the Scottish border? 

If not, he’s in for a shock. 

Determined to get out of her travel-worn and no-longer-suitable-to-wear-anywhere forest green silk gown, she looked forward to a decent sleep in a real bed. Removing her gloves again, she slipped out of her traveling cloak and hung it on a peg near the door. She rubbed the crick in her neck as hoofbeats muffled by the snowy drive reminded her she would have to delay her rest.

Phillip had arrived.

***
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Payton let his body droop as he listened with his eyes closed for the arrival of the man who had abducted him. Two men had dragged him out of the coach, replaced the sackcloth over his head, and slid his hands through the slats of what smelled like a horse stall. He was in a pickle.

I slept in the coach, but where am I?

His tongue had thickened and a familiar taste lingered. Not only brandy... laudanum! It must have been in the brandy they’d offered him hours after the trip had begun. Not knowing how long he’d been drugged or exactly where he’d ended up felt disconcerting. The barn must be large, since the soft neighing of several horses munching on hay echoed all around him. 

As the gate to what he thought as the stall slammed shut, he opened his eyes. Even with the sack on his head, the lanterns hanging in several locations made the barn less dark than his previous prison. The sackcloth was slightly transparent. His thoughts immediately went to his silk-wearing and lovely smelling companion. 

Where is she? Is she alright? Why do I care? She is part of this folly, or is she? 

She claimed her presence in the coach was because Manning had promised to take her dancing, yet Payton knew firsthand that he spent hours at cards and lost a lot of money to Payton and his companions. As he thought briefly about Bryce and Archie, bootsteps grew closer. He sensed that the men who had dragged him from the coach had closed the stall door, but someone else said. “Open this, Mort.”

“We tied him inside this empty stall just like ye ordered, my Lord.”

“Best to gag him.”

The sack rose enough to allow Mort to force a dirty rag into Payton’s mouth. After he tied it behind his head, the sack lowered again. 

“Tell the groomsmen some story, but be sure they keep their distance. He’s dangerous.” 

“Aye, my Lord.”

The scent of Manning’s fear grew thick as he bent and unbuttoned his great coat, then ripped at Payton’s pockets. He would not find his prize. 

Thank God I handed the ring and most of the coins to Archie.

“Only coins? Where is it! Where is my ring?”

Payton wanted to laugh and look directly into the viscount’s eyes, but the gag and sack kept him in the dark. Literally. He mumbled a curse, knowing no one could understand him through the gag. It still felt good to belittle the man in front of his thugs.
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