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Chapter One

 

 

1809

 

The rain streamed down the slopping panels of Anthea’s umbrella with the torrents causing great splashes upon her worn leather boots. The street was deserted as all people with an ounce of intelligence were secure in warm houses. The glow of candles radiated from many expensive windows on the mansions surrounding the park that she’d just crossed. Anthea was an extremely intelligent person however her circumstances had given her no choice when the ship docked in the harbour and the captain was conceited enough to physically escort her off his damn boat. Well, perhaps she should not blame him for his reaction, as after all, Anthea had been a stow-away all the way from France and it would not have been very hard for him to have had her thrown overboard when she was discovered half way through the journey. Another clap of thunder rumbled overhead and Anthea raised her eyes to the clouds hoping the bolt of lightning would not strike the metal pole grasped firmly in her hand.

The bright red wooden door of her destination appeared through the heavy raindrops so with her last amount of energy, Anthea hurried up the several steps, lifted the brass knocker and dropped it loudly before shuffling further into the recess of the doorway. The rapid tapping of footwear penetrated the thick door briefly before it was opened to her. The doorman however, made no move to allow her entrance.

‘Your business Madam?’ He enquired. Disapproval, disgust even, evident in his voice as well his eyes as they slowly raked her up and down.

‘I have important business with Albert Lawson. I do not have an appointment but I do have a letter of introduction.’ Anthea’s voice shook uncontrollably from both nerves and the cold but she’d been practicing this speech for a long time. ‘Is he currently available?’ She asked hopefully.

‘No Madam, Lord Albert is not and has not been these past six months.’ The doorman, dressed elegantly in his green livery and black pantaloons stepped back and began to shut the door with a distasteful look at his rain dotted shoes.

‘Oh but I am certain he would want to see me, if you could just pass the letter on now?’ She pleaded, raising a faded cream sheaf of paper in his direction. As the man made no move to take it, Anthea pressed it unceremoniously to his lace-lined lapel before it could become drenched from the downpour.

‘You misunderstand me,’ the doorman glanced briefly behind him ‘Lord Albert passed away. The house is still in mourning.’

Energy drained instantly from Anthea’s slight frame, her shoulders hunched under the weight of her desperation. Tears began to trickle from her green eyes mingling with the heavy drops of rain. The umbrella’s handle fell from her weakened grasp.

‘Oh,’ she sobbed softly, ‘my apologies for inconveniencing you.’ She turned without further word and stumbled back down the stairs. Thunder rumbled loudly again, the darkened square lit briefly by the slash of lightening that scorched quickly across the sky. Anthea could feel the eyes of the doorman still upon her as she struggled to remain upright making her way into the parkland. She’d noticed a wooden bench on her path before and only just had the strength within her body and soul to make it that far. Why had her brother not known? Surly he had not been gone this past six months too?

‘Malcolm,’ she breathed as her heart broke. Pain lashed her insides as her mind accepted that her elder brother must be dead now too. There was nothing left, not even hope of a future for them. The bloody war against Napoleon had destroyed everything, had taken everything from her and now she had nothing left to fight with or for. The rain continued its torrential cascade around her unnoticed.

 

 

‘I sincerely hope there is a reason you are standing there holding the door open and allowing both the cold and water entrance, Matthew?’ The doorman startled at the gruff voice of his new employer, shutting the door swiftly to stop the water and chill. The small pool of water at the lad’s feet would be easy to clean up but if it had managed to make it to the entrance hall line of carpet it would be another story. Adam Lawson tried to hide his irritation at other matters least the lad think he’d erred grievously. Unlike his departed elder brother Jonathan, Adam had not been raised to the rank of Duke. He’d been merely the spare and the unwanted one at that. It had never been any secret that both his father and mother had been devastated to get another son. Jonathan had secured the family line so it had been so unfair of the lord above to lump them with another blue rather than pink bundle almost thirty years ago. Adam’s eyes rose instinctively to the family portrait that still hung in prominence in the entrance hall. The artist had hidden the truth of the family well with the superior strokes of his brushes. Looking at the happy couple with their two handsome sons caused a shiver to vibrate down his spine.

‘Take that hanging down would you.’ The Duke of Colchester commanded and the young man rushed to obey. The piece of paper held in his gloved hand discarded on the table where the silver salver sat. ‘What was that?’ Adam asked before reaching curiously for it, slipping his finger carefully under the blob of wax to break the seal.

‘Ah, a girl was just at the door asking to speak with Lord Albert. She’d not known the old man had died.’ Matthew grunted as he lifted the golden framed portrait up and away from its hook but Adam’s attention was fully on the words written in the missive.

My Lord Duke, I am hard pressed to hope that you remember your agreement with my father Major Travis Latham some four years ago but I have cause to approach you now for my sister Anthea. The army has ordered me on a most dangerous mission in which I am unable to allow her to accompany me and with both our parents passed on she will be all alone. Father had always instructed me to apply to you should our circumstance require assistance. Unhappily I am now unable to protect my sister as I ought and must ask you to assume the role of guardian as you had agreed upon until I can return. I remain yours in gratitude Captain Malcolm Latham.

Adam read the stark words again carefully, not knowing the Latham name and not fully convinced that the whole thing wasn’t some sort of scam. Since his elevation to the title, he’d had little time to himself after being forced to clean up multiple messes from his elder brother and then the failures of his father. Was this just one more trial or was this something sinister from someone who had known the depths of his pockets? He really had no choice but to follow up with some effort to determine the truth. Exhausted as he was, his conscience would not allow any other course of action.

‘The girl,’ he confirmed, ‘did you see in which direction she went?’

‘Aye your Grace,’ Matthew had succeeded in removing the heavy frame and had rested it against the table. ‘The lass walked across to the bench over the road.’

Adam paced to the window and lifted the lace curtain from his view. Sure enough, there was a slender form there, sitting solitary, as the rain bucketed about her. A forlorn figure in the darkened afternoon. He looked down once again at the letter finding the particular detail that he needed.

‘Have Mrs. Bates prepare a plate of warm toast and tea immediately.’ Adam reached for the handles on the large wooden door but then felt the need to add more to his orders, just in case. ‘Also tell her that I require her to be in the room with me as I interview the girl.’ It had not escaped his notice that he’d been plagued with the unwanted advances of match making mammas even in mourning.

‘Your Grace,’ the doorman bowed briefly and then left the large greeting hall on his new errand while Adam lifted a black umbrella from the brass umbrella-stand beside the door frame. With deft movements, the black plastic dome snapped open as he stepped out onto the small covered porch. The rain instantly misted his shining shoes and pattered upon the material as he firmly stepped down. The cement was a hazard with pooled puddles but Adam safely crossed the distance to stand before his newest problem.

 

 

Anthea’s eyes were closed but somehow she sensed she was no longer alone. Strands of her honey coloured hair were plastered against her skin while the bulk of the hair hung ungainly behind her. She’d not worried about using the umbrella again, after her disappointment of before so everything about her was wet and heavy. Perhaps being accosted here now was a blessing in disguise. Perhaps her assailant would strike true after realising she had nothing of value. Perhaps……her numbed mind was not even capable of completing that sentence.

‘Anthea?’ Her eyes popped open instantly. A mere footpad would not know her name. The man before her, no the gentleman before her, was finely dressed. His cravat, tied in an intricate knot below the hollow of his throat was crisp and white. The quality of his coat showed easily in the fineness of fit and the deep shade of blackest night. Definitely not a footpad. The gloom and rush of drops between them made it hard for her to distinguish his features but his voice resonated through her shaking form. A stranger’s voice, but strong and so much like her brothers’ in its deepness.

‘Yes,’ she whispered her answer as her own voice left her in fear.

‘You had asked to see my father a few moments ago?’ The worn sheet of paper that she’d given the doorman appeared once again before her own eyes.

‘You are Albert Lawson’s son?’ Anthea sat forward and squinted harder into the rain in order to see the face high above her. Her words were still shaky and she had no idea if he’d heard them or not so repeated them as loud has she could.

‘Yes,’ the stranger responded and then extended the umbrella to offer what little protection the accessory could under the circumstances. His other hand reached out and grasped her elbow to assist her to her feet. ‘I suggest we take this discussion to a more agreeable location.’ There was no use in her fighting against his unwavering strength and for some remarkable reason she no longer felt the fear of minutes before. The pace he set was reckless in the extreme though, as her feet struggled to hold any grip over the puddles. The unseemly haste seeing her reaching her arm around her chest to take a grip upon his superfine sleeve. The door opened as soon as they reached the bottom step and shut sharply behind them, echoing loudly around the cavernous hall in which she now stood breathless. Anthea caught her breath in amazement as her eyes gazed around the room. She’d not even been gifted with a glimpse of the inside before, when the doorman had blocked her view. The floor beneath her feet was a shiny cold marble tile with splatters of white and black paint on each of the blocked squares. A white marble table sat in the middle of the space with a lace cover hanging over the thick rounded edge. An exquisitely designed Chinese vase with fresh flowers held the lace cloth in place. A servant was busy moving a large portrait frame while a skinny elderly woman dressed in a grey plain gown stood glaring at her from the other side of the hall. The ice cold grey eyes glowed with contempt as the woman studied her. Anthea’s eyes dropped to the puddle of water forming at her feet.

‘Mrs. Bates, have a chest of my mother’s old gowns bought down from the attic immediately and bring the tea tray in to my study.’ The duke commanded, as he deftly removed his own wet jacket. The woman harrumphed loudly before she clicked her fingers to the young man moving the frame, who promptly dropped the heavy guilt item to the floor to lean it against a wall. ‘Follow me Anthea.’ The duke again directed as he paced across to an open door at the start of what appeared to be a hallway.

‘Your Grace!’ The old woman screeched. ‘You’ve no idea what this person’s intentions are. She could be planning to entrap you to her advantage. It is best you not be alone with her for any amount of time.’ Anthea was shocked into lifting her eyes to glare at the woman in return but did not find voice enough or the words to respond before her new host.

‘I assure you Madam, that I am quite capable of ensuring my own interests. Do not forget that you are my merely my housekeeper and as such require you to see to my food not my person!’

Where Anthea cringed at the harsh tone used, the housekeeper grinded her teeth before offering a most insolent bow of the head. She waited silently for the explosion to come. Her brother and father, in their ranks, had on many occasions been forced into action over insubordination so she was no stranger to yelling and curse words. But nothing happened. The housekeeper stood there until his grace had walked into the other room.

How extraordinary! Anthea thought to herself, as she quickly followed the gentleman. The slosh of her steps sounding loud to her own ears.

 

 

Adam was furious as he made his way over to the drinks buffet in his office and poured a generous measure of whiskey. Now he fully understood why his father had kept it stocked so well. The woman that his step mother had lumped him with as housekeeper was enough to drive any one of sense to drink. The little mouse followed him in silently, well almost silently, as he heard the squish from her water soaked shoes at each step closer.

‘I am sure that there will be something suitable amongst my mother’s belongings once the trunks are carried down,’ he advised, trying to ease the temper he felt with a smile - or at least what he thought was a smile. The fact that she stepped a pace backwards was the indication that it was not a smile or even anything remotely friendly. He drew a deep breath, and let it out slowly. ‘If I have frightened you Anthea, I apologise.’ Adam worked hard to keep his words soft and kind. ‘My step mother employed her friend as housekeeper but did not have a position for Mrs. Bates when she retired to the dower house in Bath after my father passed away.’

‘You do not need to explain yourself your Grace.’ He watched as Anthea dipped a curtsey. Even rain drenched as she was, her efforts were to be applauded but before he could offer a response, the woman of discussion stormed into the room with tea tray in her hands that she set down loudly on the desk and then made herself comfortable on the padded chair by the roaring fire.

‘I find I have no need of your services after all Mrs. Bates.’ In spite of knowing her presence was the prudent course, his temper did not want to yield to the hired help.

‘You may not think so Duke, however I believe it prudent for both your sakes to ensure this meeting is all above reproach.’ He was going to argue further and force the issue until he heard the little series of sneezes from his new ward and remembered that she’d been sitting out in the rain for some time. He could clearly see a trail of watered boot prints until the carpeting of his office and the quickly forming dark spot where she currently stood.

‘This discussion can wait for a better time I think, have a bath drawn for Miss Latham and ensure she is given all the care and attention afforded any member of the family.’

‘Very good your Grace,’ the housekeeper stood and paced quickly to where Anthea stood shivering and grasped her elbow to drag the young girl from the room. He lifted the letter from the inside pocket of his vest and opened it once again. The old man was rather pedantic when it came to his responsibilities so if an agreement had been made, he’d have written it down somewhere. The only matter remaining was to find it. He could not believe that someone with the innocent looks held by this one young girl could lie convincingly to him, for even the best cons had tried to dupe him at one stage or another. He listened carefully to any conversation between the two as they left the hall and was not at all surprised that it was completely silent. His housekeeper was quite put out by this turn of events and he struggled to see why. After taking a deep mouthful of the amber drink, he began a serious search if his father’s filing system. He’d been unable to decipher his father’s method of record keeping still, but with all the shelves and draws of paper in this room alone it was hardly surprising. With a true purpose in mind, Adam began a detailed search of the first pile of papers his hand touched and several hours into his task he was no closer to his answer as darkness fell and the butler announced dinner was served. He left his office and quickly walked to the dining room hoping to not keep his young companion waiting. He was rather disappointed to find the room empty and the table set only for one.


Chapter 2

 

 

Anthea sat quietly staring into the small flame that burnt in the fireplace. The housekeeper had only allowed a few chunks of coal up in the fuel bucket and had yet to return her gown, so she was forced to sit here dressed only in her thin slip, wrapped in the top blanket from the double bed. The stew that had been sent up was hearty but quickly gone, and since it was the first decent meal she’d had for several days, she was disappointed that the bowl was so small. The door to the bedroom had been locked from the hallway and even without the mumblings of the sour housekeeper, she was left with little doubt that she was not wanted. His grace should have just left me out in the rain! Anthea thought unhappily to herself. The rain crashed loudly upon the glass panes in the windows and the room temperature was not that much different to chilliness of outside but even she had to admit that the room would have been comfortable if it was slightly warmer. The carpeting beneath her bare feet was thick, soft and an expensive vibrant red thread that matched the hanging curtains. The walls were papered in rose petals of various sizes and accentuated the deep brown wood of the furniture. Her father had always had entrance to the most exclusive of houses in Belgium and France in which she herself had been invited to take tea several times as a young child, but nowhere during their travels had she been exposed to such wealth. It made her nervous to even sit in this velvet covered chair for fear of scratching the wooden arm rests of the frame. She’d been careful to ensure the bedspread was always between her skin and the chair just in case. Perhaps she’d not be so daunted if the housekeeper had not spent a good fifteen minutes detailing the original cost and the money his grace spent recently to restore several pieces to their original condition.

Anthea was past the point of merely being tired, her whole body was heavy from weariness and her mind fogged by exhaustion but sleep eluded her still. Malcolm had been gone longer than she’d thought possible, without word. If he’d still been alive he’d have let her know somehow but there’d been nothing for months. Or perhaps, the problem was that Malcolm had simply just not heard that the lord her father had pledged to guardianship was dead meaning that Malcolm had not been gone so long after all. If only she could get word that he was well! But Anthea had no idea on where to start to get that word. As she placed the last coal block upon the flames, Anthea crawled up into a ball with the warmth spreading across her cheeks. She had just settled in to a much needed sleep when a sudden knock startled her awake again.

‘Yes?’ Her voice was a little groggy but at least clear enough for the person on the other side of the door to hear.

‘Anthea, I have come to ask you to join me for dinner.’

‘Thank you your Grace, but it is not appropriate.’ Anthea responded, pushing herself up from her warm ball. The door handle began to twist. ‘It is no use, your housekeeper locked it from the outside before she left.’

‘The devil she did!’ The door handle twisted again, this time more forcibly than before but the outcome was still the same. ‘Why did Mrs. Bates lock the door?’

‘Your housekeeper was unable to find clothes suitable enough for me and felt that it was her responsibility to ensure my presence here would not besmirch your good reputation.’

‘Are you saying that in my mother’s dozens of trunks, my housekeeper was unable to find a simple gown to replace the one that was dripping wet in my hallway no more than half an hour ago?’ Anthea could hear the disbelief in his voice knowing it was an echo of her own thoughts on the matter.

‘Mrs. Bates assured me it was so, and my own gown had been removed for cleaning while I was in the bath.’

There was an unnatural silence for several moments before he spoke again. ‘Well, what are you wearing now?’

‘My under gown was not so wet, that it dried whilst I was in the bath your Grace. And besides, Mrs. Bates was kind enough to have bought up my stew so I’d not cause you any inconvenience.’

‘Stew? Is that all?’ His voice became louder with these last few questions, as though he was on the verge of a temper explosion and Anthea was at a loss to understand the change.

‘The stew was most welcome your Grace,’ but there was no more sound from the hall. Anthea settled again under the warmth of the blanket. Sleep eluded her once again, but this time her mind was full of the conversation just had rather than on the welfare of her brother.

 

 

Adam was furious again, as he stomped down the stairway into the entrance hall. ‘Mrs. Bates?’ He shouted loudly into the otherwise silent house. The elderly butler, Jenkins shuffled into sight.

‘Mrs. Bates is below stairs your Grace. There was an issue in the kitchen that required her immediate attention.’

‘You have a full set of house keys don’t you?’ Adam demanded, his own set held only keys for the front door, one for his office and those needed to secure the Dukes’ bedroom apartments.

‘I believe they are a full set to match the housekeeper set your Grace. Do you require them?’

‘Yes!’ Adam held out his hand impatiently.

‘I shall retrieve them immediately your Grace,’ Jenkins did not wait for a dismissal before setting off as fast as his ageing legs would allow. The minutes ticked by, signalled so loudly by the grandfather clock displayed along the wall leading into the house proper. The blasted housekeeper had still not answered his call and Jenkins’s frailty had never before been a source of concern but as Adam was force to wait, knowing that his new ward was a prisoner in her own new home, his temper would not ease.

Eventually, Jenkins returned puffing loudly from the long forgotten haste. The jangling key ring changed hands and Mrs. Bates emerged from the servants’ hallway.

‘You called for me your Grace?’

‘More than half an hour ago yes!’ Adam’s fury reignited at the insolent woman. ‘You are fired, Mrs. Bates.’ He declared, ‘you have ten minutes to collect your belongings and remove yourself from my property for in eleven minutes I will physically throw you out!’

‘You can’t do that!’ She argued her face changing colour to an angry red.

‘I just have and now you have eight minutes. Stand there any longer madam and I will have you arrested for unlawful imprisonment.’ At this threat, Mrs. Bates’ plump face lost all its colour but Adam was well past caring.

‘Your Grace, forgive me my ill-humour at such a moment,’ the woman stammered in apology, trying no doubt to manipulate him into changing his mind. ‘Your good mother, the dowager……’

‘Stepmother!’ Adam intercepted, ‘the current dowager is my stepmother and has no influence in the ordering of my household.’ The chink of the key ring in his hand reminded Adam of his purpose. ‘Six minutes,’ he called as he climbed the carpeted stairs, two at a time. On the landing leading to Anthea’s room he jogged the remaining distance. It was after trying several keys that the lock finally gave way and clicked out of place. The door opened inward and Adam was appalled at what he witnessed. The room was cold, the coals from the fire no longer gave off any heat, the coal bucket beside the fire was empty and his new responsibility was wrapped tightly in the feather quilt from the bed, not in the bed but on the floor in front of the cold fire. ‘If that woman is still in my house, there will be hell to pay,’ Adam growled as his feet closed the distance to the still form on the floor.

‘Anthea?’ He whispered so as not to startle her.

‘Yes, your Grace?’

‘You have my most sincere apologies over the behaviour of my former housekeeper. It was not of my will that you be treated in such a manner,’ Anthea lifted her head and met the duke’s gaze directly. There was no malice in his crystal clear eyes, only a deep concern.

 

 

‘It hardly matters your Grace,’ Anthea wearily dropped her head again. ‘I am sure your housekeeper meant only to have your interests in mind.’

‘You are most forgiving Anthea, but I doubt the woman thought about me at all.’ Sounds of the metal poker stirring the near cold embers drifted into her ears before another voice intruded upon her exhausted mind.

‘Your Grace, Mrs. Bates has departed but was not overjoyed to have been asked for her keys. She bade me to inform you that her ladyship will be hearing about her displacement and will ensure her absence is only temporary.’

‘Her ladyship will have no influence or indeed even an opinion unless she wishes me to reconsider the generosity of her allowance. The widow’s pension my father allocated would leave her begging.’ The coals were jiggled more forcibly. ‘It’s no use, the coals are dead! Jenkins have another more fitting room prepared immediately.’ A hand gently grasped her shoulder pulling up a little. ‘Come Anthea, you do yourself no good lying here in a cold room.’

Effortlessly, her host manipulated her body into movement and with the bedspread wrapped securely around her shoulders led her from the room.

‘We will wait in the dining room and eat while all is being set to right.’ Anthea was relieved to note the change of tone in his words.

‘I am happy to see your humour restored, your Grace, but truly I have already eaten.’ Anthea protested, but at the sight of a food laden table the length of the formal dining room, her protest was lost amongst the growling of her stomach.

‘Nonsense!’ Adam dismissed, ‘a bowl of stew would not have been enough to satisfy the kitchen cat let alone a person that I think has not eaten well for some time.’

Anthea lowered her head to hide the telling flush of red at the truth. ‘I had not realised my brother had been gone so long, but it must be six months at least, for if he had been aware of your father’s passing we would have not presumed to force an old agreement upon you.’

‘Do not make yourself uneasy Anthea, in turbulent times one often has no choice but to presume.’ She watched as his lordship began to place pieces of delicious morsels upon a rounded china plate. A footman stepped forward on silent shoes and poured a small amount of white wine into a crystal glass beside her elbow just as the duke placed the full plate before her. The sweet aroma arising from the food sent her stomach into another round of rumbles and Anthea lost the battle between dignity and hunger.

‘Thank you your Grace.’

‘Please, I am your guardian Anthea; there is no need for formality between us so I insist you call me Adam.’

‘Then you believe us that our fathers made the agreement?’ Anthea questioned before taking a large bite of butter covered bread.

‘My father was meticulous with his paperwork that would have legal ramifications and although I have not found the paperwork I am still not convinced that I won’t.’

 

 

The next hour was spent silently devouring the many trays of delicacies the cook had sent up from the kitchens. Adam was encouraged by the generous amount of food the girl had been able to eat after her initial protest of a single bowl of stew being enough. He had no doubt at all that the past few months had been particularly difficult for her and it would take many more meals like this to strengthen her petite frame. The harshness of her life was clearly visible in the lines of worry about her youthful face. The gown she had been wearing was made of good quality material however after the constant wearing and rain damage had become frayed around the hemline.

‘Tell me about yourself and your family?’ Adam asked as at last Anthea had settled back contentedly in her chair. The question bought an endearing little smile to her lips.

‘What did you wish to know?’

‘Start with your father perhaps, about his family. Why could you not approach them for assistance?’

Her smile increased with the intake of a deep breath. ‘My father was a hopeless romantic.’ She began. ‘He appreciated the status of being a younger son for he felt none of the pressures impressed upon an heir and had just entered his first season when he fell in love.’ Adam was engrossed with each word she spoke in her gentle, wistful tones. ‘Grandfather had wished him into the church but Father found he had no vocation. And the fact that the income from the parish would not have been enough to have an offer accepted by a gently bred young lady making her own debut forced his hand into a rebellion. He swept my mother off her feet in a whirlwind of passion and before anyone had even noticed they had gone, they were married in Gretna Green and journeying to France where Father had been offered a diplomatic post that later turned into a commission. Father was so good a soldier that he’d made Major before Malcolm was born and he was content to remain with his men until the day he died.’ Her words faded.

‘So your father was disinherited?’

‘Malcolm wrote after Father’s death but we received no response and he had no wish to go against our mother’s wishes and contact her side of the family. We were never informed about the impact of their elopement but it was with her last breath that she made Father and Malcolm promise that we would never lower ourselves to beg for scraps from her father. It was just after Mother died that Father approached your father so we would not need to betray Mother’s wish.’

‘When did your mother pass?’ Adam asked softly, perhaps it would give him more information in where to look for his father’s papers if he could pinpoint the time and place the agreement was made.

‘Christmas day 1804 and father made the agreement with your own in March the following year.’ In March ‘05, his father had been on the continent negotiating a business deal so at least the agreement was confirmed as possible. Although, try as he might, Adam was unable to remain detached from this sad little girl’s tale. Everything he’d taught himself about reading people convinced him she was telling the truth.

‘And your brother?’

‘Malcolm was given his orders at the start of the New Year but didn’t need to leave until April sometime. He was not allowed to tell me too much of his mission but had renegotiated the lease on the cottage in Brussels.’ She answered, a new sadness dulling the colour of her eyes. ‘He had paid the rent for as long as he could and I was receiving a portion of his pay but then that suddenly stopped and I had to sell whatever I could. In the end it was all gone and I still did not have enough to purchase a ticket back to England so I stowed away.’

Adam had just taken a mouthful of expensive red wine that was very quickly wasted when he splattered it out across the table. The shock of her admission was surprising, even to him that had been forced to make many borderline choices in business.

‘Stowed away?’ The crystal glass he’d been holding crashed upon the table, ‘you are joking?’

‘No your Grace, I am not,’ he watched her intently as she used a serviette to wipe away the splotches of wine from her skin. ‘The captain would not take me without payment and I would not lift my skirt so I chose another path. One that I could live with and if that is not acceptable to you then I am truly sorry.’ The napkin was thrown forcefully to the floor at the same moment she rose.

‘Where do you think you are going?’ He snapped, the anger he felt was irrational he knew, but his mind had conjured up images of what could have so easily have happened to her. Grubby hands upon pale, soft skin - stinking, filthy bodies pushing her down….. Adam closed his eyes, breathing deeply to regain his focus.

‘I should never have come here!’ She yelled back, not at all daunted by his fury this time. ‘I was a fool to believe that my fall on hard times would be acceptable to others,’ Adam watched her through narrowed eyes as she kicked the coverlet out from her bare feed in her haste to walk. ‘A fool to think someone would forgive me for stealing an apple when forced to…..’ her words continued after she had left the dining room. They stopped only in the wake of an ear-splitting crash. Instantly, the anger forgotten, Adam rushed out into the entrance hall. The vase that was on the center table now lay shattered into a million pieces at her feet.

‘I didn’t mean it your Grace,’ she sobbed, her face pale and new tears falling from her horrified eyes, ‘the coverlet caught without me knowing, please forgive me I am so sorry.’


Chapter 3

 

 

Anthea was unable to look away from the unreadable face of the duke. It had been a complete accident that the blanket had caught around the edge of the table but with her tantrum, would he believe it deliberate? She could feel the water seeping into the edging of the blanket but was powerless to move for many moments. The soles of her feet grew cold, waking her from this terrified trance. Slowly she sank to her knees and began to mop up the spilt water with the blanket. A sharp shard of porcelain imbedded into the skin of her knee as she made every effort to clean the mess that she’d caused. Her attention was so absorbed that she failed to hear the words of the butler.

‘Your Grace, I have had the western apartment on the family floor prepared and her ladyship’s trunks are being unpacked as we speak.’

‘Excellent!’

Anthea was lifted clear of the floor and cradled gently in his lordship’s arms, the wet blanket forgotten as he walked up the stairs. The blood from the cut knee had seeped through the under-gown and was now clearly visible.

‘It was just a vase Anthea; I have many more to replace it.’

‘That is not the point your Grace, Malcolm has always said that my temper will get the better of me and I will cause no end of problems.’ She drew in a deep shuddering sob, her emotions running unchecked in her tiredness. ‘I have tried so hard to do the right thing,’ she cried, ‘not even Malcolm would understand the trials I have endured since he left me. What if he is as ashamed of me as you are?’ Anthea’s voice trailed away. She’d survived day by day making the best choice from the alternatives available, but she’d never once thought of the fallout from others until this moment. This moment when the ugliness of her life had been admitted to another. She was truly beyond redemption now. Her sins casting her away from the gentility her mother had raised her with.

‘If your brother is the man of honour you have led me to believe he is, then he will be horrified of all you have endured but more than that, he will be proud his sister has such a strength and courageous aptitude.’ The duke answered quietly. ‘As am I.’ Those three small words had her lifting her tear-filled gaze to his.

 

 

Adam held the frail, shaking body closer to his chest. He’d had held his fair share of damsels in distress over the years but never before had he had this feeling of being whole. It was unnerving and completely unacceptable. He avoided looking into those blue eyes, the ones that shimmered like an early morning sun on still glass surface of the lakes on the country estate. His gaze instead drawn to the red stain on the cream material of her under gown, just where the knees made a little mountain.

‘I’ll have someone assigned to act as your maid until we are able to hire one suitable.’ Adam advised, ‘when I go and see about an un-opinionated housekeeper.’

‘There is no need to go to all that trouble your Grace; I have not had the need to be assisted to dress for some years.’ Anthea responded softly, ‘all I ask is some assistance in trying to find what has happened to Malcolm.’

‘We will go to the war office as soon as maybe,’ they had reached an open door on the fourth floor in which several maids were still scurrying from trunks to closet. ‘Ah young Molly will see to your needs for now.’ A little brunette barely out of the school house herself bobbed a courtesy. ‘Miss Latham has a wound to her limb that may need your immediate attention Molly.’

‘Yes your Grace,’ the maid promptly answered and then began preparations to assist her new charge.

‘Sleep well Anthea and we will meet tomorrow to make plans.’

He lowered her slender form to her feet before gracing her with his most formal of bows. He had not lied or exaggerated before when he had praised her for her bravery, but if the old gossips amongst the ton got wind of the scandalous behaviour, Anthea would be completely beyond the pall and her reputation would be sullied worse than those women suspected of being fast. How could he live up to her sire’s expectations of what was asked of his own father? All Adam knew at this point was it was inconceivable to send her away. He would not add further to the hardships she’d already suffered. Without further discussion, he left her to the maid’s care and retreated to his office once again. The first task was to begin a list of to do’s. His mother’s gowns were sadly out of date, but would do for the day or two it would take to get a seamstress out. He needed a new housekeeper and personal ladies maid, plus now he thought about it a chaperon or companion to ensure no one could besmirch either reputation with unfounded rumours or innuendo. Quickly he penned a brief note of apology for Lady Hamilton’s card party that was tonight and sent it off with a footboy for immediate delivery. He then poured another large measure of scotch to help him settle his wits for the next step.

 

 

Above stairs, Anthea had been treated to such kindness, the last reserve of her strength failed with a last burst of uncontrollable tears. Awash with shame, embarrassment and loss, her mind refused to work any longer as the maid finished tucking the blankets around her. Her dreams that night vivid in their reality as she watched her brother die a horrid, painful death. She had been so intent on surviving to have dreamt for many weeks so the new image left her shaken and afraid when the sun rose the next morning.

Molly quietly placed the breakfast tray on the dresser not aware that Anthea was already wide awake. The soft thump smothered by the lace clothe spread across the surface.

‘There is no need for you to tip toe about Molly,’ Anthea informed softly as not to scare the poor maid. The lass was barely older than herself and it felt unnatural to have the assistance of someone else.

‘Good morning Miss,’ Molly answered brightly, she lifted the tray again and this time settled it across Anthea’s thighs as she sat up resting her back against the wooden headboard. ‘His grace has not yet risen but has instructed that you make yourself at home.’

‘His grace is all kindness,’ Anthea responded lightly, spreading butter upon a hot bread roll.

‘Oh yes miss, he is.’ The maid threw open the heavy curtains, shedding the room with bright light. ‘The master is so much kinder than his elder brother, God rest his soul and his father had changed so much in his decline.’ Molly prattled on with the family gossip as Anthea devoured the breakfast before her. The maid’s voice became muffled as she entered the closet for a minute or two before returning with a cream coloured day dress. ‘This will do until his grace can get you to a dressmaker.’

Molly removed the tray again and with deft movements had Anthea out of bed dressing her in the unfamiliar gown. The bodice was somewhat large, loosely hanging from the shoulders. Once the buttons had been hooked at the back, Molly tucked a piece of laced cloth across her chest and pinned it to ensure her breasts would not be exposed.

‘I had the hem taken up last night after seeing you and I were of the same height or near enough.’

‘You’ve done well then Molly, the length feels very comfortable, even without my boots.’

‘The shoes were a problem; your feet are so much smaller than her leadership’s or of any other in household.’

‘Where are my boots?’ Anthea asked, her hands moving down the softest material she never encountered.

‘Well miss, to be truthful, we don’t know what has become of them. Mrs. Bates ordered them removed while you were bathing and that’s the last anyone saw them.’

‘Well that’s that then,’ Anthea huffed, agitated by the new turn of events. It seemed so much easier to have kept possession of what little she was wearing on her person compared to the mega contents of the purse when she started out on her journey. But she’d not considered the possibility of being robbed in the house of a member of the famous ton.

‘Her ladyship had some soft leather shoes that we can use for the time being,’ the maid’s positive frame of mind was encouraging, mayhap she would not be a prisoner again after all. Although, after the soft shoes had been tried on and tied in several different ways unsuccessfully, her mood once again fell into an unhappy decline. They were just too large for her and not able to suffice, so Anthea was left stuck again sitting solitary in a strange bedroom.

 

Her morning was only broken mid-way through when his grace knocked on the door frame. Adam lent against the wood and studied her as she lounged upon the settee that had been moved closer to the fire. Her legs were relaxed out to the side while one arm was propped upon the high armrest supporting her head as she read.

‘Didn’t Molly tell you to make free of the house?’ He queried politely, a genuine smile upon his face as she looked up from the book.

‘Yes she did your Grace, but it’s not proper for me to go running about barefoot.’

Adam’s eyes automatically flashed to the hemline of her gown. Her feet were indeed bare as they sprawled on the cushions. From the slender ankles, he could quite easily imagine more delights hidden beneath the many layers of material.

‘Your Grace?’ Her soft prompt interrupted his pleasant contemplations bringing his gaze back to her expressive eyes. Eyes that held a large amount of alarm.

‘You have no reason to fear me Anthea.’ He affirmed quietly. ‘I will not turn you away or make advances towards your person.’ Just as he could imagine the heaven offered by her slender body, he could imagine the lengths that she must have gone to in the days since her brother had left her undefended. She held his gaze assessing before offering a response.

‘Forgive me your Grace, I have seldom seen such unconditional kindness, even when my parents were alive, so it is unfamiliar.’ Her eyes cleared of alarm and changed the tenseness of her delicate face. In the time of drawing a single breath, he’d seen her transform into an extraordinary beauty. One that should have never had any trouble finding a husband if there had been a father or brother about.

‘Adam, my name is Adam and I give you the use of it!’ His words were angrier than he’d intended, although he could not determine if it was in seeing her fearful reaction to him or his thoughts about finding her a husband.

‘How old are you?’ He questioned, his own eyes studying the suppleness of her skin, the few strategically placed freckles across her tiny nose, the slenderness of her form.

‘Almost eighteen,’ he wasn’t surprised by her youth but more outraged by her abandonment in the recent months. He knew of several acquaintances that had daughters about to make their bow in which the girls would never have been in a position to use their own brains to make a cup of tea let alone survive in a harsh and uncaring world. It was a little disconcerting that he felt such a protective instinct for this slip of a stranger but Adam was not callous enough to make her life any harder but showing temper because of his lack of understanding his own feelings.

‘I have ordered the carriage to be bought round so we can visit a seamstress and cobbler to begin settling upon your wardrobe,’ Adam informed.

‘I have no money your Grace,’ he watched as she bit the bottom lip with her top teeth.

‘You have no need of money and so help me if you ‘your grace’ me one more time…..’ he had hoped his words would remove the concern and worry from her pretty face and they did so to some extent but he needed to remove the frown fully. ‘Then I thought we could call upon an acquaintance in the War Office to begin enquiries after your brother before visiting the employment agencies.’ That did the trick!

‘Adam, could we?’ Her legs swung from the settee in her excitement, ‘could we not stop there first?’
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