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VERONICA SHIFTED WITHIN the tiny confines of the seat box, her teeth rattling in her head from the cold seeping through the sides of the carriage and the bumping road beneath it. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea . . . and yet she could not abide London for another minute, and this had seemed to be her only chance of having a say in her own future. Mother refused to take her feelings seriously, and Father, well, he just nodded to whatever Mother said as though he’d thought of it first. 

She might only be a woman, and she might be very lucky to have had the chance to go to London at all since her family was only just considered gentry because of Mother’s side, but Veronica was done with this Society nonsense all the same. Completely and utterly done. 

And, possibly, done in by this carriage ride. In order to make her escape, she’d hidden in the extra luggage compartment under the front seat of a family friend’s carriage. Said carriage was destined for her hometown, but her hiding place was meant to accommodate parcels, blankets, and warming stones, not a person. Her backside was numb. Something jabbed into her side. It was very cold. 

The escape plan had seemed bold and brave at first; she had felt like one of the heroines in the novels she loved—taking their future into their own hands. But she was questioning herself only an hour into her own taking hold, which was something those heroines never did. There were several hours left to travel, but she could barely think about it due to the current discomfort. How much more uncomfortable would she be six hours from now?

The carriage wheel hit something hard, jolting Veronica against the front of the box and causing a squeak she couldn’t cover her mouth to prevent. She’d heard nothing from her unknowing companion. Thankfully, the road noise seemed to cover her exclamation. The only movement she could manage within the limited space was the shifting of her spine now and then, which accomplished very little by way of improved comfort. She pressed her lips together and squeezed her eyes closed as the road became rough.

As she understood it, there would be a change of horses in Windlesham—the halfway mark between London and her home in Andover. She would be able to stand up from the box and stretch her poor arms and legs for a few minutes while the horses were changed out and Geoffery went into the posting inn for a late breakfast. Second only to being out of London for good, she was looking forward to that stop.

Geoffery, of course, had no idea she was joining him on this trip back to Andover. She had known Geoffery Meyers her whole life as the bookish friend of her eldest brother, Robert. Geoffery, for his part, had known her as a gangly child, annoying younger sister, silly girl, and then awkward adolescent. Though they’d moved in similar circles in London, he’d not once gone out of his way to notice her. Which was all fine and good; she did not want or need his attention. Her time in London had convinced her that she did not want or need any man’s attention. Choosing his carriage for her escape was about convenience and circumstance, not him personally. He would never know his part, and, perhaps, her secret triumph would give her an additional boost of confidence when their paths crossed in the future—a secret she would always have, and he would never know. 

Food was something else Veronica hadn’t properly considered in this plan, and while she had some peppermints in her pocket—she’d picked out the seams and sewed a left-hand pocket into all her dresses without Mother’s approval—the smell of them might reveal her, and a peppermint would not stave off hunger as would a breakfast of kidney pie and fried potatoes, with buttered toast and marmalade. It had seemed heroic to give up every worldly comfort as a testament to her determination. She hadn’t counted on how very uncomfortable heroism could be. Or, rather, heroine-ism.

The carriage began to slow—oh, thank heavens—and she pushed all thoughts of sustenance from her mind. I have been through far more difficult circumstances than this, she told herself, but . . . had she? 

The uncomfortable trip was raising significant questions about her own self-determination.

If she were to present her case to a panel of judges, for instance, what would she use as examples of her suffering? Lady Lampton’s garden party, where she’d been the only one without white feathers in her hat; she wasn’t sure anyone would appreciate the embarrassment. She’d been horrified when the Bastians served lamb at their dinner party; Veronica had raised the abandoned lambs at home. She wasn’t about to eat one of them. Her refusal had been noticed, and Mother had claimed herself “humiliated.” 

To say nothing about the attention of Richard Ormanshire, who gave her such a rotten feeling in her stomach. When she’d told her mother that his attention made her feel quite nauseated, her mother had rolled her eyes and said Veronica would be lucky to land a man of his merit. Oh, and she’d invited him for supper tomorrow evening, and that Veronica would act like a lady and accept his request to walk in Hyde Park afterward. 

Imagining walking in the park with the man twenty years her senior, while he touted his many excellent qualities without asking her a single question about herself, had been the final straw for Veronica’s metaphorical camel. It seemed to Veronica that London had stripped her of her freedom, independence, and even her own identity. She had become a molded doll who was expected to adopt whatever pose she was put into. To the extent of who she would marry, it seemed. 

Such arguments before her imagined panel of judges would sound lukewarm—she knew this—but this was her life, and being a pawn on someone else’s chessboard was a horrific realization. After yet another particularly bad row with Mother—they were at odds about everything these days—she’d overheard Geoffery’s plan to return to Andover for a fortnight. She’d listened to the details while sipping watered-down lemonade at the Thurstons’ ball two nights ago and had begun formulating her plan. 

Veronica had no quarrel with knowing that her role in life was meant to be that of a wife and mother. They would be wonderful parts of her future, she was sure, but she wanted . . . more. Her parents, though good people who loved her, associated with each other very little. She’d never seen what she would call warmth between them. And she’d known just enough women who had that little extra to know it was possible for her to live a more expansive life. Mrs. Shaw, for instance, was the wife of Andover’s vicar and mother to four. She managed the ladies’ auxiliary in town, coordinated clothing donations she brought to London twice a year for reasons of charity, not ballrooms, and had been key in bringing additional livestock auctions to their valley for the betterment of several farms in their area. She was interesting to talk to and encouraged young women of the parish to walk in step with their husbands, not behind them. Mrs. Fordington, the wife of the local squire, was as politically active as her husband and helped with campaigns and elections throughout the county every year. Veronica had snuck into a rally where Mrs. Fordington had encouraged women to improve their reading and writing so that they could share their opinions. 

These were not radical women necessarily, but they were strong in themselves; what they did was important and had shown Veronica a side of life—and womanhood, in particular—that she craved. She’d tried to explain her feelings to Mother more than once; it ended in shouting every time. Father said the two of them were too much alike—too stubborn for their own good. Then he went back to his paper or left for the club.

Mother had made it clear that her aspirations for Veronica lay in her making a match in London. Veronica, however, was determined to make clear that Mother’s aspirations were not more important than her own. Learning of Geoffery’s return home had brought the details of her escape from London together. No one would allow her to go with him, of course. He was a single man, she a marriageable young woman, and her parents would never allow her to leave London at all, let alone with him. She’d found her own way out, and she was proud of that, but she couldn’t wait for it to be over.

The carriage began to slow and finally came to a stop. Veronica felt the shifting weight as Geoffery stood up. The door latch opened, and the carriage lifted an inch or so when Geoffery jumped to the ground. The sound of voices outside—one of them Geoffery’s and the other the carriage driver’s—assured her that he was out of the carriage. She counted to forty-seven before she pushed up on the seat she’d been folded beneath. 

The seat was little more than fabric nailed to a board and settled in place, so it lifted easily enough, and she was able to hold it back with one hand while she stepped out, careful to lift her skirts so that they would not catch on a splintered corner. The woodwork within the bench was not finished, and though she’d worn her oldest and most comfortable traveling dress—the one Mother despised and would not allow Veronica to wear in public while they’d been in London—she did not want it ruined. She, of course, was without any of her other things and would need to rely on the country dresses and limited underthings she’d left behind in Andover until her trunks were sent after her.

Once out of the box, she stretched her tingling arms, though the carriage did not allow a full expression of the action, and then sat on the cushioned seat Geoffery had occupied and stretched first one leg and then another. It felt glorious! If they were at Windlesham already, then she was not gauging time correctly, and they would be home in Andover before she knew it. That was a sunny thought on what had become a rather gray day. 

The sound of the door unlatching cut off her thoughts, and she froze, then jumped to her feet, hitting her head on the upper rail of the carriage. She winced and lifted a hand to her smarting head as she turned toward the door, which now framed Geoffery Meyers staring back at her with his ice-blue eyes narrowed. He glanced at the open box seat and, in the space of her held breath, seemed to figure out what she’d done. 
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FOR A MOMENT, Veronica thought Geoffery would slam the door and walk away in a huff, but instead, he swore under his breath and stepped into the carriage, crowding the space. He pulled the door shut, and his hunched posture helped to offset the menace of his glare. They faced off for only a few moments in the darkened interior of the carriage before he turned to sit upon his seat, leaving her standing in the small gap between the facing benches. 

“What is this?” he said with a hiss. Usually, an additional groom or two would accompany a carriage of this size, but apparently, not this time, as only the driver had been included. It had made her feel more secure to know that there were only two people from whom to hide. Except, now she’d been caught.

“Uh, well, I . . .” She took a deep breath and thought of the fortitude of those penny novel heroines. “I am taking my future into my own hands, Mr. Meyers.”

“By hiding in my storage box?”

She lifted her chin another half an inch. “By leaving London. I have been wanting to return home for months, and no one will hear me.”

A flash of confusion crossed his face. “Why do you want to leave London?”

“I hate it there.”

“What has that to do with anything?”

This stumped her. She was supposed to love London—everyone else did—but he did not seem to share that perspective. “I am to stay in a place I despise?”

“Well, yes,” he said with a nod. “Do you think that life is only about doing what you want, where you want to do it?” He laughed at his own rhetorical question. “You are in London for a purpose, Miss Veronica. That has nothing to do with whether or not you like the city, and everything to do with your current purpose in life.”

She was still standing, her head just skimming the carriage ceiling. “For the purpose of being sold like a pig in the marketplace, you mean? No, thank you.”

“And you truly believe that sneaking into my carriage and implicating me in your silly game will spare you the indignities? Is there, perhaps, a man in Andover you are eager to return to?”

Veronica’s cheeks heated, but she did not let him cow her. “Because, of course, the only reason I would put off one man would be for the attention of another.” She scoffed and shook her head. “I want a say in my future, Mr. Meyers, and London seemed to drown out my protests completely. I am returning home so that I might show how important it is for me to be heard regarding the life I am to make as a grown woman.”

“What has any of that to do with me?” he asked.

“Well, you weren’t meant to know I was here at all, of course,” she said. “It has nothing to do with you.”

He lifted his eyebrows. “You were going to ride the whole way to Andover in that box without my knowledge?”

“Yes.”

“With nothing to eat?”

She lifted her chin a fraction higher. “It is a small sacrifice in contrast to my entire future.”

“And when I arrived home? What was your plan there?”

“I would sneak out of the carriage just as I snuck in and walk home, at which point I would write to my parents to tell them that I would not be returning to the city or participating in their marital scheming.” Saying it aloud did not carry the same impressive reasoning the plan had held when it was only in her own mind, however, and she thought again of that panel of judges. Or, perhaps, saying it aloud to Geoffery, in particular, was why it suddenly felt flimsy. He’d call this a “silly game,” and for the first time, she wondered if he was right.

“You didn’t think that your parents might connect my return to Andover with your surprise arrival there?” He groaned and closed his eyes as he tipped his head back. “Good grief.”

“You would have known nothing, of course. I had—have—no plan to inform anyone of the measures I took to make my point.”

He fixed her with his heavy stare again. “And now that I do know?”

“Well,” she said, clearing her throat, “I had not expected that to happen. I only stepped out of the box to stretch for a few moments; I thought you would take longer in the inn.”

He narrowed his eyes slightly—had he always had such nice eyes? She’d never thought to notice, but then again, she’d rarely had the chance to be in such close proximity. Robert was nine years Veronica’s senior and out of the nursery by the time she was born. Geoffery, as Robert’s contemporary, was equally distant from her place in life. 

 “We are not at an inn,” Geoffery said. 

“What do you mean we are not at an inn?”

Suddenly, Veronica realized that there was very little noise coming from outside. No smell of horses or cooking meat that was usually so prevalent at the way stations one encountered along the roads. No voices yelling back and forth.

“We left London not more than an hour ago,” Geoffery said, which was not an answer, really.

She looked toward the windows, but they were covered with dirt and dust and sprinkled with rain. Had it truly only been an hour? That meant there were still six hours to go! She hoped her disappointment did not show. “Then, where are we?”

“On the side of the road,” Geoffery said. “The wheel is splintered, and the carriage driver has walked ahead to find help. I nearly went with him but decided to stay with the carriage instead so as not to abandon my trunks.”

Veronica felt the blood drain from her face. “We’re . . . stranded?”

He lifted his eyebrows. “I guess you did not consider the fact that things might not go exactly as you expected.” He looked toward the window and took a breath, his eyebrows pinching together with concern. “Well, neither did I.”

 



[image: ]



 

THE INTERIOR SPACE of the carriage did not allow for Veronica to actually stagger, but in her mind, she staggered backward with a hand over her mouth in shock and fear and self-recrimination as she sat down on the seat across from him with a thump. 

“We are alone on the side of the road with a broken carriage?”

Geoffery nodded. “Yes.”

She put a hand to her chest and swallowed the panic. “I’ve never experienced such a thing.”

He gave her a wry smile. “Have you ever traveled in a storage box?”

“No.”

He lifted his shoulders quickly and let them drop before leaning his back against the seat. “How lucky am I to be a part of so many new adventures for you.”

His patronizing words sparked heat in her chest. “I do not need your sarcastic commentary, Mr. Meyers!”

“I do not need the extreme complication you have added to my already complicated situation, Miss Veronica.” He looked away quickly and shifted to sit up straight again, prompting Veronica to think he’d said more than he meant to. Was the “already complicated situation” not regarding the splintered wheel? 

Did she dare push for clarification?

She nearly laughed at her hesitation; she’d just spent an hour in the carriage box after sneaking out of the home her family had rented for the Season. Lack of courage was not her limitation. 

She spoke in an even, trustworthy voice. “What have I further complicated for you, Mr. Meyers?” 

He continued to look toward the window for a few seconds and then looked back at her with an expression she thought she recognized—he wanted to confide in her. She held his eyes, surprised at how much she wanted his confidence. Perhaps because if he trusted her with something, she would feel more equity between them. There was also something validating in the realization that she might not be the only person struggling with her circumstances just now.

The sound of carriage wheels caused both of them to straighten. Someone was coming. 

“You can’t be discovered,” Geoffery said at the same time Veronica said, “I can’t be seen.”

They held each other’s eyes a moment.

“Could it be the carriage driver returning with help?” she asked hopefully.

“This carriage is coming from the east; he went west.”

 Understanding that they were being approached by an unknown and unexpected carriage passed between them. Veronica knew what she had to do, and though part of her whimpered at the reality, she would not become a simpering debutante now. She stood resolutely, turned to remove the seat cushion, and handed it to Geoffery as she lifted her skirts and stepped back into the box.

“I should not allow you to go back in there,” Geoffery said in the regretful tone of a gentleman who is unable to be one quite in the way he would like to be. She appreciated the smallest measure of care she heard in his voice; it was a nice change from the patronizing tone he’d used thus far.

“I believe that is the kindest thing you have said to me,” she said with a quick, sarcastic smile. She knelt first, then faced forward, rearranged her legs so that her feet were flat on the floor with her knees up, and then slid her back into the box, settling into the same position she’d been in before—the only position possible, really. “Perhaps the kindest thing you have ever said to me,” she added, looking up at him from her awkward position. “Please replace the cushion.”

He made a grunting sound as the approaching carriage came to a stop behind them. “You must be . . . attentive despite hiding. Do you understand?”

She nodded, because how else could she respond to such a cryptic comment? Be attentive to what?

“Hail the carriage,” said a gruff man’s voice from outside.

“Go!” she whispered.

He swore. She forgave it. He replaced the cushion.
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IT WAS DIFFICULT to track what was happening from her position inside the carriage box, but she identified the tone of several different voices, all men, one of them Geoffery’s. They started talking at the back of the carriage, then moved toward the front left wheel closer to her, which they jostled a few times as they continued to talk to one another in what sounded like polite conversation before moving far enough away that she couldn’t hear them talking any longer. The patter of rain increased, and it felt like forever before Veronica heard the jangling of harnesses and then the sound of wheels passing on the left side of the carriage as the new arrival became a new departure. She let out a breath, hopeful that she wouldn’t have to stay in the box much longer. She put her hands flat against the lid in advance of pushing it open when the sound of voices froze her in place. 

Geoffery wasn’t alone. 

 Had someone stayed back from that passing carriage? 

Or perhaps the carriage driver had returned without her notice.

Be attentive, Geoffery had told her. 

Veronica lowered her hands back to her chest and became as still as she could possibly be as she listened. She could not hear words, but she could tell it was no longer the same civil conversation that had been taking place earlier. This new dialogue was angry. Curt. One voice was Geoffery’s, but the other was lower, gravely—not the voice of the carriage driver she’d overheard before. 

Which meant that one of the men from that other carriage had stayed back. Why?

Surely it wouldn’t have been Geoffery’s choice—especially with her presence here. That concern, added to the increasingly angry conversation happening outside of the carriage, made her swallow, and she felt an increased sense of dread and frustration that she didn’t know what was happening.

Why had the other carriage occupant gotten angry? 

Or, had this new carriage been full of . . . highwaymen? 

Didn’t highwaymen use horses, not carriages? And weren’t they more likely in remote, wild locations? The main road, only an hour out of London, ought to be free of such potential trouble, to say nothing about the early hour. They’d left at dawn. While additional carriages were not unexpected as the day continued, this seemed hardly the right place for a robbery.

Veronica didn’t know what to do, and so she did nothing while remaining devotedly attentive. The voices continued, loudly. When something shook the carriage, she pressed her lips together to keep from screaming. Scuffles. Another impact on the carriage. Were the men fighting? 

Was Geoffery getting beaten right outside the carriage? Did he know how to defend himself?

Robert boxed; he’d been suspended from university for participating in boxing matches a few years ago. Mother had been incensed. Father had tried to hide a grin. 

Geoffery had been at university at the same time Robert had. Was he a boxer too?

There were more hits, some grunts, shuffling, and then everything went quiet. 

“All right,” Geoffery said loudly near the part of the carriage closest to Veronica’s head—was he speaking thus because he meant for her to hear? “I’ll give you no more trouble, you are obviously the fiercer of us. Can we at least sit in the carriage and get out of this blasted rain until your men return with the driver?”

A grunting sort of answer preceded the opening of the carriage door as Veronica’s breath caught in her throat. 

Geoffery was bringing this man inside the carriage, where he knew Veronica was hiding? Why would he do such a thing? 

Well, Geoffery must not be much of a fighter. And he was apparently a child about staying out in the rain. Regardless, he was no gentleman to bring this man into closer proximity to her hiding place.

Veronica breathed as deeply and as quietly as she could as the two men stepped inside the carriage. Her heart was absolutely racing as she strained to follow each movement. 

Be attentive, she reminded herself, as though she would get lost daydreaming at a time like this. She was about to burst into flame from the strain and anticipation of all that was happening and how little she understood it. 

“This is not going to go well for you, friend,” Geoffery said after, Veronica assumed, they were both sitting. It seemed Geoffery was in the rear seat as he’d been before, and this new man was seated above her, which made her feel even more confined. “My carriage driver will be bringing help back with him.”

“Not ef he be found on the road jus’ like you, govnah.” The thick provincial voice laughed, then coughed, and then . . . spit? Such a crass action inside the carriage replaced some of the fear in Veronica’s chest with disgust. This man was nothing but a lowlife brute! “Me brothuhs well be back wit’ him soon enough, then we’ll ge’ wha’ we need and be on ’er way.”

“I’ve nothing to steal,” Geoffery said. His tone was remarkably calm. Veronica breathed deeply and tried to sweep away more of the fear from her mind; if he could be calm, so could she. “I’m traveling home after a few weeks in London; other than some rather fine waistcoats, I’ve nothing of value for you here.”

“You’ve a fine se’ uh horses,” the brute said. He spat again, and Veronica clenched her teeth. “An’ three bettah wheels than we go’.”

“Your plan is to strip the carriage and leave us for dead, then?”

“Or jus’ leave you dead,” the man said, then laughed at his threat. 

Dead? Is he joking? Trying to scare Geoffery?

“Dead men dun’ tell tells,” the man said in a more sober tone.

Good heavens. 

Veronica tried to imagine the scene above her—Geoffery sitting on his bench, the brute sitting on what she was starting to think of as hers. The men would be facing one another. The only reason Veronica could imagine Geoffery sitting still after such a threat—even if he were not much of a fighter—was if this ruffian had him under imminent threat. A knife, perhaps. A pistol!

“You don’t need to do that,” Geoffery said. “I’ve given you all the trouble I had in me and know when to concede.”

Was it Veronica’s imagination that he emphasized “I’ve”? What did that mean?

“I know better than to push my luck,” Geoffery said.

He definitely emphasized “push” in that sentence, pausing on both sides of the word again. 

Was he trying to give her a message?

Be attentive, he’d said.

He’d given this man all the trouble he had in him, but someone else could push something? The someone else had to be her—there was no one else here. The seat was the only item she could have any influence upon; he meant for her to push up on the seat? Whatever for? There was little chance she could knock a full-grown man off the seat, and it would reveal her location, which seemed to be a terrible idea. 

Geoffery must know all of that. 

And yet she felt sure he was sending her a message. And there was something thrilling about him seeing her as capable of whatever he was instructing her to do. 

The brute grunted something Veronica couldn’t understand.

“Although,” Geoffery said in a tone that rang completely false to Veronica, now that she was looking for falseness, “I do have this pair of boots that might interest you. They might be the next most valuable item in my possession besides, as you said, the horses and the wheels of the carriage.”

“Boots,” the man repeated. 

“Here,” Geoffery said before there was a sound of shuffling. “Let me take this one off so you can measure to see if we’re close enough in size. Those boots of yours look particularly worn. What a distraction that must be to your line of work.”

Push. 

Distraction.

Oh, I see. She could give this man trouble by pushing up on the seat and distracting him with the unexpected motion. She did not see how that would be of any help to Geoffery, but she couldn’t question him right now and would need to trust his instruction and her instincts. She refused to overthink it all. He’d told her to be attentive; she would do that.

Veronica returned the palms of her hands to the underside of the seat above her, then shifted slowly and carefully until she could place the soles of her boots against the seat cover as well. It was a completely undignified position for a lady to be in, but she loved feeling important.

“Here’s this one,” Geoffery said. 

One. All right; Geoffery was counting. 

The man grunted again. He was perfectly prehistoric, this one.

“Would you like to try on two?”

Two. Veronica increased the tension of her hands and feet against the lid. Something was poking her in the back, but she gritted her teeth, tensed her muscles, and strained to be ready. 

There was some shuffling, maybe the man was trying on the boots? How was that a plan? What if the man had refused? Could they possibly be the same foot size? Geoffery would surely wear custom-fitted boots, but then a man such as this likely always wore another man’s customized boots, didn’t he? 

“Three!”

Veronica pushed with all her might, envisioning the seat launching upward and throwing the man into the ceiling. Instead, it only shifted upward a few inches, doing little more than making the man unsteady.

“Wha—?” the man said as the cushion fell right back into place over her hiding place. 

Thwump.

The sound of fist against flesh sounded immediately above her. Then again, and again, and again. Some grunts, some shuffling movements that made the carriage jostle. She put her hands and feet back in position and pushed again, as hard as she could.

This time, her efforts complemented the upset already happening above her. She felt resistance for a moment, kept pushing, and then the entire cover flew off to reveal the men pushing and hitting one another, the larger one struggling to find his balance after the part she’d just played in this melee. 
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“STAY DOWN!” GEOFFERY shouted toward her as Veronica tried to separate elbows and shoulders from each individual man. She could not look away, even though she felt most young women would. 

The interior of a carriage did not seem to be an ideal arena for this sort of thing, and Veronica held her breath as Geoffery ducked under the man’s fist. As soon as he had cleared the punch, he clenched his hands together and pulled his elbow hard into the man’s back. The brute screamed, and Veronica couldn’t help but scream with him as Geoffery hit his elbows into the same place again and again and again. The man toppled forward, out of Veronica’s sight, and she heard the sound of more hitting and more grunting. This time, she knew that Geoffery was completely besting the man.

The carriage door opened, and it sounded like the men toppled out in a heap. More hits from outside, some scuffles, a thud, more hitting, and then only the sound of one man’s heavy breathing. 

Veronica blinked up from her place in the carriage box and reminded herself to breathe again. What had she just witnessed? Why had she . . . found it so exciting? Shouldn’t she be terrified?

Five seconds passed. 

Ten. 

“Mr. Meyers?”

“Get up, Miss Veronica!” he shouted from outside of the carriage. “We need to go.”

“Go?” she repeated, still curled up in the box. 

The carriage shifted. She braced herself for whatever could be coming next, and then Geoffery’s face—swollen on one side with a trickle of blood on his chin—appeared above her. The sight of his disheveled hair and unknotted cravat made her aware that her skirts were everywhere, and her knees were still up, which meant Geoffery had a more than adequate view of her petticoats. Modesty spurred action, and he helped her scramble out of the box. He jumped out of the carriage ahead of her and reached to help her down the two steps he’d ignored completely. The sleeve of his mud-streaked coat was torn at the shoulder when she took his hand. He held her steady as she descended the steps to the muddy roadside. She knew immediately that they were not on the road typically used to travel from London. This road was narrow, furrowed, and the woods on either side were very thick. A large man was slumped on the ground beside the front wheel of the carriage. Unconscious, she thought. 

By the time Veronica looked up from the brute, Geoffery had thrown off his ruined coat and was climbing up the back of the carriage in muddy feet with surprising grace, as though he did this sort of thing every day. He tore off the leather gloves he’d been wearing, threw them into the road, and began unbuckling straps. Once the straps were undone, he pulled back the oiled canvas that protected the top-stored luggage during travel. In the time it took her to blink the rain from her eyes and look at him again, he’d pulled a large knife from a sheath strapped to his chest. He plunged the blade into the canvas cover, making her jump as she put a hand to her throat. 

The knife made a relatively soft tearing sound as it sliced through the canvas; it must be very sharp. He tore the last few inches, then slid the knife into the sheath she realized had been hidden from view when he’d had his coat on. It was leather, and the straps went over one shoulder and across his chest, but through a slit in the side of his waistcoat so that it did not show in the front. 

Bookish, boring Geoffery carried a knife beneath his coat in a specially made casing?

Did Robert know this side of his friend?

The portion of canvas Geoffery had cut landed in the branches of the trees behind Veronica, making her squeak and step to the side. That step took her closer to the unconscious brute, however, so she picked up her skirts and hurried toward the back end of the carriage, following Geoffery in confusion. 

“Mr. Meyers?” she said, watching the man on the ground as though he might at any moment jump to his feet, an action that would be no less surprising than what she’d seen of Geoffery these last few minutes. “What is happening? You said we had to go?” 

He didn’t answer, and she looked up to see him opening a trunk. 

On top of the carriage. 

In the rain.

What could he possibly need from his dressing trunk right now? “Mr. Meyers?”

Shirts and breeches and a very fine velvet jacket began raining from the top of the carriage. A buckled shoe landed at her feet with a splat, then what she thought was a cravat unwound like a spool of ribbon and landed in a muddy pile next to the shoe.

“Catch this!” Geoffery called, and she looked up in time to stretch her arms out and catch a very heavy greatcoat. She pulled the heavy fabric into her chest and then watched as Geoffery wrapped something up in what looked like another shirt. He came back down the way he’d gone up, without bothering to close the trunk.

“Come on,” he said once he was beside her on the ground, tugging her arm and pulling her toward the trees. Rather than go along, she planted her feet and pulled out of his grasp. 

“Miss Veronica,” he said in a forceful tone, “I can explain later, but we need to get off the road.”

“Your boots,” she said, glancing at his stockinged feet.

He looked down at his feet and swore again before hurrying back to the carriage. He put his shirt-wrapped bundle inside the open carriage door before rolling the lumpy man onto his back and pulling the boot off the other man’s foot. He shoved his wet and muddy foot into it, then leaned into the carriage to fetch the other boot from inside. When he turned back to her, he used one hand to push his increasingly wet hair off his face so he could boot his other muddy foot. Something in the movement caused a shiver to move through her that had nothing to do with the cold. She looked upon this man she’d known all her life and never seen before, and felt something warm spring to life in her chest. How had she never noticed that Geoffery was handsome? 

With his cravat loose around his neck, Geoffery’s shirt had fallen open to show far more skin than she had seen on a man. Ever. His wet hair stuck to his face, and his nostrils flared slightly as he looked back at her. She blinked and pushed her own hair off her face, wondering rather unexpectedly if any man would ever look at her the way she was looking at him. 

Was what she was feeling . . . attraction? 

Veronica could tell the difference between a handsome man and a plain one, of course, but what she felt right now was nothing like any of that sort of logical assessment. Despite the cold of the rain slowly seeping into her clothing, she felt a warmth in her chest and an intense focus upon Geoffery’s form and shape. She wanted to smooth his hair and retie his cravat . . . or untuck his shirt. She couldn’t decide what exactly, but she wanted . . . something. 

“You did not, uh, bring anything?” he asked her, a rivulet of rain trailing down his face.

She shook her head, still staring and trying to understand what this unexpected sensation was.

“Not even a hat?” he asked in a way that she felt implied he wished she had brought a hat.

She pushed her wet and scraggly hair off her face. “There was no space.” She remembered the peppermints and reached into the hidden pocket of her dress with her left hand. She pulled out her gloved hand to reveal four pink candies. “This is all I brought with me.”

Geoffery took a step closer and lifted his eyebrows as he met her eyes and smiled a smile that made her breath catch in her throat. Surely he’d never smiled at her this way before, right? No man had. Not in such a way to make her feel as though she wanted nothing other than his attention for the rest of her life. As though nothing existed in this moment but the two of them. The rain was suddenly warm. The day was suddenly bright.

“You have a pocket in your dress?” he asked.

Oh, that was what he had noticed while she’d been noticing everything about him?

“I sewed a pocket in all my dresses, even the ball gowns. Mother does not know—well, unless the washing maids have told her—but I’m sure she’d have railed me if she knew.” Veronica clamped her mouth shut; this was no time for babbling. “There are times I want to keep things close, is all.”

“Clever,” he said, and looked from her hand to her face. “May I have one? I do love peppermints.”

Was this the same man who had been so cross with her when he’d discovered her in the carriage? And then beat a larger man senseless? 

“O-of course,” she said, unable to look away from his face. He had a wide forehead and relatively large eyes, framed in dark lashes that matched his hair and thick eyebrows, but contrasted with his ice-blue eyes—which were the only physical feature she’d ever noted about him before. His chin was strong, stubble darkening his jaw. Apparently, the early-morning travel had kept him from his daily shave. Oh yes, Geoffery Meyers was very handsome indeed.

He plucked one candy from her palm, threw it into his mouth, and then retrieved the shirt-wrapped bundle from the inside of the carriage. “Ah, Luther’s peppermints, then. Excellent choice.”

He picked up his hat from where it had fallen in the grass and brushed it off before placing it back on his head while she watched every movement as though she might need to account for it later. Lastly, he reached for the velvet jacket he’d thrown into the trees. It was the only item of clothing that hadn’t landed on the ground; had he done that on purpose? 

The jacket was for evening dress, not what one would wear in the middle of the day like this, but he did not seem to care about the wrong setting as he pushed his arms into the coat, moving the bundle from one arm to the other as he did so. Then he pulled the cut section of canvas—also caught up in the tree to protect it from the mud, she guessed—and rolled the shirt-wrapped bundle within it. He held the bulky parcel against his side with one arm while reaching his other hand toward her. 

She did not take his hand. “You bested that man in the carriage, but not on the road.” 

“I threw a few elementary punches and learned what I needed to know,” he said, looking past her to survey the road behind them. “As I suspected, he was strong but slow—both in wit and physicality. A small space would give me the advantage to disarm him.” He met her eyes and smiled. “And an unexpected shifting of the seat was all I needed to get the upper hand. I am lucky, indeed, that you are such an impetuous debutante.”

She took this in soberly, unsure if she could trust his compliment and feeling silly for how much it thrilled her to hear it. He did not wait for her reaction, which she took to mean that he was not trying to flatter her. Though she could still see the shape of peppermint tucked in his left cheek, his expression was becoming more serious as he continued to look around them—the stoic Geoffery she remembered, but who was also very different. He met her eyes again. “I will explain what is behind this, Miss Veronica, only, I can’t just this moment; we need to get off the road before they return. Can you please trust me a bit longer?”

She blinked at him again, trying to make sense of all she was thinking and feeling.

“You are safe with me,” he said in a lowered voice.

She popped a peppermint in her mouth while watching him and considering all that had happened. She returned the other two candies to her pocket and then took his outstretched hand with a nod of agreement to both his terms and her willingness to trust him. She was safe with him. Somehow, she knew it.
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THEY RAN THROUGH the woods in such a way as to leave Veronica with no sense of direction at all. They followed no path; in fact, he pulled her across two trails without hesitation. They dodged trees and bushes, then scrambled up a section of rock and pressed forward again. It seemed as though Geoffery knew exactly where he was going, and somehow, she managed to keep up. 

Finally, when Veronica was gasping for breath, he led her to a clearing within a particularly thick band of trees and dropped her hand. She immediately bent over at the waist, only then realizing she was still gripping the heavy coat to her chest. Once she managed to take even breaths, she stood and held the coat toward him—she wasn’t yet able to form words. She’d never run so hard in her life. 

“Oh, my apologies,” he said, putting the canvas-covered bundle down before taking the coat from her. He surveyed the area until his eyes landed on a fallen log along one side of the clearing. He laid the coat over the log and then waved her to sit. 

She gratefully sat on the coat-covered log and took the deepest breath she could manage, feeling as though it was the first whole breath she’d taken since they’d left the carriage. Once she felt recovered but for the continued thrill running through her veins, she reached up and began pulling the pins from her disheveled hair. She’d fastened a simple twist that morning, not expecting anyone to see it, but it had been falling out since she’d hit her head on the carriage rail after stepping out of the box for the first time. She could only imagine what she looked like as she deposited the pins into her lap and combed her fingers through her wet tangles of pale yellow hair. She felt him watching her and tried to keep from showing how embarrassed she was to be seen this way. She removed her wet and dirty gloves and set them in her lap. She couldn’t put them in her pocket because they would ruin the peppermints. 

Her fingers were thick with cold as she began to tightly plait her hair. The rain was not abating, but she was spared the worst of it from the branches fanning out above the log. Geoffery, however, was standing in the center of the clearing as though it was not raining at all, also trying to catch his breath. The exertion had warmed her, though she knew she’d get cold if they stayed here too long.

“You promised you would explain,” she said, hoping to turn his attention away from her unkempt state and back to their current circumstance. 

“I did,” he agreed, but instead of offering an explanation, he pulled something from his pocket and slowly turned his body a step at a time in between glances toward the trees and the device he held. 

A compass, she realized. The man carried both a compass and a knife? 

“Mr. Meyers?” she said after several more seconds.

He snapped the lid shut and slid the compass back into the front pocket of his waistcoat as he turned to face her. The smile on his face was decidedly false, which she found rather insulting after the trust she’d put in him thus far. 

She paused her plaiting and straightened her back. “You had better have no expectation of coddling me or giving me any measure of untruth right now, Geoffery Meyers. What is all this about?” She held the plait with one hand and waved her hand above her head to indicate the trees around them with the other. 

He stared at her and blinked as though debating how much untruth he could get away with. “I can only tell you the truth if you can give your word that you will not share it with any other person, at any time.”

“Who would I possibly tell about all of this?” She waved her hand around the clearing again, then went back to her plait without looking away from his face. “Of course you have my word that I shall not share whatever you tell me, so long as you do not insult me with fables. I am not a child.”

His eyes moved over her before he quickly looked at the ground at his feet. Was he noticing exactly how grown up she was? Was he seeing her differently, just as she’d been seeing him? 

She considered this as she weaved the final length of her hair, and her eyes trailed back to the open V of his shirt. She did not allow herself to be distracted by the heaving breaths of his chest. “Are you going to retie your cravat?”

“Wh-what?” he asked, looking down at the loops of fabric lying on his chest like a child’s necklace in a game of dress-up. He reached up to pull one of the loops, which shortened the other ones. 

“If not, I could use a length to secure my hair.”

“Yes, of course.” He un-looped the fabric, which was several meters long, and pulled the knife from its sheath, then cut off a two-foot section of the cloth and handed the section to her. While she knotted the fabric around the end of her plait, he used what was left to secure his collar in a basic knot one might use for rope, not clothing. There was nothing about style to it, but it held his shirt closed, which inspired mixed feelings for Veronica. All of this had taken on a sort of dream quality—not quite real, except for the physical discomfort and sharp awareness of her companion. 

“All right,” she said, tossing the plait over her shoulder so that it hung down the middle of her back like the country girl she would prefer to be. She layered her hands in her lap and looked at him. “What is all this?”

He took off his hat long enough to comb his wet hair off his face with his fingers, then replaced it. “Suffice it to say, you chose a very inopportune day to escape London, Miss Veronica. I hardly know where to start.”
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