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    To Mr. Lucky, who said he dreamed that I wrote a Cinderella story.


Dreams do come true!
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CHAPTER ONE
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England, Summer of 1814

FOR THE ENTIRE DURATION of the long carriage journey from Yorkshire, Tabitha Rowan was in a constant state of worry about highwaymen, torn seams, and mud puddles, though not necessarily in that order.  And it was entirely due to the jewels that weighed heavily on her mind—and in the seams of her pelisse—because her aunt, Lady Cranston, insisted that Tabitha hide the gems on her person until they reached London.  

Of course the jewels did not belong to her.  She’d barely even glimpsed them.  Before their departure, Lady Cranston ordered Tabitha to report to her bedchamber with her own pelisse, and a needle and thread.  Under her lady’s gimlet gaze, Tabitha was instructed to open a few select seams just wide enough to allow the insertion of the jewels, whereupon she was directed to stitch the seams back into place.  

“And if any of them should go astray between here and London,” warned Lady Cranston, “’twill be on your head.  Then you will have to explain everything to Princess Antonia’s grandparents.  So forget the jewels are even there, and don’t tell anyone else.”

Not telling anyone else was easy, especially since there was no one else to talk to unless they happened to speak to her first.  Lady Cranston’s other, more favored niece, who at three and twenty was the same age as Tabitha, traveled with them, but Lady Flora Benedict preferred to treat Tabitha as if she didn’t exist.  

Forgetting the jewels was the hard part.  Every time they made a stop and disembarked for whatever reason, Tabitha gingerly stepped out of the carriage, taking great care with the hem of her pelisse, fearful it might catch and tear on the unfolded step, only to stealthily leak an earring or a brooch into the mud or worse, a wayside privy.  

Dusk was falling as they neared the gates of Tyndall Abbey, the ancestral home of Lady Flora’s husband, Mr. Gerald Benedict, who accompanied them on the journey by riding a mount ahead of their carriage.  Here they would spend the night before continuing to London.

“Has your husband told the new earl about Antonia?” Lady Cranston asked Lady Flora. 

“Of course not.  He and I agree that you shouldn’t go through with it at all, that you should find someone to pose as Antonia so her grandparents will be satisfied and return to their alpine castle to die in peace.”

Tabitha would have gladly played the part of Princess Antonia.  She was an obvious choice, for they were born a year apart to the same mother and thus shared a passing resemblance.  But she dared not suggest it.  

“I suppose I shall have to explain the truth to Lord Tyndall,” said Lady Cranston with a sigh of resignation. “I might consider it a rehearsal for when I meet her grandparents.”

“Or you could say she was taken ill the day before we left, and won’t be going to London,” Lady Flora countered. “After all, Lord Tyndall doesn’t know the real reason you’re going.  It’s his mother and sister who—” She gasped and stiffened. “Why did we just stop?” 

Tabitha peered out the windows, seeing nothing on either side but trees and shrubbery.

The carriage door swung open to reveal Mr. Benedict. “Ladies, I’m afraid you’ll have to step out.  We’re being waylaid by highwaymen.” 

This close to Tyndall Abbey?  Just when Tabitha thought she might be able to relax for the night...

“Oh, how could this happen?” Lady Cranston exclaimed in a whisper. “You’d think they—well, that they knew.”

“Knew what?” Lady Flora cried. “You mean that the princess’s jewels are in this carriage?  Dear me, no!  They’ll take them for certain!”

“I say, did someone say somethin’ ’bout jewels?” came a strange male voice from behind Mr. Benedict.  If they didn’t know about the jewels before, they did now. “Out o’ the carriage, all o’ ye—and bring yer ridicules!”

“Dear me, I was afraid of this,” Lady Cranston murmured. “Very well, girls, let us do as they say.”

Tabitha couldn’t help marveling at her aunt’s aplomb, while fighting the urge to stifle Lady Flora, who wasn’t being very helpful at all—except to the brigands.

“But what about the jewels, Auntie?  If they take those, you’ll have nothing to return to Their Highnesses.” 

Lady Cranston heaved herself to her feet. “My dear Flora, I can only hope they won’t mind hearing about Antonia’s jewels, once they learn the truth about Antonia herself.”

Tabitha waited until Lady Cranston and Lady Flora departed the carriage before disembarking herself.  Her pelisse felt as if it were hemmed with lead, dragging her down as she made her clumsy way out the door.  Still, it didn’t drag her down far enough to preclude striking her forehead on top of the door, knocking her bonnet back. 

“’Urry it up!” barked one of the brigands, startling Tabitha into a hasty, clumsy leap from the carriage as the hem of her pelisse caught on the step.  She yanked it away too late to recall the possibility of ripping a seam.  

And after obsessing over just that and nothing else since leaving Yorkshire!

She rubbed the sore spot on her forehead, longing to stretch her limbs and breathe deeply of the fresh country air.  Instead she gasped at the sight of Mr. Benedict’s coachman and groom kneeling on the ground, their hands tied behind them.  She spotted two bandits in the rapidly spreading twilight, both wearing caps and kerchiefs tied over their faces so only their eyes showed.  One of them aimed a pistol at Mr. Benedict, who looked as placid as if this happened to him every day.  Maybe it did.  

Lady Flora wrinkled her nose at Tabitha. “I don’t see why you brought your reticule.  There’s nothing of value in it.” 

Unless one counted the letters Princess Antonia’s grandparents had sent her over the years.  Lady Cranston insisted that the letters, along with the jewels, should be returned to them. 

“Perhaps I’m accustomed to taking orders, instead of giving them,” Tabitha said. 

“What an impertinent thing to say!  Auntie—”

“My dear Flora, please hush before these bandits shoot you,” Lady Cranston hissed.

No, keep talking, Tabitha wanted to say.

The one who aimed the pistol at Mr. Benedict said, “If ye’re wearin’ any baubles, ladies, remove ’em and give ’em to Willie.”

Naturally, Lady Flora inquired, “Who’s Willie?”

“I’m Willie,” said the other, who aimed his pistol at her and snickered. “Bet ye’ll never guess why they call me that?”

“You insolent blackguard!” Mr. Benedict snapped. “Mind how you speak to my wife.”

“Mr. Benedict!” said Lady Cranston, aghast. “I would beg of you not to say anything that might provoke them.”  

“No, they’d better not say anything to provoke me,” he retorted, regarding them with a scowl that might have intimidated his servants, but seemed to have little effect on these ruffians. “Don’t either of you think for a minute that I’ll let you get away with such effrontery.”

Tabitha thought for more than a minute that they could easily get away with it.  They outnumbered him, and they had pistols.

She looked on in silence as Lady Cranston and her niece removed their gloves, followed by their rings and brooches, and handed the jewelry over to Willie.  Tabitha had nothing to give.  She’d never owned a ring or a brooch.  She wondered if Willie would shoot her for having nothing, or if—

“Never mind her,” said Mr. Benedict, as Willie held his hand out to Tabitha. “She wouldn’t have anything on her, or even in her reticule.  She’s just the vicar’s daughter.  Poverty, obedience, chastity, and all that.”

Annoyance flashed through Tabitha.  She wasn’t the vicar’s daughter, but someone who’d been cast out of the family circle to live with the local vicar after her mother died. 

How she’d always wished to be part of a loving family, instead of being shut out because of others’ mistakes.

Willie eyed Tabitha, who noted the way his bushy red eyebrows met over the bridge of his nose. “Chastity, eh?  May’ap we could take ’er with the rest o’ the spoils.  I know a ship in Bristol sailin’ for the Barbary Coast.  They’re always lookin’ for goods to sell to ’arems.”  

Alarm skittered down Tabitha’s spine, and Mr. Benedict said, “No women.  Just the valuables.”

“Wot?  Ye mean ye don’t think yer women are valuable?”

“I will warn you one more time—”

“Or wot?  We’re the ones with the pistols.  Seems we should be doin’ the warnin’, an’ ye should be doin’ as we say.  Now where be those jewels?”

“In the carriage, of course.” Mr. Benedict cast an entreating glance toward Lady Cranston, as if he hoped she would confirm that, but she remained silent, her eyes downcast. 

“Then back into the carriage with ye, mister,” Willie ordered, and he glanced at his partner. “Arnie, untie the coachman an’ groom.”

Lady Cranston started toward the carriage, but Willie jabbed his pistol at her and she froze. “Not you.”

Indignant, Lady Cranston said, “But we ladies are traveling in this carriage!”

“Not ’nymore.  Somewhere in there ye’ve got jewels, and seein’ as it’s dark and we don’t ’ave time to rummage through the carriage lookin’, we’ll just take it all.”

“But why are you taking Mr. Benedict?”

“We press sailors, too,” Arnie said, as if it were a little something they did on the side, for extra coin and sport. 

“You can’t press Mr. Benedict.  He’s the grandson of an earl.  And the nephew of an earl, and now the cou—”

“I shall get out of this my lady, don’t fret,” Mr. Benedict reassured her. “The new earl was lately in the navy, and I’ll wager he sent these men because I’m his heir and he wants me out of the way.  Coachman, do as they say, and drive us to where they tell you.” He calmly climbed back into the carriage, while the coachman and groom took their usual places.

Lady Flora lunged forward. “Wait!  Take me, too!  I don’t want to be left here!  It’s cold and dark and I don’t know where we are!”

Arnie raised his pistol again. “I said we press sailors, not women.” 

“But—but you’re not going to really—and you did mention taking Tabby—”

He chuckled. “Ye wish to be sold to the sultan, do ye?”

She dodged around him, foolishly heedless of his pistol. “Oh, Mr. Benedict, please take me with you!”

“No,” he said from inside the carriage. “Remember what I said.  My horse is just up ahead, tied to a tree.  Check the bag on the saddle.” He reached over to swing the door shut.  

Tabitha shivered in the chilly night air—or was she trembling with rage?  She didn’t expect Mr. Benedict to give a tick about her.  But to be so unconcerned with the well being of Lady Cranston, and yes, even his wife—well, maybe she couldn’t blame him at that for wanting to leave Lady Flora at the side of the road. 

The carriage rumbled away, the exterior lamps shrinking and fading with each turn of the wheels till they were as tiny as the stars beginning to twinkle above.  Those stars and a nearly full moon, streaked with clouds, provided the only light.

“I’m not dressed for riding,” Lady Flora said, “but I must take his horse and ride after them.” She scurried over to the horse and began fussing with the saddle. 

“No, my dear, you mustn’t,” Lady Cranston beseeched. “It’s too dangerous.  And unless that coachman took a wrong turn, which seems unlikely, we should be very close to Tyndall Abbey—close enough that we’d be there by now, if we hadn’t been waylaid.  If we can find our way there on foot, the earl will send his own men after the carriage before any harm comes to Mr. Benedict.”

Bewildered, Tabitha said, “But Mr. Benedict thinks these brigands are the earl’s men.  And since we’re so near to Tyndall Abbey—”

“Nonsense!  How dare you impugn the earl in this fashion.”

“Mr. Benedict did,” Tabitha muttered. 

“He’s Lord Tyndall’s cousin and heir,” Lady Cranston reminded her. “Why would Lord Tyndall do such a thing?” As if Tabitha, and not Mr. Benedict, had been the one to suggest the notion in the first place. “At least the princess’s jewels are quite safe.”

“What do you mean, they’re safe?” Lady Flora did not sound at all pleased to hear that, and not because her own husband was presently in danger.

“I was worried something like this might happen, so I took precautions.”

“What kind of precautions, Auntie?  Where are the jewels?” 

“Let’s just say they’re not anywhere in Mr. Benedict’s carriage.”

Lady Flora’s voice became shriller than usual, causing the horse to whicker and sidle away from her. “Do you mean to say you left them behind at Cranston Hall?”

“I’m saying no such thing.  I merely said they’re not in the carriage.” 

“Where are they?  Tell me where they are.” Lady Flora’s usually dulcet voice echoed in the night, and Tabitha shivered as much from trepidation as from the evening chill.

“You mustn’t worry about them, Flora.  We must find our way to Tyndall Abbey with all possible haste.  This night air can’t be good for your complexion, or your curls.  It certainly isn’t good for my—”

“Auntie, do you know what I have in my hand?  A pistol that Mr. Benedict left for me in his saddlebag.  Don’t make me use it.”

“My lady, perhaps you should tell her,” Tabitha quavered.

Lady Flora turned on her, aiming the pistol at Tabitha. “Do you know where they are, Tabby?”

“Oh, for pity’s sake, Flora, do be reasonable!” Lady Cranston exclaimed. “Do you think I would confide something like that to someone like her?”

After a lifetime of being treated as if she weren’t really a member of this family, the denigrating remark shouldn’t have hurt Tabitha.  But it did.  Despite the hard shell she’d grown around herself, these people still had the power to pierce it.  

She concentrated on trying to discern Lady Flora’s movements in the deepening twilight, wondering how she could wrest the pistol away from her.  The crazed young woman appeared to be clutching the weapon with both hands.

“Dash it, how do you fire this thing?” Lady Flora grumbled, and that was when Tabitha grabbed both of Flora’s wrists and pried them apart in hopes of forcing her to drop the pistol.  Suddenly, a deafening blast shattered the night in a blinding flash.  All of them screamed, while Mr. Benedict’s tethered mount jumped and neighed in fright. 

Tabitha reeled back in shock, wondering if she’d been shot.  But what a ridiculous thought!  Wouldn’t she know?  Wouldn’t she feel pain somewhere, blood spurting all over?  Then she heard Lady Cranston whimpering nearby. 

“My lady!” she called out. “Where are you?  Are you all right?” Panic seized her as she stumbled toward the whimper.  Though Lady Cranston was always brusque with her, Tabitha scarcely wished something like this to befall her.  She’d never forgive herself if—she gasped as Lady Flora grabbed her and smacked her over the head.  Tabitha caught a whiff of lingering gun smoke as pain rolled through her skull like a bolt of thunder and then—nothing.  

*     *     *
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“ROSS, WHO ON EARTH is it?  A madwoman?”

Ross Benedict, the Earl of Tyndall, was tempted to tell his mother yes.  But, in fact, the hysterical, late night caller was only his cousin Gerald’s wife, Lady Flora.  

In which case, he was still tempted to tell his mother yes. 

Standing in the front hall of Tyndall Abbey, he turned to regard his mother at the head of the staircase as his sister Evie popped up next to her. 

“It’s only Flora,” Ross told them. 

“Then where is Cousin Gerald?” inquired Evie. “And Lady Cranston?  And...the princess?” 

“Why aren’t you listening to me?” Flora cried. 

Ross turned back to her. “Calm down and tell me what—”

“How can I calm down when Gerald has just been abducted by a press gang?  He thinks you sent them.”

“I understand that.  I myself am having a hard time keeping calm at this news.” Indeed, Ross was having a hard time trying not to laugh at the idea of sending a gang to press his cousin into the navy.  

He almost wished he’d thought of it himself.  

Flora raved on, “His mount was left behind, and I had to ride it all the way here without a sidesaddle.  I’m not even wearing a riding habit!  But they’re taking him to a port.  One of them mentioned Bristol.  Perhaps you could use your newfound connections as an earl to help him?”

“What newfound connections?  Do you believe just because I inherited a title, that suddenly all of good society is going to accept me?”

“Of course!  You’re an earl now.”

“What about my mother and sister?”

Flora pursed her lips and glowered up at them.  Perhaps it was the way the light from the candles flickered and danced across her pretty, pert face, but Ross could have sworn he saw a wrinkle in her nose, as if she suspected his mother and sister reeked of a barnyard. 

She glanced back at Ross, tightening her jaw as if what she was about to say caused her great pain. “My lord...” Oh yes, Ross would wager it nearly killed her to address him thusly, “Gerald is your own cousin, and more importantly, your heir.” Then, almost as an afterthought, she added, “For now.  But he is.  Are you not going to do anything about this?”

“Rest assured my son has every intention of finding a wife,” his mother piped up from the staircase. “Indeed, I was hoping the princess—”

“Mother, I don’t think that’s what she meant,” said Ross.  To Flora, “Where did the abduction take place?”

“Not too far from the entrance to your estate.  If you head for the main road to the north, you still might find them—I mean her.” 

He knit his brow. “Who?”

His mother descended to the foot of the staircase. “Ross, you’re not going to go after them, are you?  It’s after dark, and it could be dangerous.”

“Thank you for the warning.  I had no idea about the time or perils involved.” 

“They took the carriage along with Gerald.  They left me and my aunt at the side of the road—and I don’t know, it’s ever so hard to see in the dark, but I fear they may have shot her!  She’s still out there, but I don’t know...” Flora began wailing again. 

“Then we shall have to go out and find her.” He turned to the butler. “Summon the coachman.  I’d go on horseback, except I don’t think that would do Lady Cranston any good.”

“But what about the princess?” his mother persisted. “Didn’t she also come along?”

“Oh, the princess!  I—I think they must have taken her, too,” Flora said amid gasps and sniffles. “I didn’t see her anywhere after they left with Gerald.  I thought I heard them say something about selling her to a—a harem.”

Ross had heard enough.  There wasn’t a moment to lose if Lady Cranston had been wounded.  Moments later he was in his carriage as it thundered down the front drive. 

So highwaymen had accosted Gerald’s carriage near Tyndall Abbey, abducting Gerald and the princess.  Ross smelled something rotten.  He wouldn’t be surprised if this was Gerald’s cow-handed way of jilting Lady Flora for the princess, who he’d once spoken of marrying, but ended up with Flora, instead.  Maybe Flora was the one who was supposed to have been shot.  Perhaps Gerald thought a match with the princess would improve his claim to the earl’s title.  But the law was the law, and the law decreed that Ross was next in line to inherit from his late uncle whose only child had been a girl. 

The only way Gerald could inherit at this point was if Ross died without a son.  And he wouldn’t put murder past his scheming cousin, either. 

Ross wasn’t ready to hire a food taster yet, but his situation only emphasized the need for him to marry and start filling his nursery as soon as possible.  

The carriage rumbled to a halt, and the coachman shouted.  Ross leaped out as the coachman jogged past him toward the rear of the carriage, lantern in hand. 

“I think we passed someone lying at the side of the road, m’lord.  It’s hard to tell for certain just driving by.  Right over here.” 

Ross followed as the coachman’s swinging lantern caught a dark mound lying motionless on the roadside. 

The coachman lowered the lantern. “Dear God, may the angels preserve us.”

Ross’s heart sank. “Is she...?”

“I’m afraid so, m’lord.  She’s been shot.”

Nausea roiled in Ross’s stomach as he stood where the coachman held his lantern over the woman’s body.  He closed his eyes after just one glimpse of her face with the wide, staring eyes. 

He’d seen so much worse than this at sea—men with bloody stumps where their limbs had been blasted off by cannon fire.  Men with their innards spilling out of gaping holes in their bellies.  Until now he thought he was inured to such senseless atrocities. 

Or maybe he wasn’t accustomed to seeing an innocent woman brutally murdered on the side of the road. 

The coachman crossed himself. “’Tis Lady Cranston.  I’ve seen her before.  A fine lady who raised her other niece, the princess, after her late husband’s sister died.”

Ross stepped carefully over the ground, just out of the circle of the lantern’s flickering light.  “Let’s take the lantern and—” He stopped short as he thought he heard a low, animal-like sound from the nearby shrubbery.

“Saints preserve us, what was that?” the coachman whispered. 

“I don’t know, but we’d better get Lady Cranston’s body into the coach as quickly as—” Then he heard it again.  It was like a moan, only this time it sounded more human than animal.

Could there have been another casualty of tonight’s debacle—the princess, perhaps?  But Flora said only Lady Cranston had been left here.

Of course, Flora could always be wrong.  It was dark, she was frightened, and naturally she was confused.  Ross snatched the lantern from the coachman and gingerly ventured into the shrubbery, his ears alert for another—there it was again, a distinct human moan only a few paces away.  He swung the lantern toward the noise and saw another woman huddled on her side beneath a bush.

He crouched down next to her, holding the lantern close to her head.  Her bonnet was askew, and he discerned a trace of blood on her temple. 

But she was alive. 

“Over here,” he called out to the coachman.  He set down the lantern and carefully rolled her onto her back.  She didn’t appear to be injured or wounded anywhere else.  But he caught a twinkle of something near her feet.  He plucked at the sparkling object, and pulled a length of diamonds from the torn hem of her pelisse. 

The coachman whistled softly. “Ain’t never seen gems as fine as those, m’lord.”

Neither had Ross. 

“Good God,” he whispered. “This must be the princess.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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TABITHA WOKE UP TO a throbbing headache.  Her first thought was that the last thing she remembered before...what?

She closed her eyes and saw red splotches.  At least she was warm.  She felt as if she were floating on a soft, fluffy cloud.  She might be dead, but at least she was content that she’d gone to the right place, despite the assertions of Lady Cranston’s vicar that she was headed directly to that other place, and all because of who her mother—or rather, as the vicar liked to say, what her mother was.

She cracked her eyes open again, and thought she saw angels on either side of her.

“Your Highness?” one of them asked.

Tabitha closed her eyes again.  They obviously weren’t talking to her.  They must be summoning the queen angel, if there was such a thing.  She didn’t know much about angels. The vicar frequently assured her that they would never concern her—nor she them. 

She winced as something cool and damp pressed against her sore temple.  She moaned and forced her eyes open once more.  Neither of these dark-haired women looked like angels.  Not that she would know, as the vicar would say if he were here.  But she always thought angels were golden-haired, crowned with halos, clad in white robes, and fitted with wings.

“Your Highness?”

Tabitha found her voice as her vision gradually focused on the would-be angels. “Are you talking to me?”

The angel smiled. “Of course I’m talking to Your Highness.”

As Tabitha blinked in bewilderment, she realized she was in a huge bed—and these were not angels, but mortal women who thought she was royalty.

“You probably don’t know where you are, Your Highness,” said the older of the two. 

“I daresay she doesn’t even know who she is,” the younger chimed in. 

The older woman said, “You’re at Tyndall Abbey in Derbyshire.  I’m Lady Milner, and this is my daughter, Evangeline Benedict.  Her brother—and my son—is the Earl of Tyndall.”

They were kin to an earl, yet they thought Tabitha was royalty?  She was no one compared to these two women.  As she struggled to sit up, her vision faded into blotches of red and gray, and she flopped back down, surprised at the softness of the pillow beneath her head.

“What happened?”

The one called Lady Milner took Tabitha’s hand into her own. “I’m afraid your carriage was waylaid not far from here last night.  We’ve been expecting Your Highness and your entourage.”

Entourage?

“Lady Flora showed up in quite a state,” Lady Milner added. “She told us of how highwaymen abducted her husband and my nephew, Mr. Gerald Benedict, taking the carriage, the horses, the coachman and groom, and leaving Your Highness and Lady Cranston and Lady Flora to fend for yourselves on that dark road.  You suffered quite a ghastly blow to your head.”

“Only Lady Flora seemed to think Your Highness had been abducted along with Mr. Benedict,” Evangeline said. 

“Evie, you saw for yourself how hysterical Flora was last night,” said Lady Milner. “She’d just been through a dreadful ordeal, which was certain to have been confusing.”

“Even I’m confused,” Tabitha croaked.  And she truly meant it. 

“You’re safe now,” Evangeline assured her. “As soon as you recover, you may continue to London to meet your grandparents.”

Grandparents?  Tabitha had never known any of her grandparents.  They’d all passed away before she was old enough to remember them.   

Lady Milner sighed and rose from the bed. “Evie, there’s still the matter of her aunt, and the princess surely isn’t strong enough for that yet.” She softly whispered the words, but Tabitha’s sense of hearing was strangely more acute than any of her other senses right now.

Did they really think Tabitha was Princess Antonia? 

Lady Milner patted her hand. “We should let you rest for now, Your Highness, until Dr. Platt arrives.  This is the first time you’ve awakened since Lord Tyndall brought you here in the wee hours of the morning.”

To Tabitha’s astonishment, Lady Milner and Evangeline curtsied to her before backing out of the room—as if they were servants and she were—a princess!

Tabitha must have been struck very hard in the head, indeed.  Her whole world seemed to have turned upside-down.

Only vaguely did she recall what happened last night.  The highwaymen...the abduction of Mr. Benedict...Lady Flora wielding a pistol afterward, and demanding to know what her aunt had done with the princess’s jewels...a gunshot, blinding pain to Tabitha’s head...and then nothing.

But why did Lady Milner and her daughter think Tabitha was the princess?  Of course, they didn’t know the princess died several years ago.

That was why Lady Cranston was going to London.  Not so the princess could meet her grandparents, who’d traveled all the way from Petrovia, the capital of some tiny central European kingdom—but to confess the horrible truth she’d been hiding from them—and for that matter, the ton—for too many years.

Tabitha knew the truth, because she’d been a party to it.  But she’d only been obeying Lady Cranston’s orders. 

And now, somehow, the Earl of Tyndall’s womenfolk—and for all she knew, the earl himself—believed Tabitha was the princess.

Oh, how she always wanted to be a princess!

She didn’t know how she ever came up with that notion.  Maybe it was from the letters Lady Cranston had dictated to her over the years.  Letters from Princess Antonia to her grandparents in Petrovia, telling them how well she was doing in her lessons, learning to read and write French and play the pianoforte.  Letters describing her new gowns, balls and house parties she attended, seasons in London where all the lords wanted to pay court to her, but her aunt, Lady Cranston, discouraged the suitors because she knew as a princess, Antonia was meant for greater things—like a prince.

Or maybe even the king of her native country.

It was a life Tabitha could only dream of and write about.  For she could neither speak nor write French, and could barely plunk out anything recognizable on the pianoforte.  She’d never worn any of the gowns described in the letters, attended any of those balls or house parties, or been courted by any suitors.  She’d never even been to London.

But the saddest, most tragic truth of all was that aside from the French lessons and the pianoforte, at which she’d excelled, Princess Antonia had never done any of those things, either.  The letters were nothing but forgeries to spare the princess’s grandparents any further heartbreak, or so Lady Cranston always said, for she herself had lost her only daughter and an infant son many years ago.  But she never thought Princess Antonia’s grandparents would ever want to travel all the way from the heart of Europe just to meet her.  

Hence this journey to London to meet her niece’s paternal grandparents, break the terrible news to them in person—for after years of her duplicity, however good her intentions were, they deserved nothing less—and return the jewels they sent to Antonia many years ago.

Only what happened to Lady Cranston last night?  And what about the jewels?  As Tabitha struggled to sit up, a fresh blade of pain stabbed her head where she was struck last night, and she flopped back down on the pillow as everything went gray again. 

She blinked, as if by doing so would help her focus.  She slowly turned her head this way and that, taking in the unfamiliar surroundings.

This was the most splendid bedchamber she’d ever seen—even more elegant than Lady Cranston’s bedchamber.  The bed itself was bigger than the tiny attic room in the vicarage, where Tabitha slept until she was summoned to become her own aunt’s companion.  Indeed, the entire vicarage might have fit into this room.  Tall windows framed with blue drapes let in long golden shafts of sunlight.  A marble fireplace as wide as the bed was long gleamed against the opposite wall, and over it hung a gilt-edged portrait, the subject of which gazed straight back at Tabitha.  

She thought she might crawl out of bed for a closer look, if she wasn’t afraid of bringing on that sharp pain in her head and fainting to the floor.  The portrait was amazingly lifelike, of a handsome young man with wavy black hair, and a nearly square chin with a slight cleft.    

If she needed an incentive to get up and about again, this was it.

She slowly sat up, and to her relief, her vision did not fade.  The back of her head still throbbed, but no worse than an occasional headache.

Just as slowly, she pushed down the heavy covers that seemed to weigh on her like her jewel-laden pelisse.  Tabitha lowered her gaze to see an unfamiliar night rail.  What happened to her own clothes?

And those jewels?

She slid her legs off the mattress and set her bare feet into a plush rug, the unfamiliar sensation surprising her as much as if her feet landed on a cold, bare floor.  All the while she kept her gaze fixed on the man in that painting.  She stood up, and didn’t feel the least bit dizzy or faint.

She calculated the distance between her bedside and the fireplace.  If she took small, ladylike steps, she could reach the hearth in about fifteen paces.  She counted off each step, meeting the man’s unwavering gaze.  She paused as a brief pain pounded in her temple, then abated.  She was halfway to her goal.

It took two and twenty small steps to reach the hearth, only to realize the view was better from her bedside, for now he looked down on her.  She’d had enough of people doing that to her.  Not wishing to crane her neck, she stepped back, pressing her hand to her temple, for she was suddenly feeling dizzy again.  Her heart tripped as she heard footsteps approaching.  That might be the doctor Lady Milner mentioned.  No doubt she was with him to act as chaperone.  Tabitha knew by the sound of those footsteps that she didn’t have time to make it back to her bed, unless she made a mad dash for it.  

She spun around too fast, and everything went gray and splotchy.  She didn’t even care that the door was opening, and someone was entering the room to see her like this. 

“Good God,” a man burst out. “Your Highness?”

Tabitha’s knees buckled, and she was about to crumple onto the rug when someone caught her and hoisted her back up.  She squirmed out of his embrace, only to gasp in astonishment.

He looked exactly like the man in the painting—only taller and much broader in the chest and shoulders.  But especially more handsome.  He had that same cleft in his chin, and brown eyes that gazed directly into hers, warming her through and almost making her dizzy again—only this time, it was the good kind of dizzy, a delighted giddiness.  His thick, wavy hair was the same dark brown, almost black.  

She tore her gaze from him to the painting, and back to him. “Why you’re—you’re—”

“The man in the painting.” He sketched a quick bow. “Ross Benedict, the Earl of Tyndall, at your service, Your Highness.” 

“Why does everyone keep calling me that?” 

“Because you’re the princess.” He reached out a hand to her, then abruptly dropped it, as if realizing the impropriety of touching royalty without permission. “You obviously lost your memory when you received that blow to your head.  The doctor will be here soon, and perhaps he’ll have a remedy for it.”

“But how do you know I’m the princess?”

“We found your jewels sewn into the lining of your pelisse.  And your reticule held a bundle of letters from your grandparents in Petrovia.  They’re all stored in a safe place.”

Well, that explained that. “What about Lady Cranston?”

“I’m sorry, Your Highness, but you really should get back into bed.  Only wait for me to move to the doorway.  I shouldn’t even have come in here just now, but my mother told me you were asleep, and I was hoping to remove that painting before you saw it, for I thought it would frighten you, the way my eyes follow your every move.  My mother made me sit for it, and it was only mounted there yesterday.”

“It doesn’t frighten me.” Certainly not as much as the scowling portrait of the late Lord Cranston, or even the man himself.  She plopped down on the edge of the bed. “Where is Lady Cranston?  Is she all right?”

Unlike his likeness, Lord Tyndall averted his gaze. “You need to rest, Your Highness.”

Dread coiled through Tabitha.  Something was wrong, and he was refusing to tell her.  But she had to know.  She could scarcely believe what she said next, but since everyone was insisting she was the princess, she might as well take advantage of it. “I am the princess, and I command you to tell me now what happened.”

Surely her trembling voice would betray the fact that she wasn’t the princess.  She’d never spoken in such a tone to one of her social betters—which comprised nearly everyone she knew.

His grim expression softened, causing her heart to race faster. “I think we’d better wait until the doctor arrives, and—”

She sprang from the bed. “Tell me now!”

She knew at once that was a mistake, for everything went gray and splotchy again.  He rushed over and put his arms around her, easing her onto the bed.

The dizziness quickly passed, to be replaced by a sense of wonder at how good it felt—how right—to be in this man’s arms, with the warmth of his strong, hard body pressed to hers.  Tabitha grabbed his firm shoulders, and gazed up at him as he lowered her onto the pillow.  She licked her parched lips, wondering if he was about to kiss her.

“It’s too soon,” he murmured.

Maybe it was too soon for them to kiss, since they only met a few moments ago.  Crimson heat flared in her cheeks at the thought that he must have read her mind.

“You must wait,” he added, his whispered voice like liquid fire, melting her beneath him. 

“But how long?”

“I don’t know, princess.” That last word was like a tender endearment, and delight shimmered through her as she closed her eyes, as if to savor that beautiful word.  Princess.  Oh, she could get used to being a princess, if only her head would get better.

“When you’re stronger, and you can bear it,” he murmured.

Perhaps Tabitha was still weak from the tumultuous events of last night, but she was certain she could bear a kiss right now.  Wouldn’t one little kiss make everything better?

Her eyes flew open as he suddenly straightened up, turning to the doorway.  Tabitha lifted her head and saw one of her so-called angels, the older one, her mouth agape.  A much older man, balding with tufts of gray on either side of his head, stood just behind her. 

“Ross, what on earth are you doing?”

*     *     *
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SWAMPED WITH A GUILT he hadn’t felt since he was a boy caught stealing a tart from the pantry, Ross hastily stepped back from the bed. “Mother, it’s—”

She held up a hand. “Don’t tell me, let me guess.  It’s not what I think it is.  Do I have the right of it?”

He straightened his coat. “As a matter of fact, it’s not.”

“Don’t bam me, Ross.  I know what I saw.  Now you’ll have to marry her.”

“But I’m a princess, so I’m destined for a prince,” Her Highness said blithely. “Am I not?”

Apparently their royal guest considered the matter open for debate.  But before he could think of an answer, his mother said, “Ross, I need to talk to you, only the princess needs a chaperone while Dr. Platt examines her.”

“Heaven forbid,” the princess remarked. “Then I might have to marry the doctor.  That’s three marriage prospects now.”

“Three?” Ross meant only to glance at her, but found he couldn’t take his eyes away from her auburn hair that tumbled over her shoulders in a fiery cascade.  He’d never seen a woman with hair down like that except when she was—well, in bed—and he was about to bed her.

“What are you looking at?” she asked, her voice trembling with what had to be anger. “Haven’t you ever seen a princess before?”

“Truthfully, no.” And certainly not in bed. “I beg your pardon, Highness.” He sketched a quick bow, which for some reason made him feel silly, but he assured himself it was because she scarcely looked regal at the moment. 

But oh, she was striking, with an oval face like porcelain, and bright green eyes.

He backed out of the bedchamber, and started as he bumped into someone directly behind him.  He spun around as he heard a little shriek, and saw Lady Flora. 

“Good morning, my lord,” she said coldly. “I heard Lady Milner mention the need of a chaperone for the princess.  I would be happy to perform that duty.” 

“Oh, I can’t ask you to do that,” his mother said. “You need to rest after your ordeal.”

“Nonsense.” Flora swept into the bedchamber. “After you came to my aid last night, making myself useful around here is the least I can do in return.  Besides, I’m more familiar with the patient, and might better be able to help answer the doctor’s questions.  For instance, I gather she has a faulty memory and can’t recall where she is or what happened?”

Ross indulged himself with another look at the princess, who sat up in bed staring at Flora as if she were the devil incarnate. 

How odd that the princess seemed to fear her own cousin, but not Ross.

“That’s correct,” his mother said. “At first she didn’t seem to know who she was, but Evie and I quickly assured her that she’s the princess.”

“And she certainly has the air of one,” Ross added.

Flora flicked her hands at them. “Very well, leave everything to me and Dr. Platt.”

Ross led his mother down the hallway to the staircase.  As they descended, she asked, “What on earth were you doing with the princess?”

“I was helping her back into bed.  I walked in to find her up and about.” And apparently taking a closer look at his portrait. “Why did you have to put her in that particular bedchamber?” It was the one that would be occupied by the next Countess of Tyndall, whenever Ross married.

“I see no harm in it, since you refuse to sleep in the adjoining bedchamber until you marry,” she said. “It’s the only one suitable for someone of her station, until she’s well enough to continue her journey to London.  Now why were you in there?”

Ross had the nagging suspicion that his mother harbored an ulterior motive behind that question.  He schooled his features into a blank expression. “I was hoping to remove my portrait before she woke up and saw it.” 

“Whatever for?  It’s a splendid likeness, and why should she object to it?  What was she even doing out of bed?”

Ross tightened his jaw. “As it happens, she has no objection to it.  I thought perhaps she wouldn’t like me constantly staring at her while she’s in bed.  She was about to faint when I came in.  I was only helping her back into bed.” 

His mother’s brown eyes shone with excitement. “If she has no objection to the portrait, then what objection could she possibly have to you?  She’s not betrothed to anyone.  I was up half the night reading the letters from her grandparents.  Thank heavens they wrote in English instead of their native tongue, or I might never—” 

“You had no right to read those letters!” he exclaimed. “Honestly, Mother.  Sometimes—”

“We might not have known she was a princess otherwise—aside from the jewels in her pelisse.  But the letters were all quite innocuous.  No mention was made of marriage prospects.”

“Maybe they mean to surprise her.  She’s up to three of them now—me, the good doctor, and an unidentified prince.”

“She doesn’t even remember that she’s a princess.  And I wouldn’t doubt that in her condition, she’s seeing double and thinking triple.  You must obtain a special license at once.  Too bad your Uncle Horace is deceased.  As a bishop, he could’ve acquired one for you.”

“Uncle Horace would’ve just as soon seen me pressed back into the navy, as his son was last night, than married to a princess,” Ross said grimly. 

She frowned. “And that’s precisely my point, Ross.  Neither Uncle Horace nor Cousin Gerald think you’re entitled to be Earl of Tyndall.”

“I know, but they should also know that I didn’t make the inheritance laws.  If the firstborn son dies without male issue, then the title passes to the second son.  If the second son dies before he inherits, then it passes to the son of the second son—and that’s me.  It’s not my fault I didn’t—” He was about to say die at sea, but that’s what happened to his father. “Well, it certainly isn’t my fault that our father was born before Uncle Horace.”

The sibling rivalry between Ross’s father and brothers had rankled for years.  The eldest, the previous earl, had only a single daughter.  As the second son, Ross’s father had been a soldier till he sold his commission to pay gambling debts, while the third son, Horace, entered the clergy.  

But the problem, at least in the eyes of his uncles, was Ross’s mother and her dubious background.

Despite his recent elevation to earl, neither his mother nor sister had ever been fully embraced by the ton.  Even though Evangeline was the granddaughter, sister, and niece of earls, she was widely considered no better than her mother.  

She broke into his reverie. “Think, Ross!  Your marrying a princess can only help Evie’s marriage prospects.”

He eyed her askance. “You know, Mother, the king has many sons who still haven’t found wives.  Have you ever considered—”

“Ross, you’re the one who needs to marry, unless you want Gerald and that scheming little chit upstairs to be the next earl and countess.  And who better than a princess?”

“If no one else will marry me, then what makes you think a princess will?”

“You haven’t even searched the marriage mart.”

“That’s because I only inherited in the past year, and I’ve been at sea.”

“But now you don’t need to.  You’re eight and twenty, and the princess can’t be older than Evie.” She grabbed his shoulders, her eyes pleading now. “Ross, this is like a gift from above.”

“Tell that to Lady Cranston.” He still couldn’t forget his first sight of her last night.  

“Do it for Evie.  And for me?  Please?” His mother’s tone was wheedling, and quite uncharacteristic of her. “At least try to court the princess.  She could end up being so grateful to you for your chivalry, and for saving her life, that she’d do anything for you.”

Now that was a charming thought.

He had to admit there was some poetic justice in marrying a princess, after the way the ton had treated his mother—and the way his uncles had treated Ross and his sister.  They’d all but accused Ross of being a lowborn bastard—and therefore ineligible to inherit his title. 

But inheriting the title wasn’t enough. 

At least not anymore. 
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]




TABITHA WAS QUITE SURE there was nothing wrong with her memory, despite the assertions of that devilishly handsome lord and his two ladies.  And even if her memory had been affected, she could always count on Lady Flora to expose her. 

She winced as Dr. Platt pressed on her temple. “’Tis only a little bump, Your Highness,” he said cheerfully. “In another day or so, you should be as good as new.”

She stole a glimpse at Lady Flora, who stood next to the bed with arms akimbo, her eyes narrowed.  Why didn’t she correct the doctor?

Even though honesty tended to get her into trouble, something told Tabitha it might be in her best interests now. “I beg your pardon, doctor, but I’m afraid I’m not the princess.”

He lowered his hands and straightened up. “Lady Milner did inform me that your memory was affected, Your Highness.  But I think in a few days, if all goes well otherwise, it—”

“No, I mean I’m not really a highness!” Tabitha glanced pleadingly at Lady Flora. “My lady, do tell him the truth.”

He turned to Lady Flora, whose lips quirked in an ominous little smile as she said, “The truth, Dr. Platt, is that she is my cousin, Her Highness the Princess Antonia.”

Perhaps Tabitha had hurt her head worse than she or even the doctor thought. “I most certainly am not, my lady!  My name is Tabitha Rowan, and I am Lady Cranston’s companion.” And her niece, though Lady Cranston and her late husband never acknowledged her as such.

Lady Flora shook her head, her mouth still curved in that queer, unsettling smile. “Lady Cranston has never had a companion, because she always had the company of Your Highness.  Rest assured this Tabby person, whoever she is, is no one.  You are beside yourself after what happened last night.  Would you not say so, doctor?”

He busied himself with rearranging the contents of his black bag. “I would indeed, my lady.  I’m sure that with a few days’ rest, Her Highness’s memory will return and all will be well.  Why would any young lady want to be someone who isn’t a princess, but is—as Your Ladyship pointed out—no one?”

Tabitha seethed.  Granted, she always wanted to be a princess, but attributed that to a childhood whim and envy of her more beloved half-sister.  Why wouldn’t she wish to be one now, if everyone else was willing to believe it?

For that matter, maybe she really was Princess Antonia.  Perhaps she lost her memory as a child.  She did recall the person she always thought was Princess Antonia once hit her over the head with a bowl when they were children.  Maybe Tabitha was the one who hit Antonia.  Tabitha wouldn’t have blamed herself for doing so.  Was it possible that last night’s blow to the head had restored her memory of being Princess Antonia?  Then why did she still think she was Tabitha?

Dr. Platt bowed and backed his way out the door.  Lady Flora appeared to follow him, but at the last minute she closed the door behind him, put her ear to it for a moment, and then locked it. 

Tabitha did not take her eyes from Lady Flora as she tiptoed—why was she tiptoeing?—back to her bedside. “You’re probably wondering why I let Dr. Platt think you’re a princess?”

“Oh, of course not,” Tabitha said flippantly. 

“Why do you deny being the princess?”

Tabitha pursed her lips. “Hm, perhaps because I’m not?  Also, because I was afraid if I did make that claim to the doctor, you would scream, ‘Imposter!’ and my head still hurts too much to endure that.”

“The Earl of Tyndall and his mother and sister are utterly convinced you’re the princess, because you had her jewels sewn into your pelisse, and letters from her grandparents in your reticule.  Why didn’t you say so last night, when I asked?”
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