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CHAPTER ONE
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ENCASED IN ICE. Numb. He couldn't feel any thing. The wall of ice surrounding his heart seemed to separate him from everything. And it had nothing to do with the raging snow storm through which they traveled. His soul felt encased in ice. Wearily Justin Ashford, eighth earl of Waverly, leaned his head back against the velvet squabs, though the jostling of the traveling coach was not conducive to relaxation. He was heading for an estate his man of business knew more about than he did. Heading for a home where betrayal and anger and lack of love had been the norm. To a sister he scarcely knew, and the emptiness of an endless future.

His cousin Jeremy had always wanted the land. He'd inherit if Justin died without issue. Jeremy was undoubtedly established at Waverly Hall and would definitely not view Justin's return as a happy circumstance. Idly Justin imagined the scenario as if from a distance, through the icy barrier that surrounded him.

They should reach the manor house in less than an hour. The journey had taken far longer than expected due to the storm.  He gritted his teeth against the sharp pain in his thigh and the still-fresh wound in his arm. Each lurch of the carriage sent shafts of agony through the wounds. He should be used to it by now, they had plagued him for months. But as the night grew darker and colder, and he grew more fatigued, the pain became worse. The heated bricks had long ago cooled, and the single lap-robe across his legs wasn't enough to keep the February chill from penetrating through to the bone. He'd been too long in Spain. The English winters seemed worse than ever.

Fatigue plagued him, threatening to topple him against his companion. But he held on. Duty demanded he return home. He'd be there in less than an hour. And he had no intention of arriving unconscious. It was bad enough to be returning from the dead, returning to a place he loathed; he had no desire to show any weakness when doing so.

"Justin, shouldn't we have stopped at that last posting house?” Michael Palmer, Viscount Easeley asked peering out between the curtains, seeing nothing in the black night.

The road was not the best in England, made worse by the harsh winter. The carriage lurched and buckled over its rough surface. The snow that had started some time ago made the way treacherous. Without the coach's lanterns, it would have been black as pitch, but even their faint illumination scarcely enabled the coachman to keep on the road in the swirling snow.

"No, we'll be there soon,” Justin said between clenched teeth. He swept back the curtain, gripping the oiled cloth tightly, and looked out into the Stygian blackness. He'd been three weeks in that bloody wooden corn crib hiding from the French, and as a result had developed a dislike for small, closed-in places. He used the coach only because he had no choice. He could not have made the journey on a horse. Not with his leg. And not in this weather. But, by God, he wanted out.

A gust of wind swept across the road, rattling the barren branches overhead, sending the snow swirling, piercing their carriage doors and windows with icy fingers. The snow seeped in, wet and cold. Blasted hired coach. They'd have been warmer in his own travel coach, but he had been too impatient to wait for it to be sent to him. Releasing the curtain, he tilted his head, huddling down in his coat, still staring into the inky night. It wasn't far now. He would make it, by damn! 

He could have stopped at Burleigh Wells, but had pushed on, longing to reach home. It had been weeks since he'd begun this journey. To be so close and not push on had not even entered his mind. He would reach his estate tonight!

Those who knew Ashford well, knew him for a stubborn man. His goal these last months had been to reach the physical safety of his home and now he was too close to stop before achieving his goal.

* * * *
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THREE WOMEN sat quietly near the sitting room fire at Waverly Hall, each dressed in deep black for mourning, though each mourned the dead man in a different manner. The older woman spoke quietly, sipping tea and glancing from time to time to the younger ladies. It was a quiet evening, much as all the evenings in the last few weeks had been. The initial tearing grief over the loss of the eighth earl had mellowed into a general melancholia. Sad but resigned, they waited for time to ease the pain.

Arabella's diminutive blonde head bent over her embroidery as the slender young woman sat composedly beside her younger sister-in-law, absently listening to Caroline's wistful comments regarding the dresses she studied in the most recent fashion plates sent from London.

Arabella, Countess of Waverly, had not seen her husband in almost four years when word arrived of his demise. She hadn't had a chance to make her peace with him, nor convince him of the error that had separated them for most of their married life. Placing another neat stitch, she sighed gently, wishing things had ended differently. That she had handled the situation differently.  But she had been too naive, too fainthearted, too young when she married, and Justin had never listened to her. Now it was forever too late. She couldn't change the past. She could only make the most of the present and the future. She'd visit with his family for a few more weeks. Then she would proceed to London and the dreams she dared to begin to believe in.

"Do you not think this is almost too crimson for good taste?” Arabella's sister-in-law, Caroline, held up the latest fashion plate for the others to peruse.

"Not if it's included in the packet,” her aunt murmured softly, glancing at the plate as she sipped her tea. “It is, however, a little too early for you to be thinking of colorful dresses,” Lydia told her softly. “Though I daresay you're growing tired of black."

"We have worn it for years it seems,” the girl grumbled.  “First for grandfather and now for Justin.”

"A year of mourning is proper.” Lydia Strom sniffed. Sister to the seventh earl, she was as concerned with propriety as her late brother had been. Trained since childhood, she sat stiffly in her chair, her posture excellent, her black silk gown fashionable and proper. 

Fond of her niece, Lydia had come to support her during the long illness and subsequent death of her brother as soon as she'd heard he was ailing. When the eighth earl did not return home upon his father's death, she had remained. Almost two years had passed, but she knew her duty and would remain with her niece until she was safely wed.

Arabella flicked a quick glance at Caroline's aunt, seeing again the deep sadness in her eyes, wishing there was something she could do to ease her sorrow.  Time alone would be the only help now. 

For herself, there was little sadness. She wore black because it was almost all she had. She had mourned the loss of her husband years ago, when in reality their marriage had ended. Yet she still couldn't believe he was dead. He'd been the most vibrantly alive man she'd ever known. How could a life like his be extinguished so carelessly by a French bullet?

"I hope the styles are the same next year when I can finally go up for my Season,” Caroline said petulantly, flipping through the pages again.

"If they aren't, what's in style at that time will be as attractive,” Arabella said soothingly. She knew her sister-in-law grieved the loss of her brother, though she hadn't seen him in four years either, since she was fourteen. 

But Caroline was also disappointed to miss her come-out. Her father had died eighteen months ago and she had been in mourning last Season. Now this. To be forced to wait another year, while her friends and acquaintances made their bows, had been a sad blow. While Caroline hadn't mentioned her disappointment, the longing glances she gave the fashion plates, the wistful recounting of her visits with her friends who were planning their trips to London made it clear to the other women. 

Yet there was nothing to be done. Justin had died only a few months ago. The respect due the earl's death required nothing less than a full year of mourning.

Arabella was not so old she couldn't remember the excitement of her Season. She looked sympathetically at Caroline. “It won't matter. You'll set the ton on its ear when you do arrive."

"I can get town bronze at least by living in London. We could mourn there as well as here. What kind of polish will I get stuck here in mourning?” Caroline tossed the book down with a small pout, gazing sulkily into the fire. “We'll do nothing here, no parties, no routs, no assemblies. All my friends will be having a wonderful time in London while I stay here and age."

Arabella hid a smile and carefully placed another stitch. Had she been as dramatic when she was eighteen? She must have been. She was sure Justin had thought so. Vague regret pricked.  She peeped at her sister-in-law again, then met her aunt's eyes. Lydia frowned at her niece.

"I am sure Justin would never have been as inconsiderate as to have himself killed if he had only known how he would blight your prospects,” she said repressively.

Caroline's gaze flew to her aunt's. “Oh, Aunt Lydia, I never meant that. You know it. I am crushed we lost Justin. Though I had not seen him in an age, I remember him as the best of brothers when I was younger. Why did he have to go chasing Boney? After Father died he should have come home to see to the estates."

Lydia nodded and glanced at Arabella with speculation. “Indeed he should have. There were several things he should have done that he did not. We must make the most of what we have now, my lamb. Not the least of which is that Arabella is with us now."

"And the best of sisters!” Caroline jumped up from her chair and went to give her a quick hug. “I can't believe we have been out of touch for so long."

"Hush, it's all in the past,” Lydia said, looking back into the flickering flames. Her face had aged in the months since she'd learned of her nephew's death. But her hair was still as dark as Caroline's. All the Ashfords had dark luxuriant hair. Justin's had been rich and thick and black as coal.

Arabella's gaze was sober as she watched the older woman's pensive stare. The woman wasn't recovering easily from the loss of first her older brother and then her nephew. Justin had been almost a son to Lydia. Arabella could sympathize with the older woman's sorrow. She knew she would never fully recover if anything happened to Isabella.

A strong gust of wind rattled the panes of the windows and interrupted their thoughts. Arabella looked up at the curtains, moving gently against the fierce storm. She was glad for the warm fire. She'd been cold for far too long. It was a luxury to be able to command a roaring fire to keep the chill at bay, delightful to sit quietly after dinner in the congenial companionship of family.

"'Tis a blizzard. They're saying in the village that it will snow for days and we'll surely be housebound,” she said, grateful she was warmly ensconced before the fire. It wasn't a night for traveling.

"Might as well be housebound. It makes little difference. Christmas is long over, and nothing exciting will happen to brighten our days until we are out of mourning,” Caroline said dramatically, crossing the room to draw back the heavy drapery and look out on the bleak night and the blowing snow. Shivering slightly, she let the heavy brocade fall back.

"Tomorrow we can build a snowman if it stops snowing,” Arabella suggested slyly.

Caroline laughed and nodded. “What a wonderful idea! And maybe throw snowballs. Has Isabella ever done that?"

"Of course, we had lots of snow in Yorkshire."

* * * *
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THERE. THERE WAS the edge of the village. It was only a matter of a few miles now before they reached the hall. The carriage rumbled through the silent street. Lights here and there spilled out into the narrow road from the houses and crofts that lined it. The shops were all dark. It was late. Most people were in bed.

God, he breathed, just let me last a little longer. His hand rubbed against the aching wound in his shoulder, dropped to try to massage away the sharp pain in his thigh. He'd heal, the doctor in Lisbon had told him, but it would take time. Eventually he'd even walk without a limp, if he took care while convalescing. He rubbed the aching wound again and wondered how long it would be before he was fit again.

When he glimpsed the stark outline of the house on the knoll in the distance, he knew he'd sleep in his own bed for the first time in four years. Impassively he stared at the bleak house, knowing things had changed, he'd changed.  Yet he felt nothing as he gazed at the scarcely visible outline of Waverly Hall where he'd spent his childhood. He'd grown up there, but it had always been his father's exclusive domain. Now it was his. Damn.

"Waverly Hall,” he told his friend, nodding toward the huge stone house discernible as a dark splotch against the night sky, the lights from the windows shining like stars against black velvet, blurred by the swirling snow.  Who was up this late?

"You should have sent word,” Michael said mildly, straining to see. “Your arrival will shock them all."

"Perhaps.” A disinterested shrug. “The messenger couldn't have arrived any sooner than we did."

"Not the way you've been pushing it, Waverly,” Michael agreed genially, though his next question betrayed his concern for his friend. “How're you holding up?"

"I think I have the energy to mount the stairs to my room. Beyond that, I don't know.” 

Justin was honest in his assessment. He felt as weak as a newborn kitten. He'd pushed himself to his limit, but his longing for journey's end and the comfort that awaited had been a driving force since being severely wounded seven months ago. Nothing would stop him from reaching his goal now that it was so tantalizingly close.

As the coach drew up the drive, Justin Ashford, eighth Earl of Waverly, allowed himself to anticipate his arrival. He was not only returning home after four long years, he was also returning from the dead. The dispatches that had proclaimed his death in that battle on the Peninsula had been delivered months ago. He'd escaped death, though he'd been badly wounded and left for dead on the battle field. A quirk of fate in the form of a brave Spanish family had saved him. They had found him crawling away from the scene of carnage and spirited him to their small holding. Hiding him from the French for months, the first few weeks in that small corn crib, they'd given him rudimentary care. He remembered the sounds of the French cavalry as it searched the tract near the battlefield looking for spies, British soldiers, or traitors to the great Napoleon. Remembered the fear he'd tasted for himself and for the peasants who had risked their lives to shelter him. Each time he'd escaped discovery he'd renewed his vow to return home. It was time to put behind him the rash folly of youth and take up the responsibilities of his estate.

Once his wounds had healed sufficiently to travel, he'd started his journey. Through territory held by the enemy, through the Spanish countryside where he didn't speak the language, hiding by day, moving west by night, he'd finally made it to the safety of Portugal. A frigate had been on the point of departure when he'd seen the doctor in Lisbon, and with no delays on his part, he'd obtained transport and landed in England, changed forever from the man he'd been four years earlier.

The first acquaintance Justin had met upon debarking in England had been Michael Palmer, Viscount Easeley. During the past four years they'd fought several campaigns together and forged a deep and binding friendship, the kind that could only result from common horrors shared in war. 

Michael had been shocked and delighted to discover Justin was still alive, for he, too, had heard the reports of his death. If he'd been equally shocked at his friend's emaciated frame, the lines of pain that framed his mouth, and the stiff manner in which he walked, he was polite enough to refrain from comment.

Michael, planning to return to his own home in the North, had readily fallen in with Justin's suggestion that he accompany the earl to Waverly Hall. He'd stay to visit for a day or two, then proceed on. 

Though Justin gave no sign, he regretted that invitation now. The icy wall between him and the world seemed to grow thicker as he drew nearer to his home. He longed for the privacy of his bed chamber, for the solitude that would be his when he would at last be alone.

He needed to put the past behind him. He'd sell out. He 'd take Caroline to London for her season get her married off, then return home and see to his estates. He'd had enough fighting to last forever, seen enough carnage and death to cherish the mundane activities of country life. He wanted to build, not destroy. He wanted comfort and contentment, not reckless danger. Living on his estate would be the first step to forging that new life.

When the coach drew to a stop before the Hall's huge double doors, he stepped out, but his legs threatened to fold beneath him. Sheer willpower kept him upright as he clutched the carriage door. Slowly he regained strength enough to step away and turn to the shallow steps that led to the massive oak doors.

"Stables around to the back,” Justin called to the coachman as Lord Easeley joined him on the snowy ground. The wind blew from the west cold and harsh. Despite the warm great coat he wore, he shivered as the wet flakes coated the many capes on his shoulders, dusted his hat. As he stepped up the first stair, he wondered if he'd make it to the front door. How ignoble to fall on his face within inches of gaining entry.

* * * *
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ARABELLA LOOKED up at the commotion that sounded in the entry hall. There was talking and shouting and hurried footsteps. Lydia and Caroline looked curiously toward the door.

"What is it, stranded travelers, do you suppose?” Caroline asked eagerly jumping up and peering from the window, trying to make out the commotion.

Before the others could speculate, the double doors were flung open and the Justin Ashley stood in the doorway to the gold drawing room. Three pairs of astonished eyes registered the face, but for a long moment no one moved, unable to believe what they saw.

"Justin?” Caroline spoke first, hesitantly. At his nod she moved, springing from her place near the window, disbelief strong on her face. Dashing across the room she flung herself into his arms. “Oh, Justin, you're alive!"

He groaned and staggered back, almost falling but for the Easeley's quick support.

"Easy, Caroline. Have a care.” Justin pulled down her arms, his hands gripping hers as he tried to disentangle her embrace. His lips turned up as he smiled indulgently down at his sister. 

“You've grown up, little sister. I hardly recognize you.” 

Justin felt a deep sense of satisfaction. He'd reached home despite all the odds. The warmth of the room, the strength of his sister's greeting began to melt the icy wall.

"Justin. My God, we thought you were dead!” Caroline was crying as she clung to his lapel, her eyes trying to verify that he was indeed alive and well, but the tears seemed to blur her gaze. Her hands reached out to stroke his solid chest, to authenticate his presence.

"Nephew.” Lydia stared from her chair, slowly rising on shaky legs as she wondrously beheld the man she had never thought to see again.

"Aunt Lydia. I didn't know you were here.” He flicked a quick look at his sister. “Of course, for Caro."

Arabella stared in stunned shock, her throat closing, making breathing difficult. She couldn't believe her eyes. She'd thought him dead for months. Eyes wide, she couldn't move, she could only stare at the dark-haired man by the door. Her husband. Alive. A brief spark of thanksgiving, of pure delight flickered. Then extinguished as reality returned.

Dear God, she'd believed Justin dead or she would never have come to Waverly Hall. How did he come to walk into the drawing room large as life? Her heart began pounding in anguished disbelief.  This changed everything. 

For a moment a flicker of fear washed through her. 

Drinking in his haggard appearance she tried to quell the churning conflict of emotions that threatened to overwhelm her. She had only recently begun to let herself dream of a safe future where she'd have a modicum of happiness. 

Was all that now threatened? Fearfully she stared at him, wishing she had never come to Waverly, wishing she'd gone straight to London as she'd first planned.

She darted a quick glance to the door behind him, escape uppermost in her mind. There was no way she could leave the room without his seeing her. He blocked the only doorway. He and his tall friend.  She flicked him a glance.  No one she knew.

Her eyes swung back to Justin, studying him as he gave his aunt a polite kiss on her cheek.  With a pang she saw he'd aged. Was it a wonder? He'd been fighting in Europe for years. From all reports it was a hellish war. 

She could clearly see the lines of fatigue on his face. From the way he'd jerked back from Caroline's embrace Arabella knew he was in pain. They'd thought him dead, had he only been badly wounded? Where had he been these last months? And what was she going to do now that he had returned? 

Despite her fear a slow wave of relief spread through her. He'd not been killed! He was alive, safe. Suddenly she was fiercely glad. She had once loved him more than life itself. Even though that love was gone, she wouldn't have wished him harm. She rejoiced he was safely returned.

Justin turned his head to introduce Michael and froze when he caught sight of the blonde woman by the fire. Arabella. The last person in the world he had expected to see this night! For a long silent moment everyone remained absolutely still.  Then Lydia looked from Justin to Arabella, a look of pure speculation on her face.

Justin's eyes hardened as he observed the woman in the chair near the fire. A thousand images danced before him. The shy color that had risen in her cheeks the night they'd met. The saucy flirting she'd done at the Poinsebys’ rout. Her laughter at the play in Vauxhall Gardens. The passion in her eyes the night he'd first made her his. Then his fury at her betrayal. The anguish in her eyes when he'd decreed her banishment.

The visions from the past cleared and still she sat before him. Changed forever. Her dress was made of coarse black linsey, badly cut and swimming on her slight frame. It was nothing like the colorful, gowns she had worn in London, and did nothing to enhance her looks. Her once golden curls were grown long and scraped back into a frumpish bun tied up in a black ribbon, a drab style more suitable for a governess.

Her face was pale and sallow. Where were the rosy cheeks that had negated the need for rouge pots, the bright sparkle in her blue eyes? Had she always been so slight he wondered as his eyes skimmed across her slender frame. She looked half starved, with shadows in her cheeks instead of plump fullness. Her lips were tightly pressed, not lush and ripe like the ones he remembered kissing. 

The silence stretched out endlessly as he stared at her. Awareness of the others in the room faded as Justin regarded his wife for the first time in almost four years, registering all the changes. Nothing about her was as he remembered. Had she changed in other ways as well? Had living in York caused her to repent her transgressions, change her life?

She stared at him as if caught in a trap. The haunted look in her eyes gave him pause. But only for a moment. Anger roiled around in him as his eyes locked with hers and held. He'd done his best for almost four years to put her out of his memory. To forget the sight and feel and scent of her. To forget the pain she'd brought. Now she sat before him and with a swiftly indrawn breath, he realized he'd forgotten nothing.

His aunt said something, but he didn't hear. He could only see Arabella, sitting calmly in his drawing room. Where she had no business being. He welcomed the hot flash of fury. Here was something he could deal with. Something that must be dealt with at once.

He paled as a sharp pain pierced his thigh. Anger, hot and strengthening, swept through him at her audacity. At least he could feel that through the icy walls. He drew on it to augment his fading strength. Putting his aunt aside, he moved swiftly across the room, his pain forgotten as his hard gaze never left Arabella's.

"God's teeth, madam, what are you doing here?” he ground out, standing menacingly before her, his hands clenched into fists, his anger almost tangible. 

It radiated so strongly Arabella felt as if he assaulted her. His fists clenched until the knuckles were white. Would he do her bodily harm? The planes and angles of his face were finely honed, as harsh as the glitter of his dark eyes. The years had not softened him. He was thin and looked to be in pain, but the fierce anger he'd displayed at their last meeting was as strong as ever. She would have thought four years would have eased it somewhat.

"She came for a visit,” his aunt said clearly. “Justin, we thought you were dead. You must tell us what happened. Are you truly unharmed? Where have you been these months? Why did the dispatches list you as killed?"

"Because you thought me dead, was that reason enough to send for her?" he demanded. God help him, she looked so frail in the chair, frail and unsure, like a poor relation who feared the streets. He controlled his wayward thoughts. The streets were where she belonged, dammit. How dare she come to his home!

"Yes. It was reason enough for us,” Lydia said, taking charge of the situation. She had always been one for propriety. “Justin, you have not introduced your friend."

Reminded there were others present, reminded of his duties and manners, he swung around, his back to Arabella. Though he longed to clear the room and confront her alone, shake her until she cried for mercy, vent his anger on her until he could no longer stand, he reined in his feelings and bowed to convention. The icy shell that had encased him for so long began to melt in the heat of renewed anger and betrayal.

"My pardon, aunt. May I present Michael Palmer, Viscount Easeley. He was good enough to accompany me home. Michael, my aunt, Lady Strom, and my suddenly grown-up sister, Lady Caroline Ashford."

"It is my pleasure to be present on such a happy occasion.” Lord Easeley said with a smile, bowing slightly to each in turn. His eyes then met Justin's hard glitter. Holding his gaze for a long moment, he deliberately glanced behind Justin at Arabella, an eyebrow lifted in question.

Without looking at her Justin waved an arm. “Arabella, Countess of Waverly. My errant wife."

Arabella shrank back into her chair at Justin's cold words, as if she'd received a blow. Her eyes filled with tears, but she blinked furiously to prevent them from slipping down her cheeks. Slowly, with as much dignity as she could muster, she rose gracefully and stood as tall as her petite frame would allow.

"How do you do, Lord Easeley.” She nodded and slipped around Justin's imposing frame. With a soft murmur begging Lydia's pardon, she raised her head and walked across the room, heading for the door, longing for escape. Longing to find safety away from her husband's cruel tongue. Her eyes on the distant stair banister she was afraid to say a word lest she break down before him.

Justin watched with fury as she walked away. Her straight back and arrogant tilt of her head inflamed him anew. How dare she come to his home! How dare she act as if she had a right to share a sitting room with his sister and aunt. She'd leave first thing in the morning. If it weren't snowing so hard right now he'd be tempted to turn her out instantly. 

The hot anger that coursed through him reminded him of their last night together in London. Had she thought to thwart that decision because of his death? By all that's holy, tomorrow she'd be on her way back to York. She would learn nothing had changed, he was still master in his own home. And his edict of four years ago had not been rescinded.

Watching as she started up the stairs and stumbled, he involuntarily took a step to assist her, but his bitterness held him back. 

Arabella's grip on the railing kept her from falling. He could see the glint of tears coursed down her cheeks, as her face turned slightly. The sight struck him. She had not cried before. He had never seen her cry. He remembered her as a laughing happy girl. Regret for all that had transpired swept through him. 

He didn't move until she reached the top of the stairs. Slowly he turned back to the silent room. Every eye was on him.

Justin shrugged out of his cloak, handing it to the silent footman. Limping gingerly across the room he sank down on one of the brocade-covered chairs, glaring at his aunt. Lydia had known the circumstances of his separation. How could she have permitted his wife access to his home? Access to his sister?

His aunt invited Lord Easeley to be seated, ringing for more tea, while Caroline drew a chair near her brother and reached for his hand, as if touching him could assure her he was alive.

"Tell us you are well,” she urged. “We thought you were dead."

"Wounded but not killed, as you see. I was sheltered by Spanish peasants until the threat from the French passed. When I was able to walk, I started home. I reached England only a few days ago. A messenger would not have been any faster than my own arrival so I came straight through."

"I am so glad you weren't killed, Justin. It was quite dreadful, thinking you were dead.” Caroline's eyes filled with tears as she gazed at her brother.

"Indeed? Arabella apparently could not wait to claim her portion when she heard of my death.” He closed his mouth tightly. He had not meant to say it out loud.

"You mistake the matter, Justin,” Lydia said. “We sent for her when we received word of your death. It was only proper. She is your wife, though at the time we thought her your widow."

Justin stared into the fire, gradually letting the heat of the room seep into his cold body, wishing it would melt the icy wall encasing his heart.  As the minutes ticked by, he fought to keep awake. He was so damned tired. Yet his mind tumbled in the memories evoked by seeing Arabella. 

Damn her, she could still twist him up in knots. He thought he'd put that all behind him years ago. In truth it had been months since he'd last thought of her. He'd hoped he was finally getting over her, but seeing her tonight caused him to doubt he would ever escape her snare.

"How badly were you wounded?” Caroline asked, clutching his hand in hers.

Justin closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the chair, massaging his aching thigh. For a few moments he'd forgotten the pain. Now it was back stronger than ever. 

“A bullet in the leg, a saber slash in the arm. I shall be all right. I still don't understand why you sent for Arabella.” He opened his eyes and frowned. “And where is Jeremy? I thought for sure he'd have hastened to his inheritance without delay."

"He remained in London over Christmas,” Lydia said briskly. “Your return will come as a severe shock to him. But morning will be soon enough to sort through everything. Now I suggest that you seek your bed. You looked fatigued beyond belief.” 

"Just what I have been telling him these past two days, Lady Strom,” Easeley said, grinning at his friend.

"Oh, have done. I'll go up in a moment. And I do thank you, Michael. While your nagging sounded rather like an old woman's this entire journey, you're a life saver.” 

Justin remained with his head against the chair, bone weary. He feared he had not the strength to climb the stairs to his bedchamber after all. Yet he didn't wish to alarm the ladies.

"I will save your life again, let me assist you to your room,” his friend said, moving to offer a hand.

"I'll have Holcomb attend you tonight. Unless you arrived with a valet?” Lydia summoned the butler.

"No time to hire anyone. I'll have to see to it when I'm fit.” 

Did he have the strength to get to his room? Grasping Easeley's hand, he rose on unsteady legs, Caroline on the other side, assisting.

"I feel like a blasted babe,” Justin complained, his arm aching from Caroline's clutching, his thigh throbbing. “Do ease up Caroline, or I'll not have the use of that arm again."

"You see, complaining already about his treatment. I vow it'll take more than his paltry wounds to keep him down for long,” Michael said as they began to walk toward the stairs, minimizing his friend's weakness to avoid further alarming his aunt and sister.

Justin acknowledged his friend's words with a grin, then started the laborious task of mounting the stairs. Time enough in the morning to sort everything out. And to deal with Arabella.
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CHAPTER TWO
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ARABELLA HURRIED to the privacy of her room. She felt as if she were drowning in fear and pain and anxiety.

She'd never have come to Waverly Hall had she known he lived. Her heart beat frantically as her trepidation built. Seeing him again resurrected old longings and dread. She had to escape lest she be overwhelmed and lose control completely. 

Reaching the top of the stairs, she hurried to her room, closing the door behind her. For endless moments she leaned against the solid wood, wishing she could escape Waverly Hall tonight. Plans and schemes tumbled around in her head, yet she knew they were futile. It was late, a storm raged. She'd have to wait until morning.

She paced to the fire burning merrily in her fireplace. She held her hands out seeking the warmth, her eyes unseeing as her mind desperately sought means to remove herself from Justin's presence. A way to remove herself entirely from his influence and life. 

She had to get away, and quickly, while she still had a measure of control over her own life. She refused to stay and submit herself to his control again. He'd attempt to send her away without fanfare.  She had enough adversity to overcome to attain her goal—her own establishment in London. She had fought too hard in the last few months to lose at this juncture. She would not let him stand in her way. She'd establish her own household where she chose and he would not stop her!

Swinging away, she paced back and forth across the room planning frantically. She'd leave at first light. She'd pack their things and beg a lift to the village from the stable boy. Even Justin must allow her that much. As soon as the London coach passed through, they'd be on their way to Town. Oh, how she wished she'd held with her original plans and gone straight through. But she'd been tempted by the invitation from Lydia. Tempted to show Isabella her father's home, have her meet her father's sister and aunt. She'd been so pleased to finally receive an invitation, she hadn't thought through all the  consequences. Though how could anyone be expected to know Justin would return?

Shivering, she stepped closer to the fire. After all she'd endured, she had the right to hope for a better future. She deserved a better life. She'd done nothing to deserve the last four years. Now she had the means to insure she didn't live that way again, she'd make sure no one stopped her. She'd leave before he rose. Once in London, she'd take the greatest care that they didn't meet again.

The knock on the door some time later was soft. Arabella was tempted to ignore it, pretend she was asleep. She knew it wasn't Justin. He would have pounded on the door, demanded entry. Slowly, reluctantly, she went to open it. Arabella had insisted on the room at the same end of the hall as Caroline, though the master suite was at the far end. While the room was most comfortable, it was sadly out of fashion and Caroline hadn't understood why Arabella had chosen it over her rightful room as countess, next to Justin's. Thankful for her original decision, Arabella could only be grateful now that she was not adjacent to Justin, even for a single night.

"I vow I am shocked to see my brother alive. As I am sure you were. Arabella, are you feeling all right? You were so pale when you left.” Caroline hesitated in the doorway when Arabella opened the door. Even though she was concerned for Arabella, the strain of mourning, the unhappiness that had cloaked her for months, was missing. This was a lively young girl ready to embark on life. Happiness cloaked her.

Arabella barely refrained from shuddering. “T'is wonderful that he's alive,” she said carefully. He was Caroline's brother, after all, and she at least was delighted to see him. With a soft sigh, Arabella acknowledged she too was glad he wasn't dead. She only wished she'd found out after she had set up her own establishment.

Inviting Caroline in, Arabella's chaotic thoughts tumbled around. She never would have wished Justin's death, precisely. However, when she thought him dead, things had been easier. How unfair of Justin to show up unexpectedly when she was settling in a bit and feeling less an intruder. Not that he had ever thought to be fair in their dealings. Why should she use that word when thinking of her husband?

His greeting this evening had been typical. Not a word of polite inquiry to her health, or how she had done these last years, or a word about their daughter. No, he'd reverted to form, accusing her, furious to find her in his house, angry that she had defied his edict.

"There's no reason I cannot have my Season in London now, is there?” Caroline asked shyly. “I mean, it was one thing to forgo it because of mourning one's only brother, but now that's all changed."

"How is it he was reported dead?” Arabella was vaguely pleased her voice sounded normal. She longed to turn and face Caroline, but afraid of what her face would show, she moved to her dressing table, glancing at Caroline in the mirror, pushing potions and perfume jars around aimlessly. She didn't like admitting even to herself that she was curious to know more about how he'd been wounded, how he'd come home. She had once wished desperately that something awful would happen to him, as he had forced an awful punishment on her. Yet she had never wished for his death.

"He was injured, I do not know to what extent, for when I began to question him, Aunt Lydia said it must wait until morning. I only know he's alive and will be able to answer all our questions tomorrow.” Her happiness sparkled.

Caroline tilted her head slightly and turned to regard the other girl. As the silence stretched out, Arabella met Caroline's quizzical expression.

"What happened between you and Justin? I was so young when you went away,” Caroline asked, curiosity rampant. “I, um, asked Aunt Lydia, but she said it was an old sorry business. And you seemed so frail when you first arrived. It didn't seem to matter when we thought he was dead. But now he's alive, the strain between you is quite obvious. I'm puzzled by the two of you.  And curious."

Arabella drew a breath. She didn't want to remember what had happened. She wanted to forget the past and get on with her future.

"Ask your brother those questions. It is he who determined the situation, he must be the one to tell you. I'm tired, Caroline. May I beg you to retire?” She yearned to be alone.

"Forgive me. It was such a shock to see Justin again. You don't think I dreamed him just to have my Season, do you?"

"No. Justin's return is not a dream,” Arabella said dryly. For her it was a nightmare. 

Arabella closed the door behind Caroline, then pressed her forehead against the cool wood. She would never have dreamed such a thing, though she had shed many tears in the nights since she had learned of his death. He was alive, not dead, but her heart still felt heavy and sad. And a small frisson of fear curled through her. What about Isabella?

She must remember how her husband had ignored her, shamed her, and then turned her off without a hearing. Her best course lay in avoiding Justin in the future. She'd learned a great deal in the last four years. Tomorrow she'd make her arrangements to leave. Once safely away, she'd do her best to make sure he did not find her. Make sure he no longer had any power to hurt her.

* * * *
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BY THE TIME her maid brought chocolate the next morning, Arabella was exhausted. She'd slept very little, the churning thoughts, plans and worries that had racked her through the long night hours kept her awake. She knew she must leave immediately. Before last night, she'd thought she had plenty of time to make her plans, find a place to live and move herself and her daughter in due course. Now everything must happen instantly.

Could she do it? Sipping her hot chocolate, she nodded, determination rising. Living with Justin's Aunt Margaret had shown her she could handle anything. She'd only to believe in herself and she'd do fine. Challenges made her strong. 

This would be a monumental one, she would surely grow by leaps and bounds, she thought grimly.

Smiling slightly at her nonsense, she rose and dressed for the day, not waiting for her maid. There was much to do. Knowing it would be cold traveling in the aftermath of the storm, she searched through her meager wardrobe for a warm woolen dress. The grey would have to suffice. The snowy white collar contrasted nicely with the plain dark color. She did not have many dresses, nor many different colors. Margaret had insisted on plain serviceable clothes. Nothing colorful would suit a woman such as Arabella, not after what she'd been accused of. 

The first thing Arabella planned to do upon reaching London was purchase enough colorful, frivolous dresses to last her a lifetime. And she'd never wear grey or brown or black again. No matter what!

But for today the grey woolen would have to do. At least she didn't look quite so wan as she did in black. It wouldn't take her maid long to pack. She hurried to the nursery to prepare Nurse and Isabella.

Descending the stairs a short time later, Arabella tossed her head up and walked purposefully into the dining room, clutching what courage she could muster. It'd be more than awkward if she ran into Justin.  But with any luck, he'd stay in bed long enough for her to be gone. She dare not skip breakfast.  She needed all her strength to make the journey. Informing Lydia that she was leaving should best be done at once. Surely Justin would lie abed until later. She'd leave before he arose.

"Good morning.” Lord Easeley, the only occupant of the room, stood when Arabella entered.

"Oh.” Arabella hesitated near the doorway, unsure if she should join him. Yet to flee after having seen him would be incredibly rude. Her manners were better than that. What had Justin told him about her?

And where was Lydia? Caroline?

"I'm pleased to see you. Do join me. As far as I know, I must be the only early riser in this household. I suspect Justin will sleep late today as he is sadly dished, but I would be honored if you would break your fast with me."

She smiled uncertainly and sat nervously at the table. She had to eat. Her clothes were being packed even as she sat. Once she finished eating, she would summon the coach and leave.

Holcomb appeared without warning and began serving her from the sideboard.

"Will Justin be all right?” she asked, knowing she had to learn the answer before she left. No matter how awful their marriage had turned out, she'd once loved him. And she wouldn't wish death on her worst enemy. With a wry smile, she supposed that was exactly what Justin had become.

"I believe so, with proper rest and good English food. The Spanish who hid him were kind people, but didn't have enough food to aid his recovery from his injuries, nor any medicines. His wounds were extensive, you know."

She nodded at the butler and began eating, worry about Justin foolishly flooding through her. He wouldn't care for her concern. “A doctor should be summoned first thing,” she said, thinking aloud.

"If he can get through. It has not yet stopped snowing. The roads are impassable,” Lord Easeley said casually. “I fear my stay will be longer than I originally intended.”

"What!” Arabella looked out the window in shocked dismay. Drifts piled high against the windows, in the distance the dark branches of the old oaks bent with the strong winds. Snow swirled from leaden skies. She hadn't allowed for the weather, thinking the storm would have blown itself out overnight.

"I was planning to leave today,” she said involuntarily, feeling almost shattered by the impossibility. Immediately aware of her faux pas, she bit her lip. How could she have revealed that?

"I doubt any roads are passable. Any reason for the urgency?"

Arabella knew he must be curious about his friend's wife but was too well-mannered to probe.

She glanced at Lord Easeley, then at her plate. “Justin won't want me here. Truly I hadn't planned to stop at Waverly except his aunt invited me. I thought it safe. I need to leave for London in time to procure a place for the Season.” She took a sip of hot tea. Now what was she going to do? How long before the roads were clear?

"This seems like a big house. And you are not very large. Do you not think you could stay out of his way for a few days?” Easeley suggested whimsically. His eyes held amusement as he studied her as if seeking satisfaction for his curiosity.

"Perhaps. There isn't much else I can do until the roads become passable.” She took another slice of toast and spread jam on it. She looked up and found his gaze full of curiosity.

"Pray tell me how you came to know Justin,” she said before he could question her. She wished someone would join them, or that he would finish eating and leave. It was a strain to try to eat when every instinct screamed to flee lest Justin arrive.

"Yes, pray tell us all about yourself, my lord. Any friend of Justin is a stranger to us,” Caroline said with a sunny laugh as she walked briskly into the room. “In truth, my brother has not been at Waverly Hall in many years."

Relieved Caroline had joined them, Arabella began to wonder how soon she could depart without appearing rude.

"I met Justin in the army,” Lord Easeley politely stood to greet her, then responded to her demand. “I was a younger son, so the military was my choice profession.  It was only when my brother died of the fever last fall that I succeeded to my titles. I've sold out and am on my way home now to see my estate."

"How dutiful of you,” Caroline said as Holcomb served her. “Justin succeeded to our father's titles eighteen months ago, but is only returning home because he was wounded. Do you think there's some significance to that?"

"I am unable to say,” he replied stiffly.

Caroline looked at Arabella. “What about you Bella? What do you think?” she asked incorrigibly.

"I am sure I have no idea what Justin thinks,” she said stiffly. “If you'll excuse me, I must go to the nursery now.” Might as well have Nurse unpack. They wouldn't leave today.

"I'll come to see you both later. If it stops snowing at all, we should build that snowman,” Caroline said gaily.

Arabella smiled and nodded. “We'll plan on it."

She left the room and the two remaining stared at each other.

"How did you meet my brother?” Caroline asked forthrightly.

"We had the same commander for several campaigns."

"Are you good friends?"

"I'd like to think so,” Easeley replied, leaning back in his chair. “Why do you ask?"

She hesitated a moment, then shrugged and said, “There's something wrong between Justin and Arabella, very wrong, but I don't know what it is. And wish I did. Arabella showed up at our doorstep four months ago. Prior to that I had not seen her since their wedding four years ago. They married.  A few weeks later she left London.  No one ever spoke of her. Justin bought his commission and disappeared to the continent shortly after that. Curious, don't you think?"

"It's odd. I don't recall him ever mentioning his wife."

"Or his child?” Caroline asked.

Lord Easeley raised his eyebrows before shaking his head slowly. “Nor a child."

"I would give anything to know what happened. Arabella refuses to tell me, nor will my aunt. But I mean to find out,” she said stubbornly.

* * * *
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JUSTIN CAME instantly awake. It was habit he had honed in the military, and he wondered idly how long it would last. While a necessity during war, he hardly thought he'd need that skill now. His eyes still closed, he relaxed, relishing the feel of clean sheets, the soft mattress, the warm room.  Someone had already built up the fire in the fireplace.  The people who hid him in Spain had done their best, but life there had not even remotely approached Waverly standards.

He groaned as he shifted slightly, feeling every muscle in his body protest, from the aching in his shoulder and leg to the stiffness in his joints from the long carriage ride. He was home at last. For a moment he relished the warmth, the safety. 

Frowning, he recalled all that also entailed.

He was back and so was Arabella. He lay still. 

Arabella. 

Despite all that had happened, for a brief moment he felt a piercing joy in his heart.  Had he met her less than five years ago? He had taken such delight in her sunny disposition, her shiny golden curls and sparkling blue eyes when he'd wooed her. She'd been a pretty little thing, full of life and joy.  She wore her clothes well, loved to dance and attend musicals.  He could hear the echo of her laughter.

Everything that was missing last night. What had happened to her? She was thin to the point of starvation. Her hair was dull and drawn back in an old-maid's bun. Her eyes were haunted and lackluster. Did she truly repent her sins, or had something untoward happened to her?

Why was she here at Waverly? He'd distinctly ordered her to remain with Aunt Margaret in York, not to visit his father or sister. Especially not his sister. He wouldn't want someone like Arabella influencing Caroline. How dare she ignore his command.

Familiar anger began to roil through him. She had put him through hell. She was fortunate he'd been so generous as to let her live with Margaret. He could have denounced her publicly, ruined her by divorce, sent her to some small cottage in some out of the way place. She should have been grateful for where he'd sent her. Damn her. She'd go back as soon as he could send her.

"Are you awake, Justin?” His aunt's soft voice sounded from near the bed. He hadn't heard her knock.

Opening his dark eyes, he found her frowning down at him.

"Awake and relishing the feel of a clean bed,” he murmured, trying to control his anger. The distressed look on her face eased and she smiled at him gently.

"Shall I have them bring you some food? I'd quite enjoy sitting with you while you eat,” she suggested, drawing a chair from the wall closer to the bed.

"I was planning to get up,” he said wryly.  He wasn't an invalid.

"See how you feel after you've eaten.” Summoning a servant, Lydia ordered his breakfast, then resumed her seat near his bed.

"Tell me everything,” she said simply.

Not wanting to cause her any distress, yet understanding her need to know what had happened, he was careful in his telling. He glossed over the horrors of battle and emphasized the kindness and generosity of the Spanish people. He spoke of the friendships he'd formed, and not of the pain of losing friends to battle.

Lydia asked few questions, content in the information he shared. By the time he finished, the meal had arrived and been consumed. He lay back against his pillows, feeling stronger than he had in months.

"War has tempered you, and that's good,” Lydia said, “but I hope it hasn't forged you into unbending iron. The horrors you have carefully omitted will have changed you. You need to regain some of your compassion and feelings for your fellow man. Arrogance and position are not everything."

"You make me sound like some kind of inflexible tyrant,” he said, stiffly, surprised by the turn of the conversation.

"I think not, but you must guard against it. I would not see you become as your father was,” she said softly, her eyes sad.

Justin remembered his father—stern, rigid, upright. His position demanded the highest standards and he'd adhered to them religiously—and expected everyone else to do so as well. Justin knew he'd disappointed his father. But then, his father had been an austere man with impossibly high standards, or so Justin had always thought.  He didn't like thinking his aunt would paint him with the same brush.

Suddenly Justin wondered how his mother had felt about her husband. Had he been the kind of husband she'd dreamed of as a girl? Or had he driven her to her excesses? Had his unbending manner been too much for her own frivolous nature to survive? Had constant criticism driven her to the lovers that she flaunted? 

He remembered only the unforgiving man bent on destroying his wife. And a mother who had cared more for excesses in wagering and drinking than for her own children. Odd that he was curious for the first time about their relationship, shocked that he'd even thought of it. Four years ago he wouldn't have done so. 

As his aunt had said, he'd changed.

"He was a hard man,” Justin said trying to remember a single kindness his father had shown.

"Actually, I believe he considered himself a perfect man. One without a heart, I've often thought.  It is very difficult to live with perfection," Lydia said slowly.

It shocked him to hear her say it of her own brother. Justin had thought he was the only one with those feelings.

"Our father was of a similar nature, so your father learned from him. The only joy I had was in my marriage and I was saddened that Henry and I never had children. Perhaps I cherish you and Caroline so much because of it."

"I'm relieved to hear it. I thought perhaps from your opening lecture that you disapproved of me entirely, aunt," he said dryly.

"I want you to be happy, Justin, which I believe cannot occur if you shut yourself off from love and companionship. Propriety has its place, of course, but it is not the sole source of that which is valuable to human life. Kindness, compassion, forgiveness, these are important, don't forget them.” Smiling gently, she rose and summoned a servant to take his tray.

"If you wish to sleep, I'll see you are not disturbed. If you wish to dress, I'll send Holcomb up to help you."

"Send Holcomb."

He watched as she left. It was the frankest conversation he'd ever had with a member of his family and he wondered what had provoked it.  Arabella. Was his aunt trying to interfere?

* * * *
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JUSTIN SLOWLY descended the stairs, leaning heavily on the railing to take the weight off his injured leg. His face was gaunt and lined with pain from his recent ordeal. He was impatient with the length of time it was taking to recover. Surely now that he was in England, with good food and proper care, he'd improve rapidly.

His clothes were loose and out of fashion. It'd take several weeks of good English fare to regain his weight. Then it was to the tailor for him.  He needed a new wardrobe. The uniforms he'd worn so proudly these last few years would be inappropriate after he resigned.

"My lord.” Holcomb hovered unobtrusively nearby as he descended. It almost made Justin laugh. The butler was an old man. If Justin fell, Holcomb couldn't catch him. They would both go down.

"I can manage, Holcomb,” Justin said, turning toward the library. “Would you please find...” He hesitated a moment. During the brief time they had lived together, he had not been the earl. He had never called Arabella his countess. His face hardened. Would that he had never married her.

"Please inform the countess that I wait upon her in the library,” Justin said formally, moving stiffly.

"Very good, my lord."

When Justin opened the door to the room he remembered as his father's private domain, he was swept with tense memories. The big desk sat before the windows as it always had. For a moment Justin thought he saw his father seated behind it, reviewing ledgers. Scenes of harsh indictments, his demanding conditions all swept through his mind. He hesitated a moment, then moved toward the desk. His father was gone. It was now his.

Justin had been in Spain during his father's final illness. Even upon learning of his death he had stayed away, for myriad reasons. All seemed foolish now. He should have sold out immediately upon hearing of his father's death. He had an obligation to his family, to his sister. He should have returned home months ago.
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