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— CHAPTER 1 —


 


If life had taught John Francis Carleton anything, it was to take his pleasures where he found them. Right now, he was enjoying a pint of good ale, a roaring fire, and a snug seat in the corner near the King George’s hearth. He was dry, well fed, and comfortably protected from drafts and the ice-cold rain that blew in with each sodden new guest...and it was not enough. Not tonight.


John Carleton wanted a woman. A pretty, plump, and willing woman who would indulge him with a rousing round or two of cock-in-the-henhouse, then snuggle up close to keep him warm through the rest of this miserable, misbegotten English night.


Unfortunately, the George came provided with most of the amenities a traveler might require, but it did not come provided with a woman. At least, not a plump and willing one.


The crone in the corner opposite looked as if she might once have been plump and pretty and more than willing to oblige a lonely stranger, but her days for slap-and-tickle were long past. Now she sat hunched over her ale pot, avidly listening to the heated argument that two stolid farmers and their equally stolid wives had been conducting at some length. The debate seemed to revolve around a complicated tangle of land rights, lost heirs, and the old Lord Henry Malloran’s steward’s meddling where he oughtn’t, and the crone cackled with satisfaction each time one of the disputants scored a particularly telling point.


John had followed the discussion with the discreet, but bored curiosity appropriate to any traveler in an unfamiliar place, but his attention had been more pleasantly fixed on the comely wench who functioned as the inn’s tapster and serving maid.


The wench had possibilities. She was a touch too tall and slender for his tastes, but she had a full, soft mouth that invited kisses, a perfect complexion, delicately pale to complement the raven-black hair piled under her mob cap, and breasts that would torment a blind man’s dreams. The breasts, John had long ago decided, more than compensated for the lack of flesh on her long bones. She was graceful, sloe-eyed, and eminently beddable—but she was not willing. He’d found that out when his first foray had earned him a set-down sharp enough to drive off a regiment of aspirants to her favors.


John hadn’t ventured again, though he hadn’t entirely discarded the idea, either. There wasn’t much else to distract him, after all. Even the stolid farmers’ exploration of old scandals seemed to be drawing to a close, drowned in their respective pots of cider and ale.


As for the serving wench, she’d ignored him except when it was necessary to clear away his supper plates or refill his tankard. Her manner might have wounded his masculine sensibilities if it hadn’t piqued his curiosity more. He wasn’t accustomed to having women ignore him.


For his pride’s sake, he was willing to grant that her avoidance might be due to the clamorings of her thirsty customers as much as to his ill-fated flirt. Despite the cold and the drenching rain, the locals had managed to slog their way through the storm in sufficient numbers that she’d had no chance to sit down even once in the past hour. Instead, she scurried back and forth between taproom and pantry and kitchen, filling mugs and scolding the cook and tending to her customers’ demands with remarkable calm, in spite of it all.


John watched appreciatively as she climbed on a stool to retrieve a jug. As she stretched to reach the jug, the hem of her skirt rose to expose a pair of stout, sensible shoes and ankles trim enough to rouse even the dullest of the sturdy laborers lucky enough to have good seats for the show. One toothless codger, bolder than the rest, craned sideways and tried to peer up her skirts. He was promptly rewarded for his pains with a solid thunk on the nob from the jug-wielding maid.


“Here, now, Thomas Gaines, you mind your manners,” she said sharply, clambering down from the stool and tugging her skirts into place. 


Old Thomas assumed an expression of aggrieved innocence. “Awk, now, Lizzie. Weren’t nothin’ meant by it. Honest.” 


He might have pulled it off if the urge to snicker hadn’t overcome him first.


“Try it again and you’ll be out in the rain and no mistake,” Lizzie said, jug raised to emphasize her threat.


Thomas promptly buried his nose in his tankard.


Appeased, Lizzie turned to fill the jug from a wine cask set in a low cradle against the far wall. John Francis happily joined in the general masculine appreciation of the view—heavy skirts notwithstanding, the curve of the wench’s arse as she bent to draw the wine was a very pleasant one indeed.


 


“I DON’T LIKE THE WAY HE’S EYEING HER,” Oliver Hardwicke growled at his beloved. “I’ve a good mind to spill his ale down his shirt front next time he looks her way.”


“Don’t even think it,” his beloved said. “Besides, you promised you wouldn’t do that sort of thing anymore. You know the troubles Lizzie had the last time you drove away her customers.”


“Demned, lecherous noblemen’s brats, that pack was,” Oliver growled. “Like dogs off the leash. She was well rid of them.”


“Perhaps, but you didn’t need to scare them witless. Lizzie’s trade was down for a good month after.”


“Spoken like a landlord’s daughter!”


“Well, and that’s what I was! You didn’t seem to mind.”


“Mind?” Oliver laughed and drew his beloved closer. “No man with eyes in his head and a cock in his breeches would have minded that, my love, or even remembered it. Not once they’d got a good look at you!”


“And look where it landed me!”


“Ah, my beautiful Bess. Do you mind so much, then?”


Bess smiled and tweaked his nose. “Not since I have you.” The smile faded. “But I do worry about our Lizzie. She’s so... She’s so serious, Oliver! Never pays so much as a moment’s notice to any of the men who’ve come courting her, and, say what you will, there were a couple of good ones amongst them all.”


“What does it matter? Not even the best of ’em was good enough for our Lizzie.”


“I don’t want her to be a spinster, Oliver! But the way she drives away every interested male—”


“Every one of them with nothing but one thought in his head!”


“The same thought you had in yours, my love!” Bess giggled. “And a fine thought it was, too!”


“We were good together, weren’t we, my beautiful Bess?”


“We still are, regardless.”


“Yes. Well...” Oliver turned his attention back to the matter at hand, and swore. “God rot him. Look at that filthy-minded cur! I tell you, Bess, one more glance like that and it’s over his ale pot goes!”


 


LIZZIE PLACED THE FILLED JUG OF WINE and three cups on a small tray, then carried them to the table where William Woodforde and his cronies were deep in a debate over the rival merits of tar and dock roots boiled in vinegar as an effective cure for mange in sheep. She neatly dodged William’s famously wandering hand, then hurried back to draw more ale for old Thomas. Roused by the stolen peek at her petticoats, he’d drained his tankard dry and was loudly demanding another round, quick, before he perished of the thirst.


Her back and feet ached. She was tired and hungry and cross, just as she was on any night that Samuel wasn’t available to run the taproom. Yet tonight, Lizzie was conscious of an uncomfortable difference.


It wasn’t hard to identify the problem. He was slouched in the corner by the hearth, one tanned, shapely hand protectively curled around his pint of ale, his foot arrogantly propped on a chair opposite. He was well-dressed and, judging from his speech, well-educated, even if he was a colonial. The man had scarcely spoken except to tease her—once!—and to order his supper and more ale, yet Lizzie was quite sure it wasn’t the sharp set-down she’d given him that was keeping him so quiet. 


There was a disquieting alertness about him underneath the surface carelessness. She had the sense that he heard and saw everything that went on in the room around him, even though he gave the appearance of being interested in nothing but his pint and the way her breasts filled the bodice of her dress.


Lizzie was used to the latter. She’d been dealing with men—young, old, and every age in between—since she’d grown big enough to help her grandfather with the never-ending work of a public inn. Most of them were from the village and the nearby farms, of course, but there were always travelers passing through and guests stopping with the local gentry who wanted a little respite from the kindness of their hosts. It didn’t matter who they were; if they were old enough to be out from behind their mothers’ petticoats, they’d been interested in their ale and the curve of her chest, just like the stranger in the corner.


Yet not one of them had managed to unsettle her the way this man had, with his lazy smile and his sea-green eyes, half-hidden behind lashes thick enough to make a woman weep. Whenever she came near him, her heart beat faster and her blood pounded through her veins. Whenever she was away from him, engaged in other tasks, she was conscious of his gaze upon her and her body grew warm in ways that were as disturbing as they were unexpected. If she weren’t so sure she was in her usual perfect health, she’d have thought she was sickening and needed to be blooded.


It wasn’t just his effect on her that was troubling, however. He was looking for something, listening to everything being said, though he gave no outward sign of it.


Why would a man like him, with every mark of being a gentleman, find the occupants of the George’s taproom of such interest? What was there in the various discussions of crops, politics, weather, old scandals, and the price of livestock that could possibly be of interest to a stranger?


Yet interested he was, and Lizzie would bet her best lace tucker that it wasn’t the crops or the weather or the price of livestock that had his attention.


 


BY THE TIME he was launched on his third pint, John had considered, and reluctantly discarded, a dozen different ways of seducing the serving wench. He had the uncomfortable sense she had already heard everything he might say a hundred times over and would be no more impressed by his blandishments than a dog by the overtures of a flea.


In fact, lust was rapidly being replaced by a growing puzzlement that she should be here at all. Despite her menial occupation, she bore herself with a confidence that many a fine lady might have envied, and her speech lacked the heavy accents of the rustics who filled most of the taproom’s seats. Yet she moved among her customers with the calm familiarity of old acquaintance, and they, in turn, treated her with the ready ease that comes only with long association.


John frowned at nothing in particular, irritated that such a trivial problem should nag at him like this, demanding an answer. Not that there was much of anything else to distract him, but he would have preferred simply to bed the wench, then forget her. It was a mistake for a man to get too involved in his pleasures, especially those of the female variety. They had a nasty habit of not letting go if given half a chance.


As it happened, his wish for distraction was answered, but in a far less appealing form than that of the tall, black-haired wench.


Thomas Gaines staggered up from the bench he’d been occupying and cautiously worked his way across the room toward the fire, tankard firmly clutched in one gnarled hand. He nodded to John, pale, rheumy eyes bright with curiosity, then slowly lowered his ancient bones onto the settle, as close to the fire as he could get.


“Arrr,” he said in utter content, and raised his pint in salute.


“Health.” John raised his own half-empty tankard in return.


“Not much chance at my age,” said Gaines with a crooked smile, and disappeared behind his tankard. John could see the skinny cords of his neck work as he swallowed.


The old man eventually lowered his pot with a gusty sigh—breathing was clearly secondary to a good long draft—and dragged his sleeve across his mouth. “A naggy, ill-tempered scold she be, but Lizzie brews good ale.”


John nodded in assent. “And does a roast hen proud, if my supper was anything to judge by.”


Gaines shook his head. “Nawr. That be Bertha’s doing. Bertha’s as fat an old sow as ever drew breath, which is ever a sign of a good cook. Lizzie, now, she’s the owner here. And the brewster. Learned it from her granddad, she did, before the old sod died.” 


He screwed up his face and stared into the corner, thinking hard and scratching his grizzled chin at the effort. “Year ago last Michaelmas, that were, or thereabouts. Or mebbe was it two?”


“Mistress Lizzie runs this place by herself?” John didn’t bother to hide his astonishment. The inn was a good-sized one and, judging from what little he’d seen, well-run. Not at all the sort of place one would expect a woman to manage alone—at least, not a young and good-looking woman, who ought to have no trouble in finding a husband with whom to divide the labor.


“Nawr. Not by herself, exactly.” Gaines took another deep swig—his wits seemed to require frequent stoking in order to function—and leaned forward confidentially.


“Lizzie, now, she’s the boss, but she’s got a couple o’ chambermaids an’ the stable lads an’ kitchen maid t’do for her. Samuel Martin, he runs the tap here most nights. Only his cousin took bad, night afore last, and his sister dragged him off t’pay their respects t’the dyin’. Greedy old hen can’t bear t’see even a cousin pass on without makin’ sure she has her share o’ what’s left behind.”


He gave a great cackle. “Comes ol’ Martin’s turn, she’ll be sittin’ by the bed countin’ his pennies and half-pence, jus’ t’make sure he don’t take none with ’im!”


“An unpleasant prospect, to be sure.”


“Arrr,” said Gaines in agreement, once more lubricating his vocal cords.


Their hostess chose that moment to walk past. She glanced at John, then shot a suspicious glance at old Thomas, but didn’t stop.


“Mistress Lizzie seems to do well enough without Samuel Martin’s help,” said John, admiring the easy grace with which she bore six well-filled tankards. She managed without spilling a drop, not even when she had to dodge a wandering hand attached to a broad, gruff farmer who seemed to think other favors came with the price of the ale.


“Yers,” said Gaines, watching her appreciatively.


John waited until she’d made her deliveries and gone back past the table before adding, “I’m surprised she hasn’t wed yet.”


“Her!” Gaines craned to peer around the end of the settle, as if to assure himself Lizzie was safely out of hearing range, then edged into a chair at John’s right hand.


“There’s more’n one feller would’ve had her, was she willin’,” he said, leaning forward conspiratorially, one hand protectively wrapped round his tankard. “She’ll have none uv em’. Even had a ‘Sir’ sniffin’ round her onct, but never a smile did she give ’im. Left in despair an’ blew his brains out, so they say.” 


John casually tilted back in his chair. The unmistakable aroma of the cow byre clung to the old man’s much-worn, but seldom-washed clothes. His breath smelled of ale, cheap tobacco, and rotting teeth, and the lingering damp from the rain combined with the heat from the fire only served to enrich the fragrant blend of odors.


“Blew his brains out, hmm?” said John.


“Yers. Courtin’ Mistress Lizzie can be a parlous business.” He mashed his gums together with satisfaction and took another swallow. “Course, that’s assumin’ all the tales you hears is true, which I ain’t sayin’ as how they is, nor I ain’t sayin’ as how they ain’t.”


“Very reasonable.”John gave his nose a respite by burying it in his ale pot. “What tales?”


Gaines glanced about him once more, then edged closer still. John started breathing through his mouth.


“Ghosts,” the old man said. His eyes grew round and his jaw thrust forward so that his scrawny neck looked like a plucked chicken’s. “Ghosts an’ murder an’ vengeance everlastin’.”


“Ghosts, is it, Thomas?” Mistress Lizzie had come up beside him so quietly that John hadn’t heard her approach.


She scowled at Thomas, but her words were for him. “I warn you, sir. Unless you’ve no objection to paying for Thomas’ ale, you’d best not listen to his wild stories. There’s nothing to them, but the more murderous his ghosts, the thirstier he gets. You’d do well to find other conversation.”


“Awk, now, Lizzie,” said old Thomas, abashed.


“You know how I feel about that foolishness.”


A dim-witted sheep could have guessed. The anger radiating from her was almost physical, and far out of proportion to the crime.


If she’d intended to say more, it was cut short when the outer door suddenly crashed open and the wind howled in, driving the rain and three of King George’s soldiers before it.


Like a hind at the sound of the hunters’ horns, Lizzie tensed, head up, poised to spring. She was a striking creature, John thought. Proud, almost haughty, and clearly unintimidated by the official presence, even though more than one of her customers had discovered a sudden and all-encompassing interest in the table top in front of him. She stepped forward.


“You are welcome here, gentlemen,” she said sharply, “but the rain and wind are not. If you are coming in, then kindly do so and shut the door behind you. If you’ve no wish for ale, then I’ll thank you to leave, and I will be happy to shut the door as you go.”


“Sharp-tongued as ever, eh, Mistress Tynsdale?” said the man in front, an officer, judging by his hat and the elegant sweep of his cape. His companions grinned. One, a runty, pinch-faced private, turned and kicked the door shut; the other arrogantly propped his hand on the butt of the pistol that stuck out of his belt, as though issuing a silent warning.


“Sharp-tongued, Lieutenant? You flatter me. If you and your men will take a seat,” she nodded toward a table near John’s, the only one that was as yet unoccupied, “I will bring you ale in a moment—as soon as I have attended to others who were here before you.” With that, she snatched John’s and Thomas’s tankards out of their hands without so much as a by-your-leave and marched away.


The lieutenant watched her departure with narrowed eyes, then gave a curt nod to indicate the dragoons should claim the table indicated. With an arrogance that verged on insult, the two men did as they were bid. The lieutenant swept off his cape and threw it over a chair back, then sauntered across to the fire. Everyone in the taproom watched him warily as he stretched his hands to the blaze. When he turned his back to the fire, his observers hastily transferred their attention to their tankards.


Lizzie pointedly ignored the lieutenant’s appreciative, mocking stare as she returned with the tankards.


“Here, then,” she said, setting one in front of John. “And you,” she added, setting the second in front of Thomas, “keep your tongue between your teeth, or it’s precious little ale you’ll get from me in the future.”


“Awk, now, Lizzie,” Thomas protested feebly, but he threw a cautious glance at the two dragoons before plunging his nose into his tankard.


The soldiers’ presence put a damper on the companionable atmosphere that warmth, good ale, and friendly conversation had engendered in the taproom. The two stolid farmers rose as one, pulled on their coats and hats and, with their stout wives close on their heels, stumped out of the inn and into the night. One of the laborers followed in short order, with the crone close on his heels.


Thomas Gaines was not so precipitate. Instead of retreating, he took his newly refilled tankard back to the settle and the warmth of the fire, clearly hopeful of more exciting diversions than the night had yet provided.


“Yer Honor,” he said, giving an odd little ducking bow as he crossed in front of the lieutenant.


The officer stiffened and drew his head back, which was as far as he could go backward without stepping into the fire; his nostrils flared.


The corner of John’s mouth twitched.


The lieutenant was as sharp-eyed as he looked. He turned his cold gaze on John. “You find something to amuse you?”


“A shared sympathy, lieutenant, nothing more.” With one booted foot, John shoved back the chair old Thomas had vacated. “Join me.”


The man’s eyes narrowed as he considered the invitation. Another sweeping glance about the taproom, then he swung the chair about so he’d have a clear view of the room’s occupants, gave an arrogant flick to his long coattails, and sat.


“You’re a colonial.” It wasn’t a question.


“I’m from the colonies, yes.”


“What brings you here, so far from home?”


John let one eyebrow slide upward at the harshness of the prying question, but his voice was mild enough as he replied, “My father was from this part of England. He often spoke of it.” That was true, though his father’s memories had been colored by something other than fond regrets.


The lieutenant grunted, evidently taking his words at face value. “A long way to come for a father’s memories.”


“Yes.” But not too far for the purpose which had brought him. “Though I suppose there have been any number of changes since my father was here last. You would know, I suppose.”


“I?” He laughed, the sound harsh against the subdued murmur of voices from the customers who remained. “I’m not from here, thank God!”


“No?” The man’s anger said far more than his words. Not that it mattered. “I take it this wasn’t your choice of postings, then?”


The lieutenant tensed, as though realizing where his anger might lead him. “It was not.”


John nodded sympathetically, then took a good swallow of ale and disposed himself more comfortably in his chair. As a guest at the inn, he had no reason to plunge back into the storm. The fire was warm, the ale good, and if he was lucky, the conversation might be...useful.


“Tell me about the place,” he invited. “Is it always this damned cold and wet?”


 


THE LIEUTENANT HAD TAKEN THE CHAIR old Thomas had vacated. Judging from the hard, angry lines about his handsome mouth, he wasn’t finding the company all that entertaining.


“Lieutenant Lamberre,” said Lizzie, coolly plunking a well-filled tankard down in front of the man. She would have preferred to toss the ale in his face. She circled the table and set brimming tankards in front of the other two dragoons. “Sergeant. Private.”


She crossed behind the lieutenant’s chair and would have slipped past without another word, but he grabbed her arm as she went by.


“You’re getting good at sorting out the insignia, Mistress Tynsdale,” he said. “Been paying a bit of attention to my men, have you?”


The private snickered, but hastily quieted under the sergeant’s quelling frown. The stranger went suddenly still; he set his tankard down on the table with elaborate care, but made no move to interfere.


Lizzie ignored them all. Had she been given a choice, she would have avoided a confrontation with the lieutenant, but he’d made that impossible the minute he’d grabbed her arm. She wrenched free of his grasp, but budged not an inch from where she stood.


“I can hardly help notice them, lieutenant,” she said. Her upper lip curled with her anger, but she managed to keep her voice steady, in spite of it. “You and your troops are rather hard to ignore, as much as you thrust yourselves into places where you’ve no business being.”


The lieutenant laughed. There was nothing pleasant in the sound. “I understand some of my men have been thrusting rather industriously, here abouts. Reports would have it that your chambermaid’s belly is already beginning to swell.”


In the sudden silence, the snap and flare of the fire sounded unexpectedly loud. Lizzie had the vague sense that the room around her had taken on an angry red haze. She slammed her fist on the table as she bent to glare into his dark face.


“Would you be so quick to laugh if it were your sister, lieutenant? Or your wife?”


“My sisters don’t work in a common inn, mistress. And I don’t have a wife.” His smile grew cruel. “You’d do well to toss the slut out, send her back to her family.”


“Her family’s cast her off. She’s no place else to go except into the arms of the man responsible, but he’ll have none of her now.”


“And why should he? If she’d no more sense than to spread her legs for a few copper pennies, why should anyone care what becomes of her?”


“She had no pennies from the man, lieutenant. Just an earful of pretty words.”


“And now she’s a bellyful of something else.” He shrugged. “That’s her problem, not mine. I’m not responsible for fools.”


Lizzie shoved away from him, unable to stomach the closeness any longer. “But you are responsible for your men!”


“Not when their pants are down!”


This time the sergeant made no effort to hush his snickering subordinate. The stranger sat as carelessly in his chair as before, but even in her anger Lizzie was aware of the glitter of those sea-green eyes and the sudden hard set to his jaw.


Lamberre seemed unaware of anyone but her. He lifted his tankard in an insolent salute, then took a deep draft. “Ahh. That’s good. However weak your control over your servants, Mistress Tynsdale, it must be said that your ale, at least, is strong.”


 


“GOD ROT THOSE BLOODY REDCOATS!” snarled Oliver. “I’ll prick the bastards—”


“Oliver! Don’t you dare! You’ll only cause more troubles for Lizzie.”


“But, Bess! Can’t you see—?”


“I see that Lizzie can take care of herself. Do something now, and it will be Lizzie that bears the blame, not you.”


“But—!”


“Wait, Oliver. Please.”


Oliver hesitated, but he’d never been able to deny his Bess anything. Not ever.


“All right. I’ll wait. But if he dares lay another hand on her...”


 


JOHN CASUALLY took his foot off the chair opposite. Nothing to rouse suspicion, but he’d be free in case he had to move quickly. There was something more to this confrontation between Lamberre and Mistress Lizzie than a quarrel over a chambermaid’s pregnancy. It crackled beneath the surface of their words like lightning behind clouds.


The George’s owner was biting her lip and glaring down at the officer, clearly struggling against the temptation to plunge into a heated exchange of insults. For his part, the lieutenant was smiling up at her with an insolent, mocking grin on his handsome face that made John want to wipe it off—violently. On general principles, if for no other reason.


Slowly, gracefully, Lamberre rose to his feet. Lizzie defiantly held her ground.


That was a mistake. The man grabbed her arm and yanked her to him to claim a rough, insulting kiss.


An instant later he jumped back, knocking his chair over, pop-eyed with fury. “What the—! Damnation! You arrogant slut! Look what you’ve done!”


As one, the occupants of the George’s taproom craned to see. John choked, fighting not to burst out laughing.


Somehow Mistress Lizzie had managed to tip an entire pot of ale into the man’s lap without so much as nudging the table or disturbing a drop of John’s well-filled tankard. The lieutenant’s breeches, so elegantly white a moment before, were now darkened and damp as if he’d pissed them like an incontinent two year old.


Lamberre started toward Lizzie, fists clenched, and tripped over a chair that was suddenly in his way. With an oath, he jerked his foot free and kicked the offending piece of furniture into the fire.


Lizzie stood her ground, but John casually got to his feet. After a wary glance at his superior, the sergeant dragged the chair out of the fire, then edged backwards, out of the way. The private, scowling mightily, reluctantly followed. How long they’d stay out of the way was anybody’s guess. John could only hope it would be long enough.


Lamberre advanced, clearly intent on exacting revenge for the insult.


“I’m disappointed in you, my love,” John said, and swept Lizzie out of the lieutenant’s path and into his arms. “You promised you’d save all your kisses for me.”


“Wha—?” Lizzie twisted around to defend herself against this new attack.


With a strategic change of grip, John contrived to pinion her arms and draw her closer still, so that his body blocked Lamberre and he could look into that beautiful face. Even with her cheeks stained pink with fury and her eyes flashing fire, Lizzie was dangerously tempting.


John sucked in his breath. More than tempting. Lizzie Tynsdale was damned near irresistible.


Lamberre and the tap room around him receded to the edge of his consciousness. He lowered his head. He’d be a fool to kiss her. It was one thing to pull her out of the lieutenant’s way, quite another to claim what Lamberre had tried to steal only a moment before.


He wouldn’t kiss her. He would not kiss her.


Kiss her, you fool.


John jumped. He could have sworn someone had just whispered into his ear.


No one was anywhere close enough to have tried.


Wide, blue eyes locked on his. Lizzie’s lips parted. Her body softened in his arms as he pulled her even more closely against him. He could feel the rapid rise and fall of her breasts where they pressed against her chest.


Those full, rich breasts that had tempted him so.


Beautiful breasts...


Kiss her!


Because he could not help himself, John closed his eyes, and bent his head, and claimed a kiss right there in front of God, the infuriated lieutenant, and a wide-eyed, sniggering Thomas Gaines.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


— CHAPTER 2 — 


 


His arms were strong, his lips firm and demanding, and Lizzie, who had lifted her hand to slap him silly, somehow found herself tangling her fingers into his hair instead. The taproom, her gaping customers, even the lieutenant’s face, twisted in fury, faded from her awareness.


So this was what it was like to be thoroughly kissed! Heat and confusion and, beneath it all, a troubling eagerness that threatened to send what little was left of her good sense straight up the chimney.


Lizzie groaned in protest, then twisted in his arms, trying to push him away. He gave in more readily than she’d expected; when he pulled back, she was left clinging to him for support, off balance and flushed with mingled fury and shame.


Old Thomas choked. Someone in the taproom behind her actually laughed. Instead of releasing her, the arrogant swine tightened his hold, but his attention was fixed on Lamberre.


“I’m sorry, lieutenant. About the ale, I mean.” He smiled, a sly, conspiratorial smile, for all the world as if there was nothing out of the ordinary in dumping a pot of ale down the front of one of His Majesty’s officers. “I won’t apologize for the kiss.” His smile widened. “I’m sure you’ll understand.”


For an instant, Lizzie thought Lamberre would launch himself across the table, straight for the man’s throat. Instead, he snatched up his cape and swept it over his shoulders. His men stood to one side like dogs on a leash, stiff with resentment that a mere colonial should have bested their commanding officer and clearly hoping they’d be set loose to teach him better manners.


Lamberre ignored them. His angry gaze was fixed on his opponent, his features rigid with fury. “If I were you,” he snarled, “I’d find a good reason to be gone by morning.” 


There was no mistaking the threat. He nodded at Lizzie, but there was no friendliness in the gesture. “Mistress Tynsdale.”


“Lieutenant,” said Lizzie. She didn’t bother to curtsy.


 


“I REALLY WISH you hadn’t dumped that ale on the lieutenant, Oliver.”


“I had to, Bess! Surely you didn’t expect me to stand idly by while that dog mauled our Lizzie?”


“No. No, of course not. They’re animals, all of them. Put them in a red coat and they think they’re God. But still...” Bess frowned, clearly troubled.


“But what, Bess?” Oliver prompted when she remained silent.


“But now he’ll think it was Lizzie did it, and he won’t forgive her making a fool of him.”


Oliver shrugged the thought away. “I ought to have doused the other, as well,” he muttered, frustrated. “I would have, too, if Lizzie hadn’t been in the way.”


“Now you just stop that! Any fool could see he was distracting the lieutenant, keeping him away from Lizzie.”


“Was he, indeed? It’d have been better if he’d simply shot the rogue and have done with it, but kissing our Lizzie like that...! And there was you, egging him on! Why, the damned scoundrel was enjoying it, Bess! Enjoying it, I tell you! Unscrupulous dog!”


“And why not? Lizzie didn’t mind. Not really.” 


“Not mind! She damn near hit him! Can’t imagine what stopped her.”


“Maybe it’s because our Lizzie is so much like me, even though she tries to hide it, and because he’s so much like you.”


“Like me? I’ll have you know—!”


“Oh, not so handsome, and not nearly as dashing, but still...”


“Bess!”


“My love?”


Oliver opened his mouth, then closed it, then threw up his hands in defeat. “Demned, rackety women!” he said. “There’s just no understanding them!”


 


THE ALTERCATION drove all but the hardiest of the George’s customers out into the storm. Cold and wet were preferable to the possibility the lieutenant would return and charge them all, innocent and guilty alike, with disturbing the King’s peace, or aiding and abetting a criminal attack upon an officer.


The scullery maid was rousted from her spot beside the kitchen hearth to mop up the spilled ale and set things to rights. She dragged in her bucket and mop, sniffing and snuffling like a lugubrious martyr, and grimly set to her task.


Lizzie refilled the tankards of the hardy souls remaining, but sternly informed them all that this was the last round, and if they didn’t leave when that was finished, they would find themselves being bodily ejected, whether they would or no.


“And don’t think I won’t do it, too!” she added, glaring at them all.


To a man, they meekly retreated to their stools and their drinks. If they had any comments about what had just transpired, they kept their voices carefully low, too wise to risk rousing their hostess’ temper with an injudicious remark or ill-timed laugh.


Only old Thomas appeared unaffected by the threat of Lizzie’s wrath. He reclaimed his seat by the fire, eyes alight with excitement.


“Good, that was. Old Sam Twistleton will be pure green at missin’ it all,” he said.


“What, an insignificant scuffle like that?” John protested.


“T’weren’t that. I was referrin’ to the ale pot tippin’ over like it did. That, an’ you kissin’ Miss Lizzie.”


John couldn’t see much of interest in Lizzie’s having tipped the ale over the lieutenant’s pristine breeches—he still had his tankard, after all. And he certainly didn’t regret having kissed her. He’d meant only to distract the lieutenant, but it hadn’t taken more than a heartbeat to start enjoying himself—she made a tidy handful and no mistake. And then, when he’d started kissing her...


The wench didn’t know much about kissing, but there was fire under the ice, and not too far under, at that.


As for her temper... John grinned.


“You’re not going to tell me she’s usually quiet and reserved, are you, Gaines?”


Thomas gave a snort of amused contempt. “Oh, no! I’m not claimin’ our Lizzie’s a biddable lass! But there, we always knew she had a temper. Has ever since she was a babe. What with one thing and another, and with only her grandfather to raise her—him as thought the sun rose and set on her, as the sayin’ is—it’s a wonder she’s not more hasty to hand than she is. No, no, that warn’t the reason I was laughin’. If I was to tell you—”


There were other things that interested John more than old tales and gossip. “Does the lieutenant come here often?”


“Oh, aye. Often enough to make a drinkin’ man nervous. He has an eye on our Lizzie, y’see. Much good it’ll do him. She’s—”


“She’s right here, and she doesn’t want to hear another word from you, Thomas Gaines.” 


The woman had a talent for sneaking up on a man and no mistake. And this time she was furious. John discretely edged his chair a bit farther to one side, safely out of reach.


She propped fisted hands on her hips and scowled at her hapless victim. “If you kept your tongue between your teeth on occasion, Thomas Gaines, you’d be less likely to get into so much trouble.


“But, Lizzie—”


“Not another word!”


John rashly ventured in. “Mistress Tynsdale—” 


“Nor you, either!” she added, rounding on him. “And in the future, I’ll thank you to not meddle in what does not concern you.”


John flashed her his sweetest smile. “You have my word on it. Not one meddle, no matter what. Although I should point out that you were the one who tipped the ale pot over him.”


“I did not! You did!”


“I?” John protested, startled. “I haven’t stooped to such tricks since I was a schoolboy.” 


She made an angry gesture of dismissal. “No matter. The lieutenant is unlikely to be well inclined to you after tonight. If you’ll take my advice, you’ll leave. Get on to wherever it was you were headed and not come back.”


“On a night like this? In the wind and the rain? You’re a cruel woman, mistress.”


Her eyes hardened. “I’m a practical woman, sir, not cruel. Tomorrow after breakfast will be soon enough.”


“And if I don’t go?”


“It is none of my affair, after all.” She eyed him suspiciously, as if trying to decide just how far she might push him. In the end, she clearly decided in favor of restraint. She gave a disdainful sniff, but all she said was, “So long as you pay your shot and cause no further trouble—”


“I? Trouble? You wound me.”


“—I’ll not ask you to leave.” Her delicate black brows joined in a quelling frown. “But if I have any more trouble...”


John gave her his warmest smile. “Then I’ll be here to help you out of it a second time. Or a third, if need be.”


 


“SCHOOLBOY TRICK!” Oliver fumed, indignant. “I’ll show him a trick or too!”


“Oliver! Don’t you dare! Try one trick and you’ll be haunting the stables for a month, and so I warn you!”


“But, Bess! I was only—”


“A month, Oliver Hardwicke, and not one day less!”


Oliver retreated to his favorite seat on the mantelpiece, muttering and grumbling and glaring down at the stranger who had tried to kiss his daughter.


 


MISTRESS TYNSDALE was as good as her word. Not another drop of ale did she offer her customers, and they were given little enough time to finish what they had. She circled the room, picking up tankards, empty or not, and slamming them on her tray, deaf to even the most heart-wrenching entreaties.


Thus bereft, her guests reluctantly gathered their capes and coats and hats and plunged into the night. Even Thomas Gaines emptied his tankard and reluctantly trailed out into the storm. Eventually, only John remained.


“You have an impressive talent for emptying a taproom,” he said, raising his almost-empty tankard in salute.


Lizzie ignored him as she assured herself the windows were locked and shuttered, the door properly barred. If she was aware that his gaze followed her, she gave no sign of it. After one last tug at the door—the woman didn’t seem to trust anyone, not even herself—she picked up a candle and came back to the fire.


“I’ll show you to your room,” she said, as coolly as if he’d never tried to kiss her. “Huldspeth has already warmed your bed.”


John lazily got to his feet. “A pleasant thought, though if she’s the one with child—”


“She took up a warming pan half an hour since,” Lizzie snapped.


“Oh,” said John, feigning disappointment. “A warming pan.” 


He could see the muscles in her jaw tighten as she clenched her teeth, see the flush of anger wash through the delicate cream of her skin. God knew why he found such pleasure in baiting this beautiful, sour-faced creature, but he did. Perhaps it was because she fought back, which was more than he could say for most women of his acquaintance.


John drained his tankard and set it back on the table, then, without another word, meekly followed his hostess out of the taproom, along dark, twisting passages and up a steep flight of stairs. She’d warned him to watch his step, with good reason. The broad plank floors were meticulously scrubbed and waxed, but they were old and they tilted in odd directions, dangerous traps for the unwary. The dark wood on walls and floors sucked up the light from the candle she carried. A draft snuck past them and made the flame waver and dip, casting odd shadows on the walls.


As well he wasn’t a man given to strange fancies. In the two centuries or so that the inn had been in existence it was bound to have collected a restless spirit or two. Ghosts would find this creaking, shadowy old rabbit warren a perfect place to set up housekeeping. He said as much, which was a mistake.


“What? Ghosts! Certainly not!” she snapped, indignant. But her eyes seemed to grow wider and darker in the wavering candlelight, and her shoulders stiffened.


The corner of John’s mouth twitched. So there were tales, tales a conscientious innkeep would as soon remain untold.


“What? Not even one? I’d thought sure such a place would have at least one or two chain-rattling moaners to enliven my nights.” He eyed her neat figure as she preceded him up another flight of stairs. “Pity. There seems little else available for diversion.”


She stopped, so abruptly that John almost trod on the hem of her gown, and turned to face him. Even the soft candlelight could not soften the distaste he could see in her face.


“You’re more likely to get a ghost in your bed than what you’re fancying, Mr.... Gideon, didn’t you say your name was?” She ignored his nod of confirmation. “Huldspeth’s...condition... has been warning enough for any of the girls who might otherwise be tempted by your good looks and ready tongue.”


“That’s all right,” said John blandly. “I’ve found only one lady hereabouts who tempts me.”


“Indeed?” Her voice was as frosty as the air in the passageway.


John merely smiled up at her. She was a tall woman, but the three steps that divided them put him at a convenient spot for appreciating the physical charms that had attracted him to her in the first place. They definitely merited leisurely appreciation—the closer, the better.


She turned abruptly and continued up the stairs. In front of the door to his room, she hesitated, as if coming to a decision, then turned to confront him.


“You’d be well advised to keep your fancies to yourself, Mr. Gideon. All of your fancies. This is a respectable inn, and I am a respectable woman, do you hear me?”


“Hard not to when you shout like that.”


“I’m not shouting.”


The candlelight made her skin glow and cast tempting shadows under her jaw and along her throat. John leaned closer.


“You wouldn’t have to do more than whisper if I were to kiss you.”


She sucked in her breath. “In that case I’d scream,” she said, “and ram this candle straight up your nose.”


John winced. “That’s a rather violent defense.”


“No more than deserved.” Her mouth—that soft, kissable mouth that was so tempting—thinned in distaste. She raised the candle, bringing it closer to his face.


John backed up a step.


Her lips curved in satisfaction. She swung the door wide and stepped back, letting him precede her into the room.


The chamber was larger and more comfortable than he’d expected, though just as chilly. A high, curtained bed occupied the far end of the room; a gate-legged table and straight chair were set against the wall opposite, just beneath a shuttered window. His bulging saddle bags already occupied the chair seat. An upholstered chair and a painted screen stood beside the cold hearth.


A fire had been laid in expectation of his arrival, but not lit. Another candle stood ready in its holder on a table near the door. Without a word, Lizzie lit the waiting candle, then thrust a wooden spill into its flame, knelt gracefully on the hearth, and touched the burning spill to the tinder under the logs. An instant later, bright orange flames licked under the logs, snapping as they hit a pocket of pitch, growing hotter and brighter as they spread.


The flames outlined her profile, gilding the straight line of her nose and the firm, square cut of her chin. There was weariness in the curve of her back and the slump of her shoulders, but John sensed something weighing on her beyond the long hours and hard work that must be her daily lot.


Before he could rouse her ire by commenting, Lizzie shoved to her feet. “There’s water in the pitcher there,” she said, pointing, “and more firewood here. Have you need of anything else?”


Almost—almost—John said he’d need of her, to warm his bed and ease the dull ache in his groin, to keep him company through a cold, dark night in this bleak and God-forsaken country. She was a beautiful woman, after all, no matter how hard-edged her manner. The stiff, grim look on her face warned him away.


“Nothing. No. Not tonight,” he said, and stepped aside from the door, out of her way.


“Goodnight, then,” she said, once more rigidly erect. With a slight nod to him, she picked up her candle and left the room, pulling the door closed behind her and leaving John alone in the cold, shadowed stillness.


 


LIZZIE HAD TO FORCE HER TIRED FEET to carry her back to the taproom. The room was empty, with only the disarranged chairs and benches and the small puddles of ale on tables and floor to indicate that anyone had ever been there. That and the stranger’s empty tankard, which stood where he’d left it.


Shadows crept out of the corners and slipped across the old stone floor, making the place seem strangely shrunken and sad. The only sounds were the faint crackle and flare from the dying fire.


Lizzie pushed a chair back into place, then a bench, more slowly and with effort. She stopped, staring at the solitary tankard, suddenly wearier than she could remember being in a long, long time. Huldspeth would clean it up in the morning. Right now, she was too tired to care.


She dug her fingers into the small of her back and arched backwards, stretching sore muscles, and realized she was hungry as well as tired. She’d had no chance for supper tonight, but there was bound to be something in the kitchen cupboards, even if it was nothing more than a heel of yesterday’s bread. With a groan, she relaxed, then picked up the abandoned tankard and trailed into the kitchen.


Fat Bertha was setting out a pot of yeast to rise for the next day’s bread. The scullery maid, Neda, was hunched over the wash bucket, wearily scrubbing at the last of the evening’s dishes and snuffling with her perpetual catarrh. Scruff, the rangy, lop-eared mongrel who kept the rats out of the storerooms and stables and worked the treadmill for the fireplace spit, lay sprawled on his side under the table, whimpering and twitching in his sleep. His toenails scratched at the polished stone floor with a faint click, click, click.


Of the three, only Bertha and Neda looked up when Lizzie walked in, and Neda immediately turned back to her work, clearly eager to be finished and thus free to go to bed. Bertha frowned at Lizzie’s weary gait, but her yeast pot took priority over everything else. She finished covering the pot with a clean cloth and set it in the nook built into the side of the chimney, where the lingering heat from the bricks would ensure it rose properly. Only once the yeast was set did she turn to such trivial matters as her employer’s well-being.


“Sit,” she said gruffly, pointing to a chair at one side of the table. “You look half dead on your feet.”


Lizzie plunked the tankard down on the table and sat. “I’m hungry. Is there anything left of those hens you roasted? Or the soup?”


“Not a wing nor a drop, but there’s bread and some apples. And some cheese, of course.” The cook cast a sharp eye at Neda, then at her, and reluctantly added, “And a meat pastie I’d been saving for breakfast.”


More likely for a late night snack. Bertha thought no one knew of her nocturnal depredations on the inn’s larder. Like her grandfather before her, Lizzie ignored the occasional purloined cheesecake or mince pie. Bertha was far more family than servant. She’d raised her, after all, and her mother before her. Despite the gnawing of her stomach, Lizzie decided she’d forgo the pastie.

