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				August, 1818

			

			The journey from Jamaica to England had been a comfortable one for Eliza Willoughby, so far as such long journeys could be. The William Miles, though primarily a cargo ship, was provided with excellent accommodation for its relatively few passengers. But nearly two months of confinement to two levels of a ship had been wearing, even to one of Eliza’s sunny temperament. When the West Indiaman entered the mouth of the River Avon, therefore, she joined her fellow passengers on the deck in a cheer.

			As the ship maneuvered its way into the Floating Basin at Bristol, Eliza turned from the rail and hastened belowdecks to her quarters, where her maid was finishing the packing.

			“Make haste, Muncey!” she cried, taking up one of the garments laid out upon the bed and folding it swiftly and neatly to lay it in the portmanteau. “I think I shall die if we do not instantly escape the ship when she docks.”

			

			Muncey grunted, replying in a grim tone, “No hurry. You will die of cold in dis place, anyway. All de way across de ocean, I felt de cold in my bones.”

			“It’s not so bad,” said Eliza, folding another garment. “I scarcely feel a chill, and I’ve been on deck since we sighted the Bristol Channel.”

			Muncey only tutted, casting a deprecatory look at her young mistress. “You will feel it soon enough. When all dis excitement dies away, you will wish you were back in Jamaica. I told you not to come.”

			The click of the clasp on the portmanteau sounded in the following silence. Eliza did not look at her maid as she said, “I already miss Jamaica, Muncey, but you know there is nothing left there for me.”

			After a slight hesitation, Muncey reached to take her mistress’s hand, giving it a fierce squeeze. Eliza squeezed back, closing her eyes for a moment before giving her maid a sidelong look and conjuring a grin.

			“You nearly undid me there, but I am resolved that nothing today shall dim my joy. I am having a grand adventure, and whether you like it or not, you are having it with me. Now, we had better go up and greet our new home!”

			With a resolute set to her shoulders, Eliza took up the portmanteau and hastened out the door, while Muncey, grimly setting her lips, followed more sedately with her own bag. Eliza hurried up the steep stairs to the deck, skirting a group of seamen intent on furling the sails as they drew alongside the dock. The captain gave the order to drop anchor and within minutes, several seamen had swarmed over the side, while others wound out ropes to toss to the dock.

			Eliza leaned out over the side to watch as four sturdy seamen made ready to run out the gangplank, but she immediately drew back in shock and disgust. The air of a port was often pungent, but the stench that assailed her nostrils from the murky waters below made her eyes water. Blinking, she pressed her handkerchief to her nose and glanced at Muncey, who had joined her by the rail.

			The lady’s maid stood stoically. “Maybe I was mistaken, Miss Eliza, and you will die of de smell before you die of de cold!”

			Eliza grimaced beneath her handkerchief. It was not the welcome she had dreamed of these many weeks, indeed. The rank stench of rotting fish mingled with human refuse rising up from the water below seemed impossibly strong.

			“Well,” she said in a voice muffled by the handkerchief, “it cannot smell so foul everywhere. Come, Muncey, let us disembark and await Mr. Findlay on the dock. The sooner we are away from the water, the sooner we will feel more at home.”

			Lifting her chin and squaring her shoulders, Eliza took short, shallow breaths as she stepped onto the gangplank and made her way down onto the stone dock. No sooner had she touched stable ground than her legs wobbled uneasily beneath her, and she stumbled sideways into a carter as he pushed his load. With a little cry, she stepped backward, colliding with a fishmonger.

			“Oh, pardon me, sir,” she said, lowering her handkerchief. She instantly regretted the lapse. Replacing the handkerchief and backing unsteadily away, she bumped into a stack of trunks and cried out when a hand grasped her elbow.

			“Best get out of de way, Miss Eliza,” said Muncey, steering her across the dock to a corner beside the window of a small shop. She settled Eliza on a whiskey keg and went off to find a porter to take their trunks.

			The energetic woman’s legs seemed unaffected as she dodged seamen, crewmen, dogs, and passengers on her way toward a young man waiting with a cart for hire. Eliza smiled as Muncey sized up both the young man and his cart before pointing an imperious finger at their trunks that had been piled haphazardly beside the dock, entirely at ease.

			What happened next, Eliza could not tell, for the cacophony of the docks engulfed her. Ringing bells, pounding feet, creaking ships, calling gulls, shouting seamen, and banging hammers drowned out everything else, and the constant flow of traffic up and down the dock made it impossible to see much at all. Eliza quickly gave up the attempt to follow Muncey’s doings and glanced about her new surroundings.

			The harbor at Bristol was a fairly recent addition, having been completed less than a decade earlier. The captain had kindly informed his handful of passengers that the tidal nature of the River Avon had made it necessary to create a harbor so that ships would no longer be in danger of running aground at low tide. The river had been diverted and locks installed at either end of what would come to be known as the Floating Basin, providing the stable water level required to support the high level of ships’ traffic to Bristol.

			Eliza noted that improvements to the docks and surrounding buildings seemed continuous, and added both to the general chaos of the place and its utility. While nothing was particularly charming about the architecture, nor the humanity swarming about the docks, Eliza was determined to admire her new home and could approve its industry if she could not detect much beauty.

			So intent was she on her inspection that she did not notice a gentleman approaching her until he addressed her directly.

			“Miss Muncey?”

			She glanced up quickly to find a man of middle height and age, with a worried brow and a dusty frock coat, gazing intently at her through round spectacles as he, too, pressed a handkerchief to his nose. “No, sir, I am Miss Willoughby. That is Miss Muncey, my maid, over there.”

			He glanced at where she indicated but quickly returned his gaze to her. “Forgive me, ma’am, but I did not expect—” He stopped, his brow furrowing. Then he tipped his hat and cleared his throat. “I am Mr. Findlay, of Windle, Windle, and Findlay, London. Welcome to England, Miss Willoughby.”

			“Oh, thank you, Mr. Findlay!” She sprang up, holding out her hand. “It is delightful to meet you at last.”

			He took her proffered hand and bowed punctiliously over it. “I see Muncey has secured a porter. May I take your portmanteau?”

			“Yes, thank you. I must own I am glad not to be the only one offended by the general smell,” Eliza said with a mischievous look. “It quite took me by surprise, for I doubt even Kingston is ever so noisesome as this.”

			Mr. Findlay’s smile was pained. “It is the stagnant nature of the Basin, ma’am. The problem has yet to be solved, though I know not what has been attempted. But you may rest assured that the smell does not extend farther than the city, and the problem certainly does not afflict other English ports.”

			On this patriotic defense, he assisted her across the busy dock to where Muncey stood with the loaded cart, and Eliza made the introductions. Then, with the facility of a man secure in his own capability, Mr. Findlay took matters into his own hands, signaling to the porter and leading the whole party off the dock to where a traveling carriage waited. He handed the ladies inside before stepping back to make arrangements with the porter for the transfer of the trunks to the carriage, then climbed in beside them.

			

			Looking on his companions in a fatherly, if somewhat condescending way, he said, “You are still determined to live at Penhurst Lodge with your brother rather than stay here in Bristol with your former governess?”

			Muncey made a strangled noise and Eliza quickly answered, “Yes, sir. Miss Tibble is expecting us only for the night.”

			“Very good,” he said, though his mouth pinched in disapprobation. “I have a room at the White Hart, which is not far from her home.”

			The carriage jolted to a start, and after some minutes, Mr. Findlay cleared his throat. “I shall be obliged to collect you rather early in the morning, I’m afraid. It is over a hundred miles to London, and we must be on our way betimes.”

			“London?” inquired Eliza. “But were we not to travel directly to Lincolnshire?”

			Mr. Findlay dropped his gaze to adjust his gloves. “Mr. Willoughby has not answered my letters. I do not believe it proper to deliver you to Penhurst Lodge without first ensuring his—well, that he is in residence. I have resolved upon taking you to London until we might discover his whereabouts.”

			Muncey tutted. “An ill wind,” she muttered, shaking her head.

			“Nonsense,” murmured Eliza with a quick, repressive look, before returning her bright gaze to Mr. Findlay. “That is all the better, for I am curious to see London. As much as I should like to be settled in my new home, I will not mind a sojourn in the Metropolis of which I have heard so much.”

			He glanced over the light muslin of her gown. “You will wish to have new gowns made, I daresay, that are more in keeping with the climate of our fair kingdom. Mrs. Riddle—the lady I have engaged as your companion while you are in Town—will find a respectable dressmaker to see to your needs.”

			

			“You are very kind, sir. Though, a linen draper’s would be adequate. Between us, Muncey and I may contrive.”

			“You are an heiress of no little fortune, Miss Willoughby,” said Mr. Findlay, eying her significantly over the rims of his spectacles. “You need not ‘contrive.”

			Eliza’s smile dimmed slightly. It was only through the deaths of those she loved, and the loss of all she held dear, that she was so wealthy, after all.

			“No, certainly not,” she said. “I am most fortunate in that respect.”

			Mr. Findlay seemed satisfied and sat back in his seat, looking out at the passing streets. Eliza did not mind the ensuing silence, glad as she was to put the sorrowful thoughts elicited by the conversation behind her. She was also rather tired from the journey, and grateful once they arrived at the tidy little row house Miss Tibble kept with her sister. Mr. Findlay escorted them to the door before bidding them good day.

			“I shall call for you at eight,” he said, bowing.

			Eliza gave him her hand. “Thank you, Mr. Findlay! You have already been indispensable in your service. ‘Til tomorrow.”

			He nodded and turned away, and Miss Tibble, who had met them at the door, guided her former charge and the maid into the tiny parlor on the first floor. They all sat on the faded but serviceable sofa and chairs and the greying governess clasped her hands before her bosom in rapture.

			“Oh, my dear Eliza, what joy it is to see you! And Miss Muncey! It seems only yesterday I consigned my dear charge into your care. But you have done admirably, for she is looking so well! Look at the roses in your cheeks, my dear Eliza, and I do believe you have grown, though it has been only two years. What a lady you have become! You quite take my breath away. How oft have I envisioned this day, when we would be reunited—and I never dreamed of it until I received your letter upon your poor father’s death. Oh, my dear, what a tragedy! The palpitations I suffered upon learning of it! It must have been a blow to you, having already lost your dear mama, and so young, too.”

			Eliza, smiling bravely under this effusion, replied, “It was a blow, Miss Tibble. Neither my father nor myself were quite the same after my mother’s death.”

			“Certainly not,” agreed Miss Tibble, her rapture only somewhat impaired by remembered grief. “Poor man. While I was with your family those many years, I can scarce recall a day when he did not speak of her, and lament that he could not consult her in something, whether regarding your upbringing, or the running of the house or the plantation. But you were his greatest consolation, Eliza. So dearly did he delight in your likeness to your mother. Though I did not have the privilege to know her, I never doubted that your father loved her so, like Romeo his Juliet, or like Antony and his Cleopatra. How disheartening that his story was quite as tragic, now it is over.”

			Eliza bit her lips, blinking away the sudden moisture in her eyes. Having been to all intents and purposes reared by Miss Tibble, she had anticipated her loquacity and known it would likely bring up painful topics. But she had misjudged the strength of her emotions in response. The governess’s fond remembrances conjured vivid images of her beloved parents, and the deep grief Eliza had felt at their deaths threatened once more to bubble up and overwhelm her. But she swallowed them down, for she had determined to be brave and to forge ahead on her new path, as was her father’s wish.

			

			Taking a deep breath, she said, “They are sorely missed, and ever will be. But I have my dear Muncey, and am with you again, my dear Miss Tibble, and shall soon meet my other family.”

			“Oh, yes, Eliza! It is a blessing of Providence, to be sure, for I thought you lost to me, but now I may see you, and with far greater frequency than I ever could have imagined. We shall be nearly as close as—well, Lincolnshire is less than two hundred miles away, rather than halfway round the world! And we cannot guess where you will settle in the end, for you will likely marry, and who is to say that your husband’s abode might not be in this very county!”

			Muncey darted a horrified glance at her employer, who bit her lips against a laugh. Muncey had come to Willow Great House scarcely a month before Miss Tibble had left the family’s service, and had declared the governess’s volubility to be more than she could stand. But Eliza, somewhat immune from many years’ experience, only said graciously, “That would be delightful, my dear. And as my whole purpose for coming to England is to secure a husband and a home of my own, we must hope that all the circumstances attached to my new situation will be salutary.”

			Miss Tibble nodded emphatically. “To be sure, my love, for you will have your half-brother to assist you. What an astonishing discovery his existence was, I declare! I scarcely could believe it when I read your letter. But it is all for the better, for he will do all in his power to oblige you, I am persuaded. He is your father’s son, for all they were never on good terms. But I heartily agree that one cannot fault your brother for somewhat resenting your father’s choosing to reside in Jamaica, his being so young when Mr. Willoughby went away. In such a case, one might expect some…disapprobation, or even dislike.” The governess looked uncertainly at her former charge. “But surely he will not bear a grudge against you, my dear Eliza! That would be ungentlemanly, and he is a gentleman, by all accounts. At least, his estate is quite handsome, from what I have gathered—for all it is in the Fens—and he counts some illustrious personages as his friends.”

			Eliza laughed. “My dear Miss Tibble! Have you been listening to gossip? How shocking! Must I repeat back to you the lesson you were obliged to drill into my head more than once?”

			“Oh dear, no,” replied the governess quickly, color tinging her faded cheeks. “It was not gossip, my dear. One knows well enough that one may never find the truth through gossip! I had recourse to the Lincolnshire guidebooks, where I discovered a complete description of Penhurst Lodge and its environs. And it was only a chance comment I let fall at an evening party, to which Mrs. Franklinson was so kind as to invite me, that brought forth the information that Mr. Willoughby was seen to be much in company with Lord Wraglain’s eldest son and with Lord Hayes’s heir during the Season.”

			“Very well,” said Eliza with mock solemnity, “I shall be content with that. And if, as his fine estate and high-born friends attest, my brother proves to be a gentleman, then he will not be disinclined to put me in the way of some of those high-born friends, and thus secure a husband to take me off his hands.”

			Miss Tibble exclaimed against the notion that her dear Eliza could be in any way an encumbrance before her countenance assumed a dreamy aspect. “How romantic to be young, with all the world at one’s feet. I declare, you will be beset with suitors, so pretty and lively as you are. Certainly there will be many willing to overlook—” She stopped, suddenly blushing scarlet. Putting a hand to her cheek, she sprang to her feet. “Where have my wits gone begging? Here I have been gabbling on, while you are sure to be fatigued beyond measure with your travels. Was the crossing horridly tedious? Mine was ever so tiresome, and I am forever hearing the same from others coming from the West Indies. A storm may have been more welcome than the everlasting blue sky and glinting sea. I declare, my eyes were sore from the sight of it! And I was sick to death of the pitch and roll of the deck—oh, how grateful I was that my seasickness did not extend beyond the first two days. Were you sick, my dear? Of course you were not. You have been on boats in Montego Bay. But a sailing ship is something different altogether, I believe, for—”

			She continued her monologue all the way up the stairs, with Eliza nodding or murmuring affirmations appropriately, and Muncey pursing her lips and raising her eyes heavenward.
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			Mr. Francis Mantell tossed back the last of his port and stood, replacing the glass at his place on the large formal dining table. Grimsley, the aged butler awaiting his master’s pleasure, hastened forward as quickly as his tottering steps could take him to retrieve the glass. With a sideways glance, his master briefly surveyed him before nodding and retiring from the room.

			Grimsley was too old, thought Francis as he walked up the staircase in the spacious hall. What a pity. He had grown used to the old retainer as his butler, and Mrs. Grimsley as his housekeeper, but he was uncomfortable watching them struggle with their duties. Good old Grimsley was not quite washed up yet, but it was only a matter of time. Francis sighed, reaching the landing and turning into the family wing of the manor. He did not like retiring loyal servants, and less did he like finding new. It was a lucky thing that Jane would come presently to take his mind off such burdens.

			

			He had dismissed his valet and sat on the bed pondering his problems for nearly a quarter of an hour before the door opened and the housemaid appeared, something like a pout on her otherwise charming face. Jane’s figure was petite and light and her face heart-shaped, with a cupid’s bow mouth in cherry red, and celestial blue eyes framed by golden curls. It was the wanton invitation in those blue eyes that had first caught his fancy, and when his father had died and left him as master of the estate, Francis had not hesitated to take Jane up on her frequently insinuated offer.

			That had been over two years ago, and Francis had come to expect Jane to be available at his whim. Indeed, she had used to be excessively obliging, but of late her demeanor had become somewhat flighty. He could not put his finger on it, but the pout twisting her pretty mouth now attested to some indefinable dissatisfaction.

			She was clothed as usual in a modest dressing gown to conceal her true purpose from any other servants who might be abroad at that hour—though Francis did not doubt they all knew very well the relationship between the maid and the master. Once she was in his bedroom, Jane generally did not hesitate to abandon the dressing gown, revealing the lacy negligée beneath, but tonight she only released the ties as she regarded him sulkily from across the room.

			Francis admired the rounded lines peeking enticingly from the gap in her gown. “You are lovely as always, my darling. Come here, so that I may admire you more closely.”

			“Perhaps I’ve no use for your admiration tonight, sir,” she said, one perfect eyebrow arching.

			Francis cocked his head at this impertinence, but said, “Admiration is not worth much at all, to be sure. Come and have something far more to your liking.”

			

			Tilting up her chin, she merely stood, her gaze meandering up and down his form in a somewhat appraising manner. With a tingle of annoyance at this unaccustomed detachment, Francis put out a hand to her. “Well, my sweet?”

			She did not come to him, only hunching a slim shoulder, which he knew to be milky white and soft as a dove’s wing beneath that dratted gown.

			Francis sighed, his mouth pursing in impatience. “What is the matter?”

			“I don’t know.” Her mouth trembled as she cast him a remonstrative glance.

			So it was to be more games, thought Francis, looking away so that she did not see the roll of his eyes. Their interactions were meant to be his reprieve from care—a release from trouble and vexation—but of late she had been making such a fuss.

			She must have sensed his irritation, for she moved to the dressing table, somewhat agitatedly rearranging the accoutrements there. “Mayhap I’m not in the mood tonight.”

			“Then why did you come?” inquired Francis bluntly, suspecting she had reached the inevitable point where fascination became greed—a point to which London mistresses came far more quickly.

			She turned to face him, her chin high and her bosom heaving under the dressing gown. “I dare not risk my position, sir.”

			Francis paused, his lips turning down in distaste. “I do not force you to come to me at night, Jane.”

			She scowled and dropped her gaze, a deep blush reddening her damask cheeks. “There are sundry ways to force a person, sir.”

			“What can you possibly mean by that?” snapped Francis, his distaste increasing.

			

			But she merely shrugged her pretty shoulders and refused to meet his eye.

			Francis was seriously annoyed. He prided himself on the fact that he never took an unwilling lover, just as he never seduced innocents. It had been for his father, famed rake and scourge of husbands everywhere, to exert pressure on unwilling women. If a woman had caught the Colonel’s eye, he had approached her, and if she did not welcome his advances, he had found a way to catch her in his toils.

			Though Colonel Mantell had gladly exerted himself to instill his values—or lack thereof—into his eldest son, Francis had learned to despise his father’s methods. He could see no finesse, no charm, no satisfaction in a forced liaison. To hold a woman in his sway was far more exciting when she desired to be there, and when the relationship palled, there was nothing to oblige either of them to continue.

			It seemed his long-held understanding with Jane had not been an understanding at all, if she now felt herself forced to remain. It had not always been so, he was persuaded, for she had entered into their relationship with all the excitement of a school girl—though she was past one-and-twenty years of age. She was also no innocent, he knew, for it was well known that she had enjoyed the attentions of the footman who had since gone off to serve in a London house. But something had changed in recent months, and Francis had allowed himself to ignore it, curse his complacence. Now he must make himself uncomfortable, and all for a goose of a village maid.

			With an effort, he schooled his features into a patient smile. “My dear Jane, you are my maid. I pay you to turn out the bedrooms and make up the beds, to dust the picture frames and beat the rugs. If you do not come to me at night, but you perform your usual duties to Mrs. Grimsley’s satisfaction, there is nothing to fear. Your position is secure.”

			

			Her blue eyes flicked up to his. “Do you mean that, sir?”

			“I wouldn’t say it if I did not.”

			“Do you promise, sir?” she asked, gazing keenly at him.

			With a pained, slow blink, Francis said, “On my honor as a gentleman.”

			She blushed, glancing about as though not knowing where to look. “And you’ll not tell my dad?”

			“Your father? What has he to say to anything, pray? You’re of age, aren’t you?”

			“Yes, but—” She hesitated, licking her lips. “He’s set a mite bit of store in my being—involved with you, sir. I suppose he’s taken to expect something to come of it. I never did, to be sure, but I’d liefer he didn’t know it was my fault nothing happened.”

			Grimacing in comprehension, Francis regarded her. It seemed it wasn’t himself who had forced her after all. “I don’t think I have ever spoken to your father in my life, my dear Jane. This circumstance is certainly nothing to cause me to wish to do so now.”

			“Your word as a gentleman?”

			“Of course.”

			She eyed him uncertainly, but after some moments said quietly, “Then I’d rather not come anymore, if you’ll excuse me, sir.”

			“Certainly, Jane.”

			Swallowing visibly, she peeped up at him once more, then curtseyed, her dressing gown gaping just enough to afford Francis a delectable glimpse of her decolletage before she straightened and hurried from the room.

			As the door closed behind her, Francis heaved a sigh, leaning his head back against the carved headboard of his fourposter. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another. Not only did he have an aging butler and his housekeeper wife to retire and replace, but also a former lover whom he must continue to employ as a maid. Perhaps it was time he was off again to Leicestershire, for he certainly was not to find relief in Southam.
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			The following morning, he was up betimes, taking his favorite ride along the River Stowe and past the Holy Well. The route passed near the town—which this morning was providential, as his bay gelding threw a shoe only half a mile from the blacksmith’s shop. The circumstance, coupled with the frustrations of the night before, put Francis in a brown study, and he scarcely noticed his path as he led his mount along the road to town.

			He would not miss his liaisons with Jane—he never missed his lovers once they had parted from him, whether amicably or no. If he had learned anything from his father, it was that romantic relationships were fickle, and it was best if one never became emotionally involved. The Colonel’s own marriage had been a misery to both husband and wife—even as a young boy, Francis had sensed the disenchantment which quickly grew to dislike and even to hate.

			Francis’s mother was no less culpable than her husband for the discord at Gracely Hall. The Colonel might have had his affaires, but a teenage Francis had felt the justice of a man seeking enjoyment elsewhere, when his home was filled with the harping complaints and shrill demands of his wife. There were rumors that Mrs. Mantell had been a sweet and lively young lady in her youth, but he had seen nothing of it. He could not profess to love either of his parents, for neither had they professed to love him, just as they never had professed to love each other.

			

			He had thus grown to despise marriage and hold women generally in disdain, only caring whether a pretty face could entertain him for a time. His charm and fine fortune held him in good stead in Polite company, but matchmaking mamas hoped in vain—his flirtations never came to anything. His deeper ardor was reserved for those ladies who did not require commitment in exchange for a taste of their pleasures—merry widows, fancy pieces, and the occasional country maid whose inviting glance caught his eye.

			Jane’s saucy invitations had promised much—and indeed, had satisfied much. But Francis let her go without a twinge of regret. He would simply find another pretty face to replace her. As he considered this, however, he could discover no desire to do so. He was getting bored, he imagined, with the sameness and flatness of his relationships. But what else was he to do? He was not about to reform and settle down. That, he would never do.

			So distracted were his thoughts upon entering the high street that he nearly ran amok of the butcher’s son, whose vision was obscured by the hindquarters of some beast he was carrying over his shoulder. Francis, regaining awareness of his surroundings only just in time, drew up short and begged an insincere pardon, and was somewhat astonished at the glare of utter animosity he received from the burly young man.

			They stood regarding one another—a mildly surprised gentleman in expensive riding dress leading a fine bay gelding, and a surly young man of solid stock with a smear of blood on his cheek and blotches covering his smock from the burden of new-killed meat. After several moments, Master Hatchett gave way before Mr. Mantell’s bland gaze and, with a grunt, continued down the street.

			Never given to much curiosity, Francis merely shook his head and went on to the blacksmith’s shop, handing over his gelding. As there was to be about a half-hour’s wait, he elected to partake of a heavy wet at the Horse and Jockey to while away the time. The proprietor, Mr. Potts—greeting his illustrious patron with all the obsequious familiarity of a man who both knows his place and yet has known his guest since he was in short coats—scrupled not to strike up a conversation on the probability of rain in the coming week.

			“Aye, it’s bound to be wet,” pronounced this worthy, “what with all the heat we had last summer. Heat makes the earth sweat, my grandad used to say. All that moisture rises into the heavens until they’re full and pours back down as rain.”

			Francis, unimpressed by this folk wisdom, gave a smile and a nod, glancing about for a barmaid who had taken his fancy on his last visit.

			“Rain’ll be good for the shooting, I reckon, sir,” went on Mr. Potts. “Nothing a bird likes more than to settle with its covey on a wet day. Just ripe for the killing. And wet damps the sound, as well, so’s they can’t hear a body coming.” Potts went on, unheeded for the most part by his guest, until the door opened and he greeted the new customer.

			“Hallo, Jacob. In for a rest? I saw your dad’s got you hauling mutton all over town.”

			Francis turned to see the butcher’s son, still in his blood-stained smock, glaring in his direction. He raised his brows in indifferent inquiry and the young man clenched his fists, the muscles in his forearms rippling. Mr. Potts, glancing between the two in some anxiety, stepped quickly out from behind the bar, somewhat forcefully resuming his jovial air as he wiped his sweaty hands on his apron.

			“What’ll it be, Jacob? Ale as usual? There’s a table, just there, by the window. Why don’t you set yourself down and I’ll have your ale to you in a wink.”

			

			Young Jacob Hatchett never took his eyes off Francis’s handsome and disdainful countenance, shrugging off the helpful proprietor’s hand as he attempted to guide him away to the table. Potts stood uncertainly between them, chuckling and nervously wiping his hands, until Jacob said he’d take his ale at the counter, striding forward and sitting beside Francis.

			Mr. Potts, eyes wide with horror, hurried behind the bar and drew the ale, his gaze flitting nervously between the two men before him. When the mug was full, he thrust it at Jacob, sloshing a bit onto the counter in his haste.

			“Here you are, my boy! On the tab, as usual. Drink up!” He chuckled, mopping at the spill with his towel and closely watching the young man taking leisurely sips from his mug while he gazed straight ahead as though he were alone in the room.

			Francis, after a sidelong glance at his silent companion, returned to contemplating the depths of his own mug. He was quite comfortable despite the waves of hatred emanating from the other man, feeling only a mild curiosity as to the cause. At last—after what must have seemed an eternity to Mr. Potts—Hatchett pushed away his mug and stood, nodding curtly to the relieved proprietor and striding from the pub.

			Potts’s shoulders sagged as he took up the mug and began wiping it with his towel. “That was as near-run a thing as ever I’ve seen.” He blew out a sigh and replaced the mug on the shelf behind the bar. Turning again to Mr. Mantell, he bent to lean an elbow on the counter and said in a confidential tone, “Right smart of you to keep your tongue, sir. That Jacob’s got a punishing right—took a prize at a fair not long ago—knocked their fighter clean out of the ring, he did! So they tell me. Best to keep quiet and not give him call to exhibit.” He winked, straightening and wiping down the bar. “All blow over in time, I say.”

			Having listened in growing irritation, Francis gave a slow blink. “Are you suggesting I am afraid of Jacob Hatchett?”

			Mr. Potts looked up from where he had spat on the bar, his towel poised to polish it in. “Why, no, sir—no one never thought that. Only we’d never none of us blame you, sir! Why, young Jacob’s twice your size—that is to say, he’s not only a big’un, but he’s got science, that one. Meaning no offense, sir, to be sure! Only thought you was wise to him—begging your pardon! But now you know, you’ll pardon my taking the liberty to suggest—best act as though nothing’s going on.”

			“As nothing is going on, Potts, you may keep your suggestion,” replied Francis, leveling his most supercilious look on the unfortunate proprietor. “You had better leave off the flattery and speak plainly. Do you mean to suggest that I could not take master Jacob in a fight?”

			“What—” Mr. Potts blinked, straightening quickly and clutching the towel between his restless fingers. “No, sir! That is, you may well strip to advantage, sir, but no one—that is, it might look bad, to be sure—considering how things stand. Couldn’t make that sort of a rumpus, or the goose would be well and cooked! Very wise to refrain, and a mark of your extraordinary condescension, I must say.”

			Francis stood, his penetrating gaze pinning his host. “I still have not the pleasure of understanding what you are insinuating, and am becoming annoyed. Whatever young Master Jacob has against me, he would be wise to think twice before raising those ham-hands of his in my vicinity.”

			“That’s the ticket, sir!” cried Mr. Potts, tapping his finger beside his nose. “Bluster’s better’n bruises. Ain’t nothing going on, to be sure.” He bent forward over the bar, lowering his voice. “But can’t blame poor Jacob for feeling a mite ill-used, your honor having blighted his hopes, so to speak.”

			Narrowing his eyes, Francis spoke slowly. “How the devil am I supposed to have blighted the hopes of the likes of the butcher’s son, pray?”

			“Oh, well, I suppose she is a mite above his touch, having worked for your family so many years. Though we don’t take it to mean she’s ties to the family—oh no, sir! We none of us pays any heed to her dad, when he gets bosky and starts carrying on about her grand expectations. We knows just how it is, depend upon it, and don’t none of us blame your honor for taking her up. It’d be different were she unwilling, but you know—” He tapped the side of his nose again. “It’s clear to every Bob Cull hereabouts she’s always been a game pullet.”

			He winked, straightening to polish the bar again with a knowing look, and Francis, gazing now in blank astonishment, began to comprehend the matter. Jane’s odd manner the past several weeks, topped by her sudden refusal to continue their liaisons last night, became almost clear as crystal. With a distinct feeling of annoyance, he closed his eyes, massaging the suddenly tight spot between his eyes.

			What sort of muddle had she thrown him into? With an exhale, he deliberately resumed his seat.
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			Regarding Mr. Potts with strained long-suffering, Francis inquired, “You are speaking of my maid, Jane?”

			Mr. Potts looked surprised, and put a finger to his lips. “No need to bandy her name about in public, sir. There’s some who’ll take offense. We both know who the young lady is. All’s right and tight as long as mum’s the word.”

			Francis placed his open hand firmly but quietly on the bar, giving his head a little shake as he bent toward the tavern keeper. “Allow me to ensure I understand you, sir: young Master Jacob hates me because I am—” He lowered his voice, “on an intimate footing with a certain young lady in my employ?”

			The proprietor blinked, his smugness slipping. “Well, yes, sir. Didn’t you know?”

			“I feel sure I made it clear, at the outset of our very enlightening dialog, that I did not, Potts.”

			

			“No sir—that is to say, I would never have presumed, sir—” Mr. Potts bent to look into his guest’s face. “You really had no notion of the way the wind was blowing, sir?”

			With an effort, Francis contained his irritation. “Need I repeat myself, Potts?”

			“No sir! Oh, no, sir. It’s just that—I never reckoned you couldn’t know that young Jacob has been head over ears in love with our young lady these three years and more. Calf-love, his dad thought it was, but nothing’s changed, even when you took her up—that is, even when she went to work at the Hall.”

			Francis closed his eyes and sighed. “Had I any idea it would have pitchforked me into a village drama, I’d not have done it, I assure you, Potts.”

			Mr. Potts whistled. “Now here’s a fine kettle of fish. If I’d the slightest notion you weren’t fly to what’s been going on, I’d have warned you, depend upon it, sir. Abel Potts’d never run a rig on you, sir!”

			“No, do not apologize.” Francis waved away his protestations. “I find it immensely tiresome. But you may explain, if you please, why master Jacob did not make his sentiments known.”

			“I should have thought—” He was silenced by another look from his guest and he revised his speech. “Well, sir, everyone knows he’s had a fancy for—well, the young lady—ever since she put her hair up. At first, you may guess, he kept his tongue out of shyness, worried as she wouldn’t give him a thought, being the prettiest girl in the village, you know. But there wasn’t never much hope to begin with, what with his situation and all, and when she started up with you, sir, he seemed to give over.”

			“On the contrary, he seems to have nursed an excessively fierce grudge against me.”

			

			Potts scratched the tip of his nose. “There is that, but none can blame the poor fellow. Likely seems to him you’ve got far more than you deserve—though no one disputes your right to all you’ve got, us all being born to our place, to be sure. But you can’t blame him all the same.”

			“Oh, I shouldn’t blame him even if you did believe me outside my rights, Potts,” said Francis dryly. “What fascinates me is that he should think so ill of my—shall we say, position with her, when he has never even made a push to fix her interest.”

			At that Potts coughed and looked away.

			Francis sighed. “No, no, do not hedge—simply tell me what is going forward. You interest me excessively.”

			“Well, he didn’t precisely try to fix her interest, you understand,” said the proprietor, looking exceedingly uncomfortable, “being as she is spoken for, you might say—but he did recently take to carrying her things when she came into the village, and walking her home of a Sunday. Wasn’t no more than neighborly, and good manners, to be sure, and he weren’t encroaching—that is, she weren’t more than passably pleased ‘til it’d been going on a month or so. But though some might say she’s been haunting the butcher’s, I’d not say there’s any call to worry yourself, sir.”

			“I’m obliged to you for not saying it,” said Francis, pushing away his mug. “But do not spare me any longer, Potts. I may not show to as much advantage as the butcher’s son, but I can take a blow or two without flinching. Just how involved are the young lady and Master Jacob?”

			“I wouldn’t know, sir,” Potts answered, looking shocked. Then, glancing quickly side to side, he bent forward and added in a low tone, “However, I suspicion she’s either leading poor Jacob a merry dance or can’t make up her mind, for he’s only got more and more rusty, ‘specially when your honor’s mentioned. When you come in today, cool as you please, and in he walks right after, I thinks, the reckoning’s come at last. But you’re as lucky as the day you was born, sir, for young Jacob kept his wits about him and never even tried to—”

			Francis cut him off with a look. Then, ruminatively tapping a finger on the counter, said, “So it is the young lady’s indecision that has kept him from declaring himself in form?”

			“I wouldn’t say that, sir—at least, I can’t imagine she would hear of it. Not with you in the picture, sir. Nor would her father.” He shrugged, saying expansively, “And it’s all very understandable.”

			“Indeed, it is not at all understandable, and I could wish someone had knocked them both on the head long ago.” With a huff, Francis stood, reaching into his waistcoat pocket. “Well, Potts, your converse has been exceedingly enlightening, and I cannot express my obligation enough. Here is for your trouble, and I beg you will use some of it to pay up the butcher’s account.”

			He tossed a guinea on the bar and took his leave of the blinking Mr. Potts, emerging into the late summer sunshine and making his way down the high street to the blacksmith’s shop. After retrieving his gelding, he mounted and made toward home, once again ruminative.

			What a bumblebroth! He well knew Jane was the prettiest girl in the village—he would not have taken up with her if she had not been—and it did not surprise him that another man could have admired her enough to form a tendre for her. It was a situation in which his late father would have thrived—nothing delighted Colonel Mantell more than to cuckold another man.

			For that precise reason, Francis found the circumstance distasteful in the extreme. He liked his affaires uncomplicated, with no jealous lovers waiting in the wings to muddy the waters. That he could go so long without discovering Jacob’s amore for Jane was rather mortifying. He had long assumed, by looks and rumors overheard, that the more part of the village pretty much knew what was going on at the Hall. He had also assumed, as Mr. Potts had so frequently attested, that no one thought much of it—for sweet Jane was, indeed, willing, and her father as well. It was something for a village maid to snare the interest of a gentleman.

			Francis could wish, however, that his consequence had not stood him in such good stead in this case. How much time had he wasted with Jane, while her attentions had been divided? He had begun to sense her dissatisfaction a month or six weeks ago, but until last night, she had not openly addressed it. But it seemed she had not truly addressed it at all.

			To discover in the manner he had done that Jane had fallen in love with another man was mortifying to Francis. He was not a vindictive man, but nor did he enjoy being made to look foolish. For all he knew, Jane could be entertaining both of them at the same time—something his pride would not allow.

			He must let her go. It was to break his promise, but she would not repine—at least, not long. It seemed she returned the butcher’s son’s sentiments—was that not what had brought on her dissatisfaction? Knowing she was loved by Jacob, she chafed at being bound, however temporarily, to a man who had never professed to love her, and never would.

			But even as he acknowledged this as being the case, he could not comprehend it. What was so attractive about love that it could sway one’s reason? How could a woman even consider a future of love in a cottage when she commanded the easy attentions—non-committal though they were—of a handsome and wealthy man? He supposed young Jacob to be well-looking, in his burly way. But how could Jane be tempted to give up her pampered existence in Francis’s house for that of a housewife obliged daily to clean a blood-stained apron?

			It was inconceivable, but it seemed to be the case. And it was too fatiguing to consider the matter any longer. Francis determined to release her, and she could run into the arms of her burly butcher’s son with his good wishes.

			But as he dismounted at his stables, he was distinctly uncomfortable regarding his promise to Jane last night. She would not have desired to retain her position if she could be secure with her butcher’s son. He must be missing something.

			Consigning his horse over to the head groom, he inquired abruptly, “Hatten, why have you not married?”

			The groom, who had been with the Mantells since Francis was very small, looked surprised but replied, “Never had the chance, sir.”

			Francis frowned in thought. “But if you had a lady in your eye, and she seemed to return your affection, would there be anything else to keep you from declaring yourself?”

			“Well, sir,” Hatten said, looking off at the fields in the distance, “it’s been a long time since I gave up marriage. But if I were young, and had the chance, I imagine my only concern would be for money.”

			“Money?”

			“Yes, sir.” He shifted his weight and returned his gaze to his master. “Begging your pardon, sir, but for men in my situation, marriage ain’t something to consider lightly. For instance, I couldn’t well bring a bride to live above the stables, could I? So I’d have to find the means to get lodgings for the both of us. And then there’d be two mouths to feed, and likely within a year or so, more. And even if she had work, it would stop when the babes came.”

			Francis’s brow furrowed as he contemplated the plight of the common man for perhaps only the second time in his life. “I see.”

			“Yes, sir.” Hatten looked as though he did not believe his master saw at all, but merely began to lead the gelding away to its stall.

			Francis blinked and shook his head, in the manner of a man trying to rid himself of a disturbing idea. “Hatten.”

			The groom turned. “Yes, sir?”

			“How can it be worth it?”

			“Beg your pardon, sir?”

			“Marriage.” Francis waved a hand. “Love. If it is so much trouble and expense, why bother?”

			Hatten gave a wry grin. “I wouldn’t know, sir. That’s something you’ll have to discover for yourself, I reckon.”

			A grimace transformed Francis’s handsome countenance and Hatten huffed a laugh, turning away once more with the horse. Shaking his head again, Francis made his way up to the house.

			He sat long after dinner over his port, irritated that the matter of Jane and Jacob continued to niggle at his brain. What did it matter to him how they managed after he turned her off? For he could not very well allow her to remain as a maid in his house under the circumstances. And he might not have given the lower classes more than a passing thought, but he did know the butcher was one of the wealthier men in the village. Surely he could assist his son in achieving the dream of going into wedded shackles with his lady-love. Living over the butcher’s shop could not be so distasteful if it was what she wished.

			

			He went to bed, snuffing the candle and drawing the bed curtains to lie down upon his pillow. But somehow, Jane’s wish to retain her position troubled him so greatly that he found it impossible to sleep. After tossing to and fro for over an hour, he at last sat up, gazing with narrowed eyes into the darkness and grimly pondering the avenues available to him. It was another hour before he arrived at a resolution that relieved his mind of care, and he was able to sleep.

			The next morning, Francis awoke at his usual hour and dressed for riding. His first destination, however, was not the stables, but the housekeeper’s room. Mrs. Grimsley, the butler’s wife of two-score and more years, did not approve of how her master had turned out, but knowing as she did both his mother’s and his father’s characters, she could not bring herself to fault him for it. She knew exactly what services Jane had been providing to the master beyond turning the bedsheets and beating the rugs, but she had, out of loyalty and a softness for him, never said a word.

			She was stunned, therefore, to receive from his lips the command he gave that morning, together with the information that Jane was about to change her circumstances for the better. If he had stayed to hear her opinion on the subject, she could not have given it, for there warred within her breast the desire to give him a piece of her mind and the hope that he might be shrugging off the influence of his odious father at last.

			But Francis did not stay, striding from her gaping presence to the stables, where his mount was ready. He rode out to the village, arriving just when the women and servants were about their shopping. Tying his horse outside the butcher’s shop, he entered, glad to see the proprietor and not his son at the counter.

			“Good morning, Hatchett.”

			

			Francis did not think he imagined the disapprobation beneath the smile on the man’s face as he replied, “Good morning, sir. What can I get for you?”

			Gazing about the shop with spurious interest, Francis said, “I’ve come about your son, Jacob.”

			The smile froze. “And what of my son, may I ask, sir?”

			“I hear he is considering matrimony.”

			Mr. Hatchett’s mouth tightened in apprehension. “P’raps. Never can tell with boys his age. Always falling in and out of love, but if he’s got marriage in his mind, it’s the first I’ve heard of it, sir.”

			Francis sighed, looking away. “I highly doubt that, Hatchett.” He took another leisurely step toward the counter, returning his wry gaze to the butcher’s face. “A daunting prospect, marriage, or so I’ve been informed. Not a step to be taken lightly.”

			“To be sure, sir,” said the butcher, lifting his chin. “But it’s a darn sight better’n frittering away the best years of a maid’s life before casting her aside, sir—no matter how willing she is.”

			Francis’s brows raised a trifle, and the butcher’s fierce gaze wavered under his satirical regard. But the man stood his ground, and Francis at last gave a small huff. Perhaps not everyone was as expansive in their acceptance of the rights of a gentleman as Mr. Potts. It was something that Francis could almost respect.

			Breaking their mutual gaze, he came forward the final few steps to the counter, crossing his arms over his chest. “If your son wished to marry a certain young lady who is at present in my employ, for example, you would give your blessing?”

			The butcher did not reply at once, and Francis watched as a multitude of emotions flitted over his face. Fascinating, he thought, that hope and fear and pride and hatred could live so easily together in one mind. At last, the man said, through gritted teeth, “Ain’t her fault she was tempted beyond what she could bear.”

			“Then you would give your blessing to the match?”

			“Don’t matter, sir, as there ain’t no hope of her leaving ‘your employ,’ as you say.”

			Francis shrugged. “Oh, I could arrange that—indeed, I already have. But I wish to be assured that she will have someone else to protect her—someone with whom she would be happy to stay.”

			“Someone who loved her, you mean, sir?” ground out the butcher.

			“You could say that.”

			Mr. Hatchett’s mouth worked for a moment, his narrowed eyes searching Mr. Mantell’s face. At last, when he had commanded himself enough to speak, he said, “You can be sure she’ll be a fair sight happier with my Jacob than she has been with you, sir. She won’t have baubles and furbelows like she has with you—it’ll be hard enough for Jacob to scrape together a few pounds for a proper wedding, much less provide a roof over her head. But nor will she have empty promises and heartbreak looming, he’ll see to that! You can leave her to his protection, for no matter what you might think, my Jacob loves her, sir!” Then, looking away, he added in a low mutter, “Little though she deserves it.”

			Francis regarded him, torn between fascination and distaste. What strange creatures, these common folk, with their intense emotion and complex loyalties. He considered inquiring into it, but mentally shook himself, reminded that he had little time and less interest in such tawdry subjects, and had better close the dialog and get on with his ride.

			Reaching into his pocket, he withdrew a purse and placed it on the counter. “That is for your young Jacob. I would be obliged if you would see that he gets it, and even more obliged if you will tell him to waste no more time in making the young lady in question his wife. And pray do not weary me with your misplaced pride, Hatchett. There is nothing attached to this purse but my good will, and the overwhelming desire to be done with the matter.”

			Mr. Hatchett, who had been eying the purse with mingled incredulity and affront, looked at Mr. Mantell as though uncertain how to act.

			“Take it, man,” said Francis, adjusting his riding coat and dusting his sleeves. “I have forgotten it already, as I have the young lady.”

			And with that, he turned and walked from the shop, mounting his horse and turning it back toward Gracely Hall.
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			His dialog with Mrs. Grimsley having established Jane’s removal during the course of the morning, Francis was spared a scene which he would have found tiresome in the extreme. He was never one for feminine tears, and though he could not guess whether they would have been from grief or gratitude, he was certain Jane would have indulged freely—and likely spoiled his neck cloth, if not his coat. As it was, he easily escaped Gracely Hall for the remainder of the day by calling on Charles Wraglain, his lifelong neighbor and friend, who resided with his adopted parents at The Knoll.

			Charles Wraglain was the son of Lord Wraglain’s erratic sister Margaret, who had been on the brink of making a respectable match when she ran away with a captain on leave from the army. Captain Finchley was handsome, charming, and described as a great gun by his cronies, which to the discerning was warning enough. Unfortunately, Meg had never been possessed of much discernment, and her elopement was not viewed by anyone but herself as the coup she believed it to be.

			Four children and thrice as many changes of quarters later, Meg had been thoroughly disabused of her fanciful notions regarding her marriage, and she at last turned to her family for assistance. Her father, by that time, had gratefully left the world and his daughter’s shame behind, but her brother’s succession to his honors only sharpened his anxiety regarding her situation. As the new Lord Wraglain, he exerted himself on behalf of Meg and her family, but as Captain Finchley seemed little disposed to exert himself likewise, nothing was accomplished by way of amelioration.

			At last, Lord and Lady Wraglain extended the last olive branch available to them: an offer to adopt their eldest nephew, Charles. This offer was gratefully accepted by Meg, and Finchley viewed the circumstance with equanimity. For while he continued to receive a stipend and the use of a cottage and farm on a family estate in Somersetshire, there was little about which he could complain. Thus, Charles was reared in the family of a lord while understanding that he was not truly theirs, for his origins kept him firmly out of reach of the usual privileges of an elder son.

			Francis thought little of all this. Though he rated highly his own social standing, he was not so squeamish as to split hairs over where his friend came from, for they had been practically inseparable since childhood. As few knew all the details of Charles’s situation, there was little chance of their acquaintance causing a scene. Besides, though Charles tended toward the prudish, he was an agreeable companion, cheerful and sharp as a tack, and game for nearly any lark his friends could think up.
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