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        March, 1810 - Kent

      

      

      It was the first true day of spring, and Marianne Edgewood stood, at present, the sole occupant of the rose garden on the southern lawn of Brindale Castle. Her late uncle had employed—through the expedience of a new land steward who had the courtesy to take orders from her—a gardener and an outdoor servant who acted as groom. She’d sent both of them to scythe the eastern lawn. This left her in perfect peace to skim her fingers over the rosebushes’ thick, thorny stems and pluck the browning leaves that must give way for the budding green ones. Her mother had loved these roses, and spending time in their company was one of the few ways remaining to Marianne to spend time with her mother, a loss now going on ten years.

      She glanced at the garden fork beside her and left off her pruning to tackle the more robust task of airing out the earth around the base of each plant. As she worked, her blood pumped and a smile came naturally to her face. Loosening the earth and pulling the fledging weeds before they could fully take root brought the satisfaction of instilling order to an estate that otherwise refused to be tamed.

      The wind picked up, cooling her cheeks and sending a chill along her back where a trickle of perspiration collected. The gust of air whistled through the branches of the dogwood trees, carrying with it the unexpected sound of hoofbeats. This was not unheard of, as the Brindale property was bordered on the west by a public road. The distraction was, however, noteworthy—and most unusual when the sound of those hoofbeats grew louder until a rider emerged through the western gate of the castle grounds and entered the estate. The sun had peaked three hours earlier and was now on its downward path, and Marianne squinted at the uninvited guest until he drew near and she could discern more than a dim outline.

      “You.” The gentleman sitting astride a stallion of an impressive size pulled up along the path—her path—that intercepted the row of Lancaster and York roses on one side and yew hedges on the other. A few rogue curls sprang out from underneath his top hat, and the muscled thighs encased in calfskin breeches, along with the tight-fitting coat visible under his folded cape, proclaimed him a man of no paltry size and breadth.

      “Run and fetch your mistress and inform her that Mr. Peregrine Osborne, nephew and heir to the baron Lord Steere, has come and requests an audience with her.”

      Marianne thrust her garden fork into the pliable soil and lifted her head to better appraise the man, her heart beginning to beat a fearful rhythm. The news of her uncle’s death six months prior brought with it the information that she had not inherited the castle, as he had all but promised. Instead, an unknown baron, Lord Steere—the thought of whose visit she had trembled over in the months following her uncle’s death—was given possession of the deed to Brindale Castle. And now, it appeared she must welcome his nephew—a man who had not seen fit to give notice of his visit. Her hour of reckoning had come.

      With her forearm, she brushed a lock of hair out of her face in time to catch the look of surprise that flitted across his expression, followed by hesitation. She had taken her time to answer, and her attitude showed nothing of the submissive servant he must have expected, although she could hardly blame him for assuming it of her. She was garbed in her oldest dress and wore the grass-stained work apron that even a lady’s maid would have disdained. Her soft bonnet was hidden on the bench behind the boxwood shrub.

      In an effort to delay the inevitable, and perhaps seized by an uncharacteristic flash of devilry, she dipped into a brief curtsy and responded in the unrefined speech of a servant.

      “Ye’ll find the stables on the north end of the castle, jest beyond the pond, milord. I’ll inform the mistress.”

      Leaving her gardening tools in place, Marianne turned without another word and went at an unhurried pace to the closest entrance to the castle. This happened to be the kitchen, tucked on the near edge of the southern tower. There was an absence of movement behind her—what seemed like a puzzled silence, as if the gentleman wondered whether he should take her to task for having dismissed him—before she heard the sounds of the horse turning and walking in the direction she had indicated.

      She stepped inside the kitchen and went past the stillroom, her eyes adjusting to the sudden decrease in light. Mrs. Malford set down a bundle of apricots in the sink and wiped her hands on her apron as she came over.

      “Oh, no, please don’t trouble yourself, Mrs. Malford. I am not in need of anything.”

      Marianne pulled her own apron over her head and draped it across her arm as she rounded the wooden table in the direction of the door that led to the narrow corridor. She pinched her lips together, flustered. “Although, perhaps I will require refreshments to be sent to the drawing room. We have an unexpected visitor, and I suppose I shall have to offer tea or brandy or some such thing. Do we even stock brandy?”

      “Brandy? ’Haps there’s a bottle or two in the cellar. A visitor, ye say? A gentleman?” Mrs. Malford’s voice held a note of curiosity, and Marianne indulged her.

      “The heir has sent an envoy at last, after all these months of my dreading it. It is not Lord Steere, who we might have expected since the property is his, but rather his nephew. And Mr. Osborne has not left me with a favorable impression, I must own, with his imperious command that I summon my mistress.”

      “Summon yer mistress?” Mrs. Malford had followed her to where the kitchen met the servants’ corridor, her brows raised in confusion and very likely outrage. She was as protective of Marianne as her own mother had been.

      Marianne gave a weak smile. “I did not look the part of a gently bred lady, and he did not see one in me. I merely…encouraged his prejudice by not revealing anything to the contrary.”

      “Miss Marianne—” Mrs. Malford shook her head, but a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. She turned to the kitchen maid who had stopped to stare. “Annabel, don’t jes’ stand there. Put a kettle on to boil.”

      Mrs. Malford had held the position of cook since Marianne was born and knew her better than anyone alive. She merited more than the meager salary the castle provided her, but she had made it clear her devotion to Marianne kept her from searching for another position. In truth, Mrs. Malford was better suited to the role of confidant and advice-giver than Marianne’s actual companion could ever hope to be, although such was not her official title. The aged Miss Fife was one of the banes of Marianne’s existence—along with the loss of her parents, the death of her uncle, and now the arrival of the handsome and most unwelcome Mr. Osborne, come to snatch Brindale from her and hand it over to his uncle.

      Marianne sighed. That was a lot of banes.

      “Ye must let Miss Fife know of his arrival, so she might sit in the room with ye,” Mrs. Malford insisted.

      Marianne shook her head wearily. Miss Fife would somehow find a way to make things worse. “I believe the less Mr. Osborne sees of Miss Fife, the better it will be for me. I would rather speak of my having a companion than let him meet her, for he might think as unguarded as I am that I’m a chicken for plucking.”

      She stepped into the hall, and Mrs. Malford followed her out. “Yer not unguarded, Miss Marianne. We’re all looking out for ye. I’ll have the tea made ready and ask Charlie to see about the brandy.”

      “Very good. But don’t bring it to me until I ring for it. As Mr. Osborne has not had the courtesy to write and inform me of his visit, I will not attempt to make his welcome more salutary than I must. I wonder how long he plans to stay. I saw a traveling portmanteau, which does not bode well for me.”

      Marianne continued along the corridor, following the rounded edges of the castle walls until she reached the circular staircase leading up to where her bedroom was located. Only the southern wing had been fully refurbished, holding some element of protection against the chill of spring air, or the icier drafts of winter. She mulled over in her mind, should Mr. Osborne expect to be put up for the night, whether she should consign him to the worst-kept wing where he would not be inclined to remain or whether she should have an ounce of humanity and place him in the wing adjacent to hers that had at least been partially restored.

      She opened the door to her room and went to her tall wooden armoire. There was no need to summon a maid to dress her, as there were only two on the estate and she was accustomed to dressing herself. Annabel was preparing the tea, and Sarah had been set to beating the smaller rugs. Marianne wondered how much of this activity Mr. Osborne had seen and what he would make of this partly rundown castle his uncle now owned—a dwelling to which he had no more connection or attachment than any other set of stones in all of England. That was not the case for her.

      She selected her finest day dress, although it was faded and several years old—the one she wore only to attend church. Made of thin white muslin, it had corded lace trimming in a darker blue that perfectly matched Marianne’s eyes. Her hair needed styling, but she had plaited her hair more neatly and pinned it up, and it would have to do. In this encounter, she would look every inch the lady, despite the fact that she shook like a girl.

      Standing outside of the door to the drawing room, Marianne smoothed her dress in front and glanced at the mirror in the broad hall. From the echoing stairwell, she had heard the knock at the front entrance and the sounds of Charlie ushering Mr. Osborne into the drawing room, where he now awaited her, likely with impatience at having been left to cool his heels.

      She took a breath and stepped into the room.

      Mr. Osborne was in the process of examining her father’s collection of nacre snuffboxes on the mantelpiece, his back to her. He turned at the sound of her entrance, and the measure of his surprise was betrayed only by the lift of one of his eyebrows. He held her gaze as he strode across the room, then bowed.

      “Sir.” Marianne dipped into a curtsy, her heart racing anew at this long-dreaded envoy from the new heir, propelled by the whisper of fear over what awaited her should he announce that Lord Steere had decided to take up residence in the castle. One thing was clear. If Lord Steere took immediate possession of Brindale, there would be no place for her in it.

      “Miss Edgewood, I presume. How lovely to make your acquaintance.” The initial impression Mr. Osborne had given led her to expect him to do no more than pass a cursory glance over her, but he held her gaze quite steadily. And what did she read in it? Was it accusation for her lapse of gentility in working outdoors like a servant would? Condemnation? But what, then, was that quirk of the lips that was gone as soon as it had appeared?

      So he would not refer to their first meeting. Marianne’s breath quickened as an unexpected urge to laugh came over her. His behavior showed either a delightful and well-hidden vein of humor or a pompous refusal to acknowledge anything but the most correct behavior between a gentleman and a lady. She hoped for the former and suspected the latter, but only time would tell.

      “Will you have a seat, sir?” Marianne peeled her gaze from his firm jaw and the gray eyes that seemed to read her too intimately. He would not find her so easy a conquest of his charm, if that was his objective. She moved into the middle of the room where there was a green quilted sofa flanked by two wooden chairs with embroidered cushions and armrests. In the middle was a table set to hold refreshments, though the castle had not welcomed a formal visitor in ten years.

      Mr. Osborne followed and sat where she indicated, waiting until she was seated. After a moment’s silence, which Marianne refused to fill, he crossed one leg over the other, rubbing his chin, then resting it in his hand as he continued his regard in a disconcerting way that raised her hackles.

      “I am to understand from my uncle’s man of business that you have resided at Brindale since your parents’ untimely death.”

      “I have resided at Brindale my entire life, sir.” Ten years was enough time that the mention of her parents’ death and the subsequent uncertainty as to her future should not have caused any sudden surge of emotion, but her voice hitched at the end of her sentence. This was her home, yet he’d hinted that she merely stayed here as though she were some passing visitor.

      “And who is the trustee looking after your affairs?” he enquired. “My uncle did not mention one, although I must own, he gave me little information of things pertaining to the estate before I set off.”

      Although Mr. Osborne’s voice was perfectly civil, his manner of tossing questions at Marianne left her wishing she could toss something at him in return. Instead, she commanded the corners of her mouth to turn up in a polite smile.

      “Mr. Mercy, Brindale’s steward, has continued to oversee all matters concerning the property even after my uncle’s death, and he consults with me on what must be done at Brindale.”

      Mr. Osborne’s manner of drawing back before snapping his brows together showed that he found this both curious and appalling. “You make decisions for a property you do not own?”

      Marianne was, in general, a rather timid thing. But if there was one area where courage seemed to spring up from nowhere, it was that which concerned her castle. “Would you have me allow it to go to rack and ruin because the new owner is not in place to approve a steward’s decision to trim the hedges or repair the gates?”

      “Why should you have any say in the matter at all?” Mr. Osborne stopped short as though catching himself and continued in a milder tone. “The land steward should have corresponded with my uncle about these details.”

      “And what should the steward do if he has sent no less than four letters, not one of which received a reply that gave indication of Lord Steere’s wishes?”

      The baron had answered two of the letters, but one was only to say that he was still reflecting on what he wished to do with the castle that had been unexpectedly bequeathed to him, and the other was to say that Mr. Mercy would shortly be hearing from the attorney attached to the estate.

      Mr. Osborne turned his gaze to the window, where a thick iron framework held tiny panes of glass that allowed little light to come in. The drawing room was situated in the northern part of the castle, close to a grove of towering trees, and it therefore received little light. The wall near the rounded tower held the portraits of her parents, which gave the room a welcoming air, although the modern paintings had been set in oppressive black frames. The drawing room was also the first place Marianne’s father had looked for her when they played hide-and-seek.

      “He has left it completely up to me, then.” Mr. Osborne spoke the words more to himself, though it brought her back to the present. He allowed a silence to fall that Marianne did not break.

      His words had confirmed her worst fear. He had come to prepare for his uncle to take immediate possession of Brindale. Until now, she’d had one ambition in life, no matter how impossible such a thing was to achieve: to remain at Brindale Castle, the place which held her only ties to this earth. Mr. Osborne’s sudden appearance made her see how foolish a hope it was.

      At last, Mr. Osborne seemed to come out of his reflections. He looked around him, his brows lowered. “This is a singularly ugly room.”

      His words hurt and showed how little worthy he was to even visit her castle. Marianne folded her hands on her lap and sat up straight as she brought her eyes to his. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, sir?”

      The lift of the eyebrow was back and his reply was given in a smooth voice she could easily grow to detest. “I should think the answer would be obvious to you, Miss Edgewood. I came to look over the property.”

      Marianne could bear it no more. She stood, causing Mr. Osborne to hasten to his feet. “Have you? Perhaps you will explain what right you have to do so. I have been awaiting Lord Steere’s pleasure to come examine his bequeathment, and instead I must receive a strange gentleman whose name I have never before heard and who did not see fit to inform me of his visit. If someone is to come and look over the property, should it not be Lord Steere himself?”

      Mr. Osborne froze in surprise at her outburst, before his features relaxed and understanding dawned. “But Miss Edgewood,” he replied in a voice that was maddeningly complacent, “Lord Steere is not in possession of the deed to this castle—I am.”
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      Peregrine Osborne—Oz to the gentlemen at the clubs and Perry to his intimates—had worked hard to arrive at his current level of standing. He had overcome the stigma of possessing a wastrel gentleman of a father and a mother who had not been given the upbringing of a lady. He had endured the scorn at Oxford of having been educated by the local clergyman and having no knowledge of the sporting disciplines. This led him to study all manner of the Corinthian arts as much as he did his classes at university and put every penny he had into turning himself out in proper rig. But it was not until the unexpected acknowledgement of his uncle, who had lost his only son and heir, that he had been received at the clubs in London. With Brindale as the first piece of property rightfully in his own name, Perry would live up to every expectation he had set for himself.

      He now observed the young woman standing before him. Even without the servant’s attire, she could not be described as fashionable, and her hair was much too heavy for her slight face. She was an odd mix of timid and defiant. However, he supposed the fair Miss Edgewood had a right to be irritated—a sentiment that brought out her flashing blue eyes, one could not help but notice.

      But what could he have done? No sooner had he left the meeting with his uncle, where he’d been handed the deed to the castle with instructions to make something of it, than he set out to look over his new property, stopping first in London to boast of his inheritance in the clubs. His uncle had mentioned something about the daughter, or niece, or some such thing of the last heir being still in residence, but he’d promptly put it out of his mind.

      It was only now that he saw with perfect clarity that of course she could not have known about his uncle’s gift. His name would have meant nothing to her in relation to the castle.

      “You…you are Brindale’s new owner? How did this come about? We received no word of it.”

      He could see that she was troubled by the news; she seemed smaller somehow. “My uncle did not find it convenient to have another estate to oversee and one which was far from his other holdings. Since I will be inheriting anyway, he wished for me to take over the estate at once.” To test me, Perry thought. And I must pass.

      “I see.” Miss Edgewood blinked, her eyes staring straight through him. “Then as owner, you have no need of me. You will know how to direct your servants to accommodate all of your wishes. If you will excuse me.” She turned to leave.

      “Miss Edgewood,” Perry called out from behind. If she left, he might be stuck here waiting idly until the sun set. “I will trouble you to tug the bell pull that I might meet with the housekeeper.”

      She stopped short, and without turning to look at him gave two sharp tugs on the pull, then swept from the room in a manner worthy of a member of London’s ton.

      Perry resumed his seat, waiting for the housekeeper to arrive, and went through the conversation that had gone less smoothly than he might have wished as he remembered Miss Edgewood’s mouth pulling down in a frown. There was the surprise of his inheritance, of course. But then, he supposed his disparaging remarks about the drawing room had not helped. He had not intended to insult, although she had possibly taken it that way. Perhaps her mother had designed the drawing room with particular care, unaware of the latest London fashions, and Miss Edgewood saw a barb in his words.

      From what he had been able to assess from his glimpses of the castle’s exterior and the hall leading to the drawing room, Brindale would have to be turned inside out if he had any hopes of making the place comfortable. The bones of the castle might be solid, but the interior was positively Gothic and would not charm any but the most lugubrious. He would need to see what could be done about bringing more light inside. Or perhaps there was a room better situated on a different side of the castle that could serve as the drawing room, and he could assign this one to perdition.

      Indeed, there was a great deal of work to be done, and his uncle had not increased his quarterly allowance to help him to do it. Oh, it was most definitely a test.

      The door opened, and a servant that he now doubted from her lack of formal attire was the housekeeper curtsied as soon as she entered. She looked around the room, her gaze searching and her brows raised as though in surprise to find him sitting there alone. Perhaps she had expected to see Miss Edgewood. He remained seated and put on his warmest smile. He would need an ally in Brindale’s head servant.

      “Mrs.…?”

      “I’m Mrs. Malford, Brindale’s cook, sir. How might I assist ye?” Her appearance was crisp and neat, at least. Diligence in appearance meant diligence in household matters. With her hair neatly tucked into a cap and a face that held only the beginning signs of age, she stood, hands clasped and awaiting his orders.

      Peregrine glanced at the table in front of him, suddenly struck by how hungry he was. “I would be glad of some tea to start with. I will also require a room to be made up for me, and”—he sent his most self-effacing smile—“if you can possibly have a hot supper on short notice, no matter how humble, I will partake of it in the dining room. Tomorrow, I suppose I must meet with the other servants and the steward and look over the castle. I assume Brindale has no housekeeper or butler?”

      He paused, struck by doubt. Whom should he appeal to if there was no housekeeper? “Perhaps you might give me a tour of the interior?” he added. With the way Miss Edgewood had run off, he would not propose that she be the one to give it to him.

      “As ye wish, sir,” Mrs. Malford replied after a slight hesitation, and he was left to wonder if she’d felt Miss Edgewood should perform the duty of giving Brindale’s tour. But Miss Edgewood was not mistress of the castle, nor was she its employee.

      The door opened again, and another neat—but much younger—servant entered, cutting short his musings. Mrs. Malford presented her. “This be Sarah, the upper maid, and she’ll help ye on matters pertaining to Brindale.”

      “Sir.” Sarah curtsied and listened while he explained his need to have a room readied for him. She had an air of competence and nodded when he finished speaking. “The master bedroom, and the best to be found in Brindale. ’Tis the room that belonged to Mr. and Mrs. Edgewood when they were still alive.”

      “That will do very well for me.” Perry rose to his feet, prepared to end the discussion.

      “Except the master bedroom is near to Miss Edgewood’s room,” Mrs. Malford added. She had remained at Sarah’s side, and Perry was brought up short by the firm expression on Mrs. Malford’s face. He had no serious designs on the young lady but even if he had, he was not such a simpleton as to miss the protective mien the cook had adopted. Miss Edgewood appeared to have the loyalty of her servants, which spoke highly of her.

      “Well then, take me to the best room that is not in the same wing as Miss Edgewood’s.” Fatigue overset Perry, and he allowed his gaze to drift aimlessly over to the tiny glass panes that distorted the scenery beyond it. They were in need of cleaning.

      Neither Mrs. Malford nor Sarah moved to get the tea, and it was the maid who spoke. “’Tis the eastern wing near to Miss Edgewood’s, and it’s not got the same comfort, I’m afraid, sir. There’m some chinks in the wall as needs be looked to, and ’tis said the bed hasn’t been slept in for a century. But it ’ull be a sight better nor the other wings that have leaks in the roof.”

      He snapped his gaze back to the maid. Panic at the monumental task ahead of him set in, lending a sharp tone to his voice. “It is a pity the Edgewoods did not invest more in the upkeep of the castle. Maintaining the roof leak-free is the most fundamental of necessities.” He shook his head as a desultory laugh escaped him. “And a centuries-old bed? Did the castle never receive guests?”

      His question was rhetorical, but Mrs. Malford answered it. “When Miss Edgewood’s fader was alive, he did all he could to improve Brindale, but there ’us not time enow before he died. His broder Mr. Joseph Edgewood was busy with the East India Company overseas to worrit ’bout his English estate. I fear the bed ye ’ull sleep in tonight ‘ull not be what yer used to.”

      “Bring the bed from the Edgewoods’ room to mine and that will do,” Perry said, ready for the conversation to be over and for the tea to be brought. He would think about the remaining problems once he had something in his stomach.

      Sarah nodded her acquiescence but did not turn to get the tea, merely exchanging a glance with the cook. Despite her meek comportment, she was showing herself to have strong opinions. This might work in his favor if she was diligent, and he could rely on her to see that things were properly done. But a maid who did not easily give way in most matters would be more of a headache than a help.

      “I’m afeared ’tis not so easy a task, sir. The bed in the old master bedroom is a mizmaze—made up of thick beams of oak that’m nailed to the floor. Charlie can have the bed unmounted, but not against nightfall. Mrs. Malford ’ull have a hot meal for you, and I’ll see to the fire in yer room and that a set of Brindale’s finest sheets is on your bed, such as it is.”

      Perry let out a quiet exhale. There was little point in complaining about what could not be changed. “That will suit me very well.”

      When the servants left the room, its silence fell upon Peregrine in a way that felt almost accusatory. With the drooping curtains and low gilded frames, the room seemed to frown at him, as though he were trying to take away someone else’s home, although the thought was ludicrous. Everyone knew that rooms could not frown, and inheritances were not personal. They were the natural order of things.

      And this castle did belong to him now. Even if Miss Edgewood, who had shown herself a chameleon, appearing one minute in servant’s clothing and the next in the outmoded raiment of a young lady, had looked every inch Brindale’s natural owner. He would not think of that just now. Although the question of what steps she had taken to acquire a new lodging would need to be explored, Perry was not here to displace her. He was here to prove to Lord Steere that he was worthy to inherit the barony.

      His gloomy musings improved after the tea tray was brought with such sustenance as warm bread and slabs of ham, along with the lightest Bath cakes he had ever eaten. After three cups of fragrant tea mixed with cream and sugar, Perry felt ready to continue his quest to tame his new surroundings. He decided to escape the oppressive nature of the castle and go check on his stallion before night fell. This was a Percheron from France with the unoriginal, though apt, name of Beau that he had bought from an ex-soldier, and he was partial to him.

      He opened the front door and nearly ran into a gentleman who had been on the point of knocking. The man’s features were unremarkable, his stature short, and his countenance friendly—a country gentleman from the look of it. His amicable expression fell into one of surprise, then distrust, when he saw Perry.

      “Who the devil are you?”

      Not even in his worst periods of school tyranny had anyone ever spoken to Perry like that, and his surprise at the address almost outweighed his irritation at the nature of it. Almost.

      “Mr. Peregrine Osborne at your service.” He delivered the words coldly and with a slight bow. The stranger continued to stare at him, and although Perry should not have said more, he added, “Heir to the baron, Lord Steere.”

      Only then did recognition dawn on the man’s features. It was clear he was on intimate enough terms to know who Perry’s uncle was and what had likely brought him here.

      “Forgive me my presumption, sir.” The gentleman returned the bow and more deeply. It seemed to express his chagrin at a greeting that could only be called rude. “We had been expecting the baron. Related to Lord Steere, are you? Nephew? Where is she?”

      The barrage of questions bewildered Perry as he tried to grapple with the man’s knowledge of Brindale’s successors and his uncivil approach at gaining more information. He folded his arms across his chest.

      “Excuse me, sir. And you are?” He would not give this man the upper hand, even if he did know quite a bit more about the castle, its inhabitants, and Perry’s ties to Brindale than one might expect in a stranger.

      “Ah, of course. My name’s Robert Vernon.” He put his hand on his chest as if swearing an oath. “My father’s squire and owns Grinnell, a property not far from here. I’ve known Marianne my whole life.”

      Understanding of the man’s peculiar behavior now dawned at this admission. Vernon had likely been stirred by the embers of jealousy when he’d confronted Perry like that on his betrothed’s doorstep. Theirs was likely a match arranged from childhood, or a love that had blossomed as they spent time in each other’s company. He was not a bad-looking fellow, and she was probably habituated to his coarse manners, not having other men to judge him by. Perry hoped he was not a frequent visitor.

      Then again, Miss Edgewood proving already engaged would provide a simple solution to the matter that had become more of the moment than sprucing up the castle. He would not have to worry about finding a new place for her to live. These thoughts turned around in his mind, leading him to speak with uncharacteristic forthrightness.

      “A pleasure, Mr. Vernon. If I may be so bold as to ask, considering that I am here with the object to see to Brindale’s future…might I inquire if you have an understanding with Miss Edgewood?”

      “You mean marriage?” Vernon laughed, flushing a deep red. “I should say not. At any rate, we have no understanding at present. But I am the closest thing she has to family.”

      He struck a belligerent tone, and Perry simply nodded. He would not get in the way of this one, who seemed to be suffering from the throes of love, or at least of possessiveness.

      Vernon looked around, then folded his arms across his chest. “I must tell you that Marianne has dreaded your visit since she received word of her uncle’s death. Or I should say, she dreaded Lord Steere’s visit. She was certain he would arrive unannounced and turn her out of a home that is of great sentimental value.”

      He stopped and looked at Perry shrewdly. “And here you are, unannounced. It may be none of my business, but given the unusual frankness of our speech upon meeting, will you tell me if your uncle is planning on selling the castle? You have every right to tell me to go to the devil, of course.”

      Vernon laughed again, and the sound grated on Perry like the braying of a donkey. That was precisely where he would have liked to send him. The man was not altogether unrefined, although he certainly seemed it compared to the gentlemen Perry was accustomed to frequenting. And he did have some right as Miss Edgewood’s friend to ask such a question, but Perry was not about to reveal anything to a perfect stranger other than a truth that would soon be widely known.

      “I am the owner of Brindale Castle, as a matter of fact.” When Vernon’s jaw dropped, Perry hurried on rather than allow him to respond. “As for the castle’s future, I’m afraid I cannot disclose my plans at present. I will need time to look over the estate and judge what is best to be done.” The air had grown colder with the loss of sunlight, and he wondered if he should go in search of his cloak.

      Vernon narrowed his eyes. “So you are here on an extended stay.”

      “I am,” he replied. The two of them stood, feet planted and arms folded, facing off as though in a pugilist match, in what Perry thought was the most ridiculous manner. Vernon had nothing he wanted, and Perry owned something that was none of Vernon’s business. They should have nothing further to say to one another.

      Vernon dropped his arms first. “Where’s Marianne, then? I came to tell her about my new foal. She’ll want to visit her.” He looked beyond Perry into the house, where the door was still cracked open, then brought his gaze back to him.

      “I’m afraid I cannot be of any help. I have only just arrived here myself. But I will inform Miss Edgewood that you came to call when I next see her.” He stood, effectively barring the door in case Vernon should have any thoughts of darting past him. It was his castle, after all.

      Vernon did not attempt it. “Ah, very well. I suppose the foal will have to wait. She’s a beauty, though. Got a star on her nose and the longest legs you’ve ever seen. Tell Marianne about her. That will have her wanting to come around as soon as she may.” He looked over at the sun, which was about to set between the trees on the western end of the castle wall. “Good evening, then.” He lifted his hat and turned to walk toward the stables.

      Drat. Vernon must have driven to Brindale. The stables had been Perry’s destination, but he had no wish to continue the conversation with a country gentleman who, despite having a basic grasp of proper decorum, acted as though he had been raised by the stable hands rather than by a gentleman’s tutor.

      Vernon took only a few steps more before turning back, flicking his eyes to Perry at last. “Marianne is not without protectors, I’ll have you know. In case you had any less than noble thoughts in that direction, I’d advise you against it.”

      The implication in his words was as surprising as it was insulting. “You’ve fallen far from the mark. I do not need such a reminder.” Perry clenched his fists and spoke through gritted teeth. “I ought to call you out for suggesting I do. A gentleman does not seduce innocent maidens.”

      “Not in a perfect world,” Vernon said, taking a step backwards. He put his hand on his chest and bowed, a gesture which, following his words, seemed like a mockery. “Forgive me if my protectiveness for her led me to speak rashly. No insult was meant.”

      After a moment, Perry nodded, his heartbeat steadying. He could not like the man, but it would not do to make enemies of his neighbors. And it might further be to his advantage to keep a close eye on him. “None taken, then.”
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      Marianne’s flash of bravado completely deserted her by the time she’d made it to her room. What courage did she have, truly? None. She might imagine herself a lion, but she was really just a mouse.

      She had been bent upon teaching Mr. Osborne a lesson by showing him that he was trespassing in her home, no matter what relation he was to the baron. And then to learn this modish gentleman from London was the owner in truth? That unexpected piece of knowledge had stolen her breath, and she needed to sit in silence to come to grips with it. After a time, she did, although the realization only increased her despair because he was yet another person who stood between her and her home.

      I should think the answer would be obvious to you, Miss Edgewood. I came to look over the property. And this spoken in a faintly ironic, condescending, infuriating manner.

      Well, best of luck to him in learning the workings of a crotchety, beloved castle, whose personality took a lifetime to know intimately. She had never allowed herself to imagine this day coming. Against reason, she had hoped the baron would leave her alone—that he would forget all about this castle that did not have much to recommend it in the way of income or comfort.

      Marianne stood and walked to the window, placing her hands on the cool gray stone ledge where the window was set back in the wall. She absently picked up the candle holder that sat there, the candle now a mere stump, and then set it down again before pacing away.

      Mr. Osborne may have rightfully come to take charge of what was his, but it didn’t make it fair. How could her uncle have left her castle to a stranger? Had not his letters over the years promised she would be well taken care of? True, she did not know her uncle well—had no recollection of his visit when she was a small girl. But they had corresponded for the ten years after her parents’ death, and he knew how important Brindale was to her. For him to disregard what mattered without a word of explanation was a betrayal of the highest order. This was why she preferred her home to people. A solid, centuries-old stone structure could not betray her. Stones did not change.

      It didn’t signify that her uncle had carved out a tiny parcel from the estate and bequeathed it to her, along with the cottage that sat on it. Nor did it signify that her mother’s dowry had also been kept aside for her and she possessed a modest amount of coin to live upon—Marianne had never had the least desire to move. Now, the decision had forced itself upon her as one she could no longer avoid. It was nearly impossible to imagine taking a house within eye’s view of the castle that had someone else living in it, a home which she would always feel in her heart was hers. Of course, if she did not wish to live in the cottage, there was always the possibility of residing with the Vernons, who looked upon her quite like family.

      But living with the Vernons would provide her with little relief. She would still have to cross paths with Mr. Osborne in the village—a thought that left her cold—unless he were simply looking over the property with a mind to sell. That would be just like a man such as him. What need had a stranger of an out-of-the-way castle in Kent? The attorney had never hinted at whether Lord Steere was pleased to have received the deed to the castle or not. He must not have been if he could so easily hand it over to his nephew.

      Marianne continued to pace until she nearly tripped on the woven cloth rug. Its position must have shifted when Sarah last cleaned her room. She lifted the nearly empty wooden chest that was set against the wall and tucked the corner of the rug underneath to secure it.

      Perhaps the nephew was just as loath to acquire a castle that could not bring him much satisfaction. It wasn’t a particularly harmonious structure, and one loved it the way one loved a mongrel. There was no denying that the castle needed an influx of money for restoration. She had done what she could with her uncle’s sparse instructions from India, sent with small allotments of money, and she had even used some of her own small income. But as the steward Mr. Mercy had reminded her, that had only fixed the minor issues. The roof still leaked in places.

      Marianne gave up pacing and went over to peer at herself in the glass, studying her set chin and glowering eyes. Her initial thought had been to take dinner in her room, but she now saw how impossible it was to remain closeted up here while Mr. Osborne roamed her castle at will. She needed to walk its halls and breathe in the scent of the ages, to trail her fingers over the cold stones and give them warmth, to place her hands on the quilted tapestries that had been put in place to keep the chill out. Her mother had begun restoring some and creating others with considerable talent, but Marianne had never learned. Therefore, the tapestries remained unfinished needlepoint landscapes, reminiscent of happier times.

      She grabbed a warm shawl and left her room to seek solace in the lower-level apartment that always had a small fire burning. The apartment in question held a sitting room she was fond of, with bedrooms adjoining it that were not quite fit for use, as they were in a passageway and gave little privacy. She had long learned to view the bedrooms as places of storage, unfit for the public eye. Not that anyone visited her, except Robert and his mother.

      The sitting room there was papered in yellow with faint silver scrolls, and there was a waist-high dark wooden sideboard that ran along the edge of the room. Above it hung soothing pastels with touching scenes of the countryside in gilded frames, warm and unlike anything else in the castle. Once inside the sitting room, Marianne set down her candle and went to stand in its center, hugging her arms to her chest. She turned slowly, taking the room in, checking that everything was in place as her mother had left it, although not a single servant would think to displace the items here. Despite the sacred nature of the room, Marianne had not allowed it to become a museum, untouched and dusty. It was a life-giving space that held clues to how her mother had been able to live so joyfully, if only Marianne could decipher them. It was a room that brought peace to her still, ten years after her mother’s last embrace.

      The close of day meant there was no longer any sun to stream into the room, but the diamond-shaped window panes gleamed in the flickering light of her candle. The book on the table was set exactly where her mother had always left hers, but it was a different book, replaced regularly with the one Marianne was currently reading. This one, published anonymously and entitled Marriage, was a gripping tale of a woman who had married for love and repented of it heartily when she discovered she was not suited to live as the wife of a penniless man. Once Lady Juliana came to this belated realization and took steps to alter her destiny, it could not be denied that the ill-fated heroine’s life grew increasingly sinful and foolish.

      Foolish. Marianne tore her eyes from the book that had, until now, brought her diversion. That was precisely what she was. To have believed that she might live out her days in this castle—after the death of her parents, perhaps, but even after the death of her uncle? It was nothing but the unobtainable dream of a foolish girl. She was paying for her naïveté now.

      It was not long before Marianne let out a long sigh and turned to leave her haven of peace and tranquility. This was not the time to gather wisdom from her gentle and unassuming mother, who would probably have advised Marianne to give up a battle she could not win and set her sights elsewhere. No, now was the time to see what might be done about the dilemma of Brindale’s new heir and then set about doing it. She could not lose her home—such a thing was impossible to contemplate, even if it meant living with Mrs. Malford in the servants’ quarters. No, Mama, of course I could not do such a thing, but it is a sore temptation, let me tell you.

      She crossed over to the wooden door, fitted into the thick stone wall that peaked at the arch, and lifted the metal latch. It was time to seek wisdom from her father, and that was found in a different part of the castle.

      Marianne would have to proceed cautiously in the event that Mr. Osborne had already begun his appropriation of Brindale Castle and was wandering liberally about its halls. The drawing room must be free of the unwelcome presence of the heir if she were to ask her father what to do. Of course, her father was not bodily in the drawing room. There were no specters to be found, and the castle was not haunted—although the thought struck Marianne as funny. Would it scare away Mr. Osborne if he thought the castle haunted? Could she conjure up such a farce and have it be believable? Probably not. Even if he did believe it, he would be more likely to attempt to frighten the ghosts into submission with that dour face of his than run away quaking himself. There were no phantoms, though. It was just that her father’s presence was there all the same if one knew what to feel.

      She traversed the adjoining corridor from her mother’s apartment into the bedroom and antechamber beyond, where they stored household linens and various trifles under lock and key. There was also a tall stack of books that she had read and cast off that needed to be returned to the library, but which remained another unfinished task the castle’s few servants had no time for. She crossed the antechamber and put her ear to the door to listen if Mr. Osborne was in the drawing room, but was instead greeted from behind.

      “Marianne, there you are. I’ve not seen you since breakfast.”

      It was the feeble, petulant voice of Miss Fife, who had never earned the more familiar appellate of her Christian name. In fact, so scant was the affection between them, Marianne had planned to search for a new companion as soon as she reached her majority in three months’ time. Over the years, her appeals to her uncle to find someone new had met with deaf ears, so the task must fall to her. If only she had an idea of where to begin.

      Miss Fife’s gray curls escaped from her cap at odd angles, and she was wearing the same faded spencer she always wore over a nondescript dress, a shawl of a most unfortunate green draped across her shoulders. At all times, Miss Fife’s presence was something to be borne rather than sought. But right now, with such emotions swirling through Marianne, it was nothing short of a bother. For one thing, she still had no wish for Miss Fife to meet Mr. Osborne, although such an event must be inevitable. Once he’d met her companion, he might decide that it was a simple matter to take advantage of her, or he might push her to quit the castle without delay. For another, she was too tense to deal with Miss Fife’s irritated nerves or flights of fancy. She could barely deal with her own.
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