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Pleased that she had eluded her pursuer, Kate Charteris sped around the corner only to crash into a living wall.

The collision dazed her. Her hat and valise flew away. Strong hands caught and steadied her. Gasping, Kate hung in that grip until the world stopped wobbling. Then she looked up at the wall of man she had crashed into.

He had a square jaw that bespoke a stubborn resolve, evidenced by the powerful grip that still kept her upright. He had clear blue eyes that surveyed her with concern. At some point he had spent months under a sun hotter than England’s feeble orb. That stronger sun had bronzed his skin, although its fading color bespoke months out of its brighter glare. He might not wear the bright regimental uniform that his friend did, but his coat had the military cut that decommissioned officers favored.

He had served as a soldier. Daughter of a colonel, she not only recognized the marks but they gladdened her. Kate’s expression must have lightened, for he smiled, increasing his good looks. She smiled back. And in that barest second, a spark of attraction jolted between them. His fingers tightened. He drew her a fraction closer.

A horse neighed. A simple sound, it reminded Kate of the mail coach she desperately had to reach. She drew back and looked past him, down the street at the posting inn. Then she tried to step back, out of his grip. “Sir, I thank you for saving me from a fall on these cobbles. I am fine now. Please let me go.”

“You certainly scurried around that corner. Where are you going?”

“Please,” she repeated and wriggled in his grasp. “Please! I have to get away.”

Those were the wrong words to use. His smile vanished. Those blue eyes glinted with ice. He glanced behind her, looking for the pursuit that had propelled her around the corner. “Who’s after you?”

The double shock of the collision and her attraction had befuddled her wits. Quickly she amended her plea, trying to dampen her urgency. “I must take the next coach from the Running Hart. I am quite recovered. You may release me.”

Even as the words spilled out, she realized they were too late. He ignored her request, fulfilling the square jaw’s promise. His gaze flashed to his friend, who stepped to the corner and searched the street. Heart racing, Kate looked as well. The officer shook his head, and she thanked God. No one at the Queen’s Crossing Inn had seen her slip out.

She looked back at her ‘rescuer’. That icy gaze examined her tumbled hair and her crumpled green pelisse and the mud that stained her hem. To escape her cousin’s house, she had walked across the fields to reach the coach road. Not once in her journey from Howarth to London and here to Ipswich had she found time to soak the dirt from her clothes. Yet for all her precautions, Cousin Oliver had quickly found her in London. Only by the merest chance had she evaded him at her solicitor’s office in London. Even as the posting coach had rolled from the innyard, he had appeared. And now in Ipswich, he had arrived in the night, only a few hours behind her. Only time had favored her escape.

God has an odd sense of humor. I refuse to marry my cousin the tyrant, I finally manage to elude him, and now a man I am immediately attracted to delays me. Why, oh God, why? She regretted his lightning-quick reflexes. While they had saved her from the cobbles, he still held her, trapped.

“Who’s after you? A constable?”

Indignant, she retorted, “Indeed, not! I would never—.”

“Your husband?”

“I am not married, sir.”

“A lady as pretty as you should be.” He released one arm to pick up the chain around her neck. His fingers threaded along the length and located the cross that had been flung over her shoulder by the collision. She watched him study the ruby cross. His eyes lifted to hers. Kate couldn’t read his thoughts. She only knew that his eyes lost that cold glint, and once again their heavenly blue threatened her reason. He restored the cross to its place above her heart. “Who’s after you?” he asked a third time.

“Who are you to question me, sir? You are no more than a stranger.”

“A stranger who would be willing to help you.”

His compassion threatened to undermine her determination. Kate wiggled again. “Please release me. I demand that you release me. I must take that coach.”

“The cat has claws,” he murmured but obeyed. “You need not fret that you will miss the coach. We came from the Hart. The coachman was just sitting down to breakfast. He won’t hurry over it. We have a few minutes yet.”

“I thank you.” Now she regretted her snappish tone, although it had finally won her freedom. She controlled the urge to smooth her wrinkled pelisse and dress. “And you are kind to offer help, but you are a stranger.”

“A problem easily remedied.” He swept her a bow. “I am Major Anthony Farraday, lately of the 57th Foot. My friend is Lord Giles Hargreaves, a lieutenant-colonel of the 57th.”

“Your servant, ma’am.”

Now that her vision wasn’t tunneled onto the rescuer, she saw that his friend leaned on a cane. And he proffered her wide-brimmed hat that had fallen off in the collision.

“May we escort you to the Running Hart?”

“No. Thank you. I can manage quite well.” She settled the summer straw into place and tied the ribbon so it wouldn’t fly off a second time.

Anthony Farraday hefted her valise. “No wonder you barreled around that corner. This is a battering ram.”

Kate reached for it, but he wasn’t ready to release her possessions. “I do need to be on the next coach,” she reminded.

“Ah, yes, your escape.”

“And our mission, Farraday. We mustn’t forget our own concern.” His friend’s flat voice weighted the statement.

Anthony Farraday surveyed her then shook his head. “No, Hargreaves, we haven’t found our spy. We have had a different kind of fortune.” He turned back to Kate. “I should carry this to the coach for you. It is too heavy.”

Their exchange piqued her interest, but she had no time to pursue it. She reached again for her valise. “I carried it miles the other day; I can carry it this short distance.”

“Don’t batter anyone else,” he teased, a glint in his eyes that was neither cold nor compassionate.

As she took the valise’s weight, Kate gifted herself with a last look into his heavenly blue eyes. “Thank you, Major Farraday.”

“Will you not tell me your name?”

She shook her head. Her pursuer had traced every crumb she had dropped on her journey from Howarth to London and then Ipswich. She dared leave no more.

Her refusal dented his smile. He shook his head once than placed his hand on his heart. “Go with God.”

She went.

His blessing had evoked tears. She battled them as she hurried away.

Kate reached the Running Hart as the other passengers climbed into the mail-coach. She paid the fare then squeezed into the coach’s dark confines. The valise had to go on the floor, so she propped her feet on it.

And then she puzzled over how her cousin had found her. She had tried not to be memorable at any of her stops. This morning only God’s grace helped her identify Oliver’s voice before he saw her. He had planted himself in the center of the inn’s hall, blocking all passage as he addressed the host. Coming from the innyard she had heard his ingratiating wheedle describe every part of her appearance, even her green pelisse and her sprigged gown. To know how she was dressed, he must have enlisted the aid of her maid Edith.

She could not hold that help against Edith. Once thwarted, Oliver rapidly turned from oily smoothness to booming tyrant.

Unlike Anthony Farraday. He had shifted from compassion to suspicion and back, all with the lightning speeds similar to that displayed by the hardened campaigners who had served with her father in Portugal and Spain.

When he had looked for the constable on her heels, she had sensed the cold steel in him. Then the danger receded. Yet neither tenderness nor threat had he released to his voice. His grip had bruised her only a little. Oliver, thwarted in his plans, had resorted to locked doors then slaps and, finally, to his fist.

Hearing Oliver this morning, all the fear had rushed back. She would still be teetering  on the inn’s doorstep if the lately acquired anger against her mistreatment had not flooded her as well. That anger kept her determined to escape him. Slowly she had backed away. More precious minutes had ticked agonizingly on as she retrieved her valise from the northbound coach and slipped away to the street. A local man had directed her to the eastbound coach from the Running Hart. She prayed to God that her wasted coachfare—money that she sorely needed—would send Cousin Oliver north in a futile search.

Should the Queen’s Crossing host remember her, he could say only that she had asked about the accommodation coach to Yarmouth. Oliver might spend many fruitless days searching there and further north. He might not consider that she would take the cheap mail coach. She did not even know her current destination.

Kate squirmed into a corner as the last passengers crowded in. The coach started with a jerk. She braced against the wooden seat and tried to remember the exact color of Anthony Farraday’s eyes. They had the clear brilliance of today’s October sky. Lighter than that, with shards of light radiating from the dark pupil. Like quicksilver they had changed with his mood. 

She scolded herself for the futile exercise. Never again would she see Major Anthony Farraday—but the memory of his eyes pleasured her for several hours.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

“No distractions, Farraday.”

“She would be a lovely distraction, wouldn’t she?” Tony watched the young woman hurry away. The heavy valise dragged down one shoulder, but her pace didn’t slow. She had been more anxious than fearful. And determined to catch her coach. And her eyes held a sadness so deep, it looked drowning. “You should know me better, Hargreaves. I stayed ahead of our enemy in Portugal and Spain. Not many of Wellesley’s young officers can say that. Nothing distracted me then. Nothing will now.”

“On campaign every person and tree and rock, the very air itself reminded us that home was far away. Here, surrounded by the sights and sounds of home, here it will be harder to remember you have a mission.”

The lovely distraction reached the Running Hart without looking back, and Tony turned to his friend. “I was born to the Army, Hargreaves, raised to follow the drum. The Army is the sights and sounds I remember. This—,” he gestured to the people chattering like birds as they swept their storefronts. Glistening windowpanes displayed stacks of wares. A rider turned onto the street, the clip-clop of the horse’s hooves creating a rhythm for the shopkeepers. “These are not the sights and sounds of my life. Don’t scowl so. I’m only quibbling. Are you certain you don’t want to talk inside?”

“I can walk,” his friend snapped.

Tony remembered the long days when he had struggled to recover from his own wounds. He had hated any hint of molly-coddling. Only the doctor’s threats that too much activity would slow his recovery had kept him from pushing from morning till night to restore his strength and balance and agility.

“I didn’t say you couldn’t walk, Hargreaves. I’m thirsty, and there’s a coffeehouse across the way.”

Tension eased from his friend’s face. He started walking, hampered by the stiff leg he supported with the cane. Tony fell into step beside him.

“Walking serves my purpose,” Hargreaves explained. He rolled the stiff leg out and achieved a smoother pace. On this bright day with its breath of winter, only the shopkeepers were out on the streets. “Fewer people will overhear us on these side streets. Should anyone follow too closely, we will notice them.”

“Afraid of eavesdroppers?”

“A very real worry, Farraday.”

“Then my information wasn’t enough.” He clenched his fist in frustration.

And the movement recalled small bones held in his grasp. When the young lady had erupted around the corner, he had reflexively grabbed her. Her summer-thin coat had given no protection from his grip. He had surely bruised her, but she had shown no signs of pain.

Hargreaves hadn’t noticed his distraction. “I met with our other men yesterday. They had nothing to report. Your information seems to be our only lead. I must return to London today. I want you to return with me. I want you to lay your information before my superiors at the War Office.”

“I must visit Melton Hall first. I’ll ride to London on Thursday.”

“Friday will do, but no later, Farraday. And have your arguments clearly outlined. We had theorized that this spy uses the smugglers for transport. If you are correct, we need to shift more revenue cutters from Kent to Essex. The Channel ships are monitoring the runs to Calais and Dunkirk. I have no doubt that we can intercept any message the spy sends to France, but we want the man himself. We must know his launching point. I believe you have found that point, but my superiors need more convincing.”

“Are they convinced that he personally carries the War Office despatches to France?” Hargreaves didn’t answer, and Tony scowled, realizing that both parts of his theory had been rejected. “Your superiors do not believe the spy is French, do they?”

“We debated your conjectures, rather heatedly on my side, old friend, but no one could name an emigré with access to the War Office or admission to Lord Westover’s residence.”

“The spy must be an emigré, someone who has old connections to France that our newly-placed eyes will not see. Someone who hopes that Napoleon will restore what the Revolutionary Terror confiscated from his family.”

“I tried, Farraday. They accept your theory that the spy may use smugglers for transport. They even accept that it’s a small gang. Beyond that—.” Hargreaves shrugged. “Without more evidence, I cannot sway them.”

“And they don’t believe in field-honed instincts, do they?”

“You’ve listened through one of their meetings. Long enumerations of battle losses and longer discussions of strategies and supplies. They don’t know how to report instinct. War to them is boxes and arrows on a map, not blood and gore and men screaming, the shudder of cannon-fire and blinding smoke so thick you can’t breathe.”

“And you would trade a year with them for one hour on the battlefields of Spain and Portugal.”

Hargreaves stopped. He leaned heavily on his cane. His answer bypassed Tony’s remark. “If they would stop second-guessing their objective for this mission, we might achieve it. The spy won’t trust his information to a lackey; it’s too important. Find your smugglers, and we can close the net and snare our spy. When can you give me a list of the gang?”

“I can’t say. I’m close, maybe too close. Maybe you should send another man in. We don’t want them becoming suspicious.”

“What story are you telling for cover?”

“Buying brandy on the cheap and walking the beach to strengthen the leg I injured in a riding accident.”

“That’s close enough to the truth to stand. You will have to stay in position. A new man would only kindle the very suspicions we don’t want.”

Tony sighed. His mission thus far had entailed sleeping late and riding the inland waters while he walked the headland. None of it had presented any danger. He would welcome a lovely distraction. “What are my new orders?”

“That hasn’t changed. We want the man himself.”

“Or the woman,” he retorted. “A Delilah who seduces one of our Samsons.” Hargreaves’ pace faltered, and Tony checked a hoot of derision. “Those brains at the War Office haven’t even considered a woman, have they?”

“We argued the émigré question—.” He whistled tunelessly. “That will give an interesting twist to the debate.”

“So we’ll take that back up as well?”

Hargreaves’ smirk answered for him, but his voice stayed bland as milk toast. “I’ll use my day in London ahead of you to gather more information. Man or woman, the spy must be found. You are certain the smugglers we want are working from the headland?”

“You said our Paris agent reported that the spy returned with a load of brandy and silks. You gave me the clues. The saltings have dozens of places to lose the revenue cutters, to hole up for the day, to hide their cargo. Napoleon brandy a little too cheap,  jacquards in the shops, and quick access to London. Grandfather’s expensive thirst for brandy did the rest.”

Hargreaves stumbled on the cobbles, but Tony didn’t make the mistake of helping him. “I’ll be satisfied only when you can tell me names, smugglers and spy. The spy, most of all.”

“Trust me; I have found where they launch. Smugglers don’t like their territory invaded, yet they let those Frogs sail away. I’m an outsider, and I still picked that up. We’ll have your precious cargo soon enough. Or do you have a new worry? Are you distrusting your Paris agent now? Or has something vital gone missing?”

“No, nothing like that. I trust our man in Paris. I picked him myself. His information I do trust. Coupled with your information about the French fishermen putting in twice, it has to be that headland. But we have to stop that spy.”

They reached High Street and stopped to survey the bustle. A coach rattled over the cobbles, and Tony wondered where the lovely distraction had gone.

“You’ll have to return to your lurking bit.”

Waiting upon the Lord had never been his strong point, but he didn’t share that with Hargreaves. “I know the drill. When I see or hear someone out of place, I’ll send for you.”

“And you’re certain that your return won’t rouse suspicions?”

“God willing, it won’t. I can’t be there constantly, but I’ve got a man in place. You remember Sergeant Ranley. Between the two of us, we’ll find your spy.”

“Your grandfather will have the best stocked cellar in England before this is over.”

“You should meet him. You should meet the man striving to turn an Army whelp into a polished gentleman worthy of his title.”

“If he succeeds, he has my compliments. You said you had to return to Melton Hall. Is Lord Melton not well?”

“He claims that seeing me venture to London parties gives him new life, but our last visit fatigued him. I cannot convince him to moderate his activities. He won’t refuse invitations that he believes will advance me. He aged this summer, much more than I realized.”

“He has his heir to launch before he’s forced to give up the reins.”

“This heir can do without all the dances. The harvest’s coming in. I should be there. You’ll owe me for this one, Hargreaves.”

“Have you become reconciled to becoming a landed gentleman? You don’t sound like the line officer I knew, the one who volunteered for dangerous assignments. You weren’t well enough to protest when your grandfather bought out your commission, but I never would have thought an old soldier like you would take to the quiet peace of the country.”

Tony didn’t speak of his impotent anger, lying in bed at Melton Hall and realizing his Army career was over. He didn’t speak of the days that he’d refused to see his grandfather until Sgt. Ranley stumped in and forced him to face the future. He didn’t speak of the long season needed to bring himself back to health. He didn’t speak of the boredom that started his education in farming, the boredom that had miraculously transformed into curiosity when his grandfather described his methods and experiments. In those long months God had taught him patience. His reward came as a slower battle with the land that gave him more satisfaction than he had anticipated. Hargreaves had a similar transformation before him; he just hadn’t accepted it.

“I’ll never be a line officer again, Hargreaves, not with this leg. It still doesn’t stand up to a day’s ride or a long walk. And I can’t do your job, butting heads with the pencil-pushers in the War Office. This mission suited me when you proposed it, but I’m discovering that it interferes with my life.” For one, he would have pursued a lovely distraction if Hargreaves hadn’t had prior claim.

“Farraday, you were born and bred to the drum. How do you tolerate the country quiet?”

“Better than I thought. I’d gotten sick of war, of its noise and smell and death. My battles now are with late frosts and drenching rain, stubborn cattle and stupid sheep. I’ve discovered I can live that life. I like it.” Especially if he found a lovely distraction to kiss.

“I never would have pictured you as a country squire.”

“I will grow whiskers and get gout. After I catch your spy.”
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​Chapter 2
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When Kate encountered Anthony Farraday a week later, at first she hoped that he wouldn’t recognize her. Then she hoped he would.

The Ipswich coach had journeyed to the sea. It rolled to a stop at the newly constructed Black Boar. The village that stretched between it and the choppy Channel was only a few years older. From listening to the passengers, Kate gathered that the encroaching sea had claimed the old village. Each year the sea took more inches of land, but the proximity to the clean salt air and the rich fishing kept the community from abandoning the headland.

She was not the only passenger to arrive at the Black Boar, but her request for employment was obviously the first that the host had received from a coach passenger. He shook his head. “What’s that you’re wanting?”

“I seek employment, sir. Yours is a fine and prospering inn. I am willing to serve as a maid in the chambers or in the kitchen or—.”

“The kitchen?” He looked her up and down. “You’re gentry class, Miss. You wouldn’t be wanting the kind of work that needs doing.”

“I am willing to do any work, good sir. You will not find me laggard in any duty.”

“We’re not hiring,” he said flatly. “You’re welcome to hire a room till you find the work you want.”

Kate lifted her valise. “I thank you, but that is beyond my funds. Would you know of any shopkeepers who need assistance? I can clerk as well as many other duties.”

He listed a few and gave her directions, “although you’ll not get lost in the new town. Follow the coach road. That will take you to the remains of the old village on the cliff. Sea took it, some years back. Don’t be walking along the cliff,” he warned, as if she were a tourist. “The sea eats away at the cliffs. The edge will crumple away with you.”

“And will I find another inn there, where the village once was?”

Mouth pursed, the innkeeper eyed her then shook his head. “Not one I would recommend to a lady.”

Kate heard similar refusals, firm but polite, for the rest of the afternoon. Her valise weighed heavier and heavier, and her hand cramped from gripping it. After exhausting the good host’s list, she began to ask in every shop for work. Her options growing short and the sun sinking toward the horizon, she wiggled information about the inn from a haberdasher. Following his directions, she walked away from the heart of the new town, along an old road that crossed the headland proper, between harvested fields and open pastures, with tangled hedges for windbreaks. She passed cottages crowded around an old oak twisted by the salt-stinging wind.

Sunset had flamed the horizon when she reached the old inn. An old farmhouse, it stood sentinel against the empty fields and the rising heath and the greedy sea beyond.

The land’s features merged in the twilight. A gust from the white-capped sea tore at her summer pelisse. Terns hovered in the deepening sky. They called to each other before seeking their roosts for the cold dark. One star twinkled overhead. Kate turned from the sea and stared at the farmhouse. An overgrown bush obscured the weathered sign. It swung in the wind, and she could not read the faded lettering until she was a few yards away.

The Hawthorn Inn.

This inn did not have the sparkling windows and fresh paint that announced the Black Boar’s reputation. In the fading light the sand-colored brick added to its drabness. Grime-clouded windows reduced the interior lamp-glow to a haze. Dead leaves and clots of mud littered the front steps. The door yielded to a touch, silent on its well-oiled hinges. The warmth in the dim hall kept her from fleeing. The weight of her valise added its persuasion that she should enter. And she could see the work that needed doing. Windows to wash. Flagstones to scrub. Paneled walls to dust. Spider webs to sweep.

She ventured to the public room and wanted to open its windows to vent the accumulated odors of cooking and old fish and unwashed bodies. Yet Kate had encountered much worse on campaigns with her father. The fire burning merrily in the hearth heartened her. Those well-oiled hinges spoke of a good caretaker with a bit too much work. She walked to the long bar that was merely boards set onto upright casks.

Neither her approach nor her request discomfited the tapster. He shifted his pipe and answered around it. “Mrs. Gilson’s the innkeeper. She does the hiring.”

“Where may I find Mrs. Gilson?”

“She’s in the kitchen. She can do with another pair of hands.” He cocked an eyebrow at her and added gruffly, “If you’re willing to work.”

“I am, and I thank you, sir.”

He puffed smoke. “Palmer’s my name. We don’t take to ‘sirs’ and ‘madams’ here.”

Mrs. Gilson looked at her askance when Kate requested a job. Before the woman could utter the refusal Kate had heard all afternoon, she hurriedly said, “I am willing to work. I am not afraid of hard work, ma’am.”

For some reason the woman smiled at her words. Her cherub cheeks glowed from her work by the hearth. “Why didn’t you try the Black Boar?”

“I did.”

“You’ll not be wanting to soil those lily-white hands.”

“I will do whatever task you assign me, ma’am. When my father was on campaign in Portugal, I often cooked and cleaned for him.”

“You mean that you told his batman what to do.”

“No, ma’am. I cooked meals and scrubbed pots and kept the place clean when his batman wasn’t there—and that was often.”

Mrs. Gilson’s black eyes narrowed. “Where’s your father now? And your mother?”

“I am an orphan, Mrs. Gilson. And I need employment.”

“You’ll do what I tell you?” When Kate rashly agreed, the woman handed her an apron. “Then you can start now.”

In the next few days Kate became grateful for small favors. Up at dawn, she was sometimes the last abed. Mrs. Gilson commanded, and she worked, whether in the kitchen or the scullery or the taproom or the chambers let to a few guests. She fell asleep as soon as her head touched the pillow. She watched her lily-white hands roughen and redden from work. She grew tired from going up and down the steps several times in an hour.

She remained grateful for the work.

In ways she never considered she revealed her gentler class. For the first few days the tapster Mr. Palmer had to explain the men’s dialect to her. She quickly discovered that compliments and thanks from army officers were the same as those from fishermen and farmers, few in number until their bellies were full. Her polished speech caused many a laugh. Mrs. Gilson claimed that Kate’s day dresses were too fine for work; Kate bought woolens with coins she now counted dear. She did not often have time for chats with the inn’s two other employees, the maid Magsie and the ostler Tom. Mrs. Gilson expected work from her new maid, and Kate needed the means to support herself over the next few months. Her few fanciful thoughts about a blue-eyed knight riding to her rescue were consigned to her dreams.

With an extra maid for the work, Mrs. Gilson decided to scrub the inn top to bottom. After days of washing windows, re-stuffing mattresses, waxing oak, and polishing brass, Kate was scouring the flagstones when she heard the voice that had haunted her for a week.

“That comely shape never belonged to Martha Gilson.”

She froze. Coincidence surely had not brought Anthony Farraday to the Hawthorn Inn. She couldn’t believe it. She refused to believe it. She scraped her brush harder on the flagstones. It wasn’t Anthony Farraday. It couldn’t be.

He chuckled. “Stubborn? Or shy? What other surprises did Mrs. Gilson add while I was away?”

Six steps—she counted them—then the man stopped just beyond the reach of her scrub-brush. Straw from the stable clung to his gleaming boots. She scowled. Her knees ached after long hours on the flagstones. The hall ran the width of the inn, and she did not want to scrub it again. “A gentleman does not say such things, sir, and I will thank you to scrape your boots before you traipse more dirt over my clean floor.”

“A temper as well,” the man drawled in Anthony Farraday’s voice. “Where did Mrs. Gilson find such a feisty package?”

Tone and words implied that she was a loose baggage. Kate stopped in mid-sweep with her brush. She sat on her heels. With a shaking arm she swiped straggling hair out of her face. She intended a sharp set-down for his rudeness.

He inhaled sharply. “You’re the runaway.”

She looked up a great height to the square-cut face memorable only for his vivid eyes. Even in the dark hallway Anthony Farraday’s eyes were as blue as the limitless heavens. Her heart sank then leapt to faster life.

Providence had played an ironic trick. It had so worked circumstances that here only had she found employment. Then it dropped Anthony Farraday here and laughed up its sleeve by reuniting them when she was grimy and haggish. She wanted to hide and couldn’t. She dropped the brush into the bucket and twisted her reddened hands into her soiled apron.

He squatted to peer more closely. “It is you,” he whispered. “You did escape? Or did the man chasing you send you here as punishment?”

“How did you—?” The words echoed along the hall. She stopped, caught her breath, then pitched her voice as low as his. “I came here from Ipswich on the mail coach. Mrs. Gilson was kind enough to hire me when no one else would.”

“As her scullery maid?” He plucked her hands from the shielding cloth. 

Kate flushed as he examined them. The strong soap had reddened them, the sharp flagstones had scraped them, and a week of such work had ruined them. 

He looked up, those blue eyes inches from hers. “This work is too hard for you.”

His concern unfurled warm pleasure in her stomach. For too long no one had cared about her. Yet five minutes on a street in Ipswich did not turn a stranger into a friend. She tugged her hands free. “This is honest work, Major Farraday.”

Those blue eyes narrowed. He shot a glance down the hall, toward the public room and the kitchen. “Don’t use my rank here. I’m Mr. Farraday. Only Mr. Farraday. Look, I must trust you. Can we meet somewhere away from the inn?”

“I do not understand.”

“We need to meet privately so I can explain. Just—promise to call me ‘Mr. Farraday’.”

His vehement whisper enticed her agreement. Only after she nodded and received the reward of his smile did she consider that any subterfuge might add to her troubles. She already bore a double-yoked burden, and the Hawthorn Inn had had its unexpected thorns.

Anthony Farraday had taken her nod for more than her willing silence about his military rank. “Do you know the path that follows the cliff? And the cairn? Meet me there. Tonight, after moonrise.”

“Mrs. Gilson requires that I serve the dinner. And I must help in the scullery."

“Come after everyone’s abed. I’ll wait beside the cairn for you.”

He stood abruptly. Kate retrieved her scrub-brush. Yet he didn’t move. She looked up, once again aware of her grime next to his polish.

“You’ll come?”

“Yes, Mr. Farraday.”

He nodded then turned on his heel with field-ground precision. His walk to the stairs revealed a limp that hobbled one leg. And Kate realized that he was Mrs. Gilson’s absentee lodger, gone for ten days. The maid Magsie had explained that Mr. Farraday walked the sands to help his recovery from a riding accident. A riding accident that was more likely a war injury. She remembered Lord Hargreaves in his regimentals and their talk of spies. 

She didn’t like the lie, an obvious attempt to hide his military background. Had Mrs. Gilson and Palmer not marked upon his military bearing? Kate recalled her many unconscious habits that had revealed her gentry background. Mr. Farraday obviously did not realize how much he revealed in his bearing and his military neatness. Her employers had said little more about him to her—the little they said was usually restricted to orders. Beyond the bare fact of his existence, she didn’t know what they thought of him.

On the first step Anthony Farraday glanced back. Caught staring, Kate blushed and bent guiltily to her work, but she tolled off his every step to the first floor. The injured leg did not slow his progress. How long ago had he been wounded? And where? And why?

Questions swirled with her brush. What was so secret and so important that he must tell her away from the inn? Why did he hide his military rank? Why was her silence necessary?

Did he spy on the people here at the Hawthorn? Not on the lodgers, but on Palmer and Mrs. Gilson? Why would he? The Hawthorn was an aging inn on the seacoast.

And the sea gave her the answer, adding Mr. Farraday’s secretive presence with her own questions about the inn’s occupants. All the whispered conversations between Mrs. Gilson and Palmer, and Palmer and Tom the ostler, and Palmer and two of the taproom’s regulars, Jess Carter and Jem Webb. The sea explained Mr. Palmer’s mysterious disappearance, the heavy load that Jess Carter had hauled to Ipswich over the weekend, and the extra money, not much but enough. The sea pointed to smuggling. 

But the major and Lord Hargreaves pursued a spy. A spy who used smugglers for transport? That made sense.

And she had no liking for smugglers, especially as she was now in a nest of them. The smuggling trade put money into Napoleon’s war. Smugglers brought in French spies and took out information about England’s coastal defenses. Smugglers cared more for their pockets than for their country.

She had escaped from a boiling pot of trouble by jumping into the fire of smuggling. But she didn’t regret it. She refused to examine why.

Close to the back entry, the kitchen door opened. Martha Gilson stepped out, wiping her floury hands on a cloth. “Are you not finished, Katie? The public room needs sweeping before the evening trade starts.”

Kate scrubbed another flagstone. “I swept the public room after noon, ma’am.”

“Good, good.” She twisted the cloth. Palmer’s voice rumbled in the kitchen. He had returned from the mysterious errand that had taken him away for days. The innkeeper wrung the cloth more tightly. “Did I hear someone go upstairs?”

Her nerves jumped. Kate deliberately dipped her brush in the bucket and applied it to a dry patch of stone. “A Mr. Farraday, ma’am.”

“Mr. Farraday’s back? What did he say?”

She stopped scrubbing and sat on her heels. Martha Gilson’s black eyes looked guileless, but her cousin Oliver’s wide eyes had concealed trickery. Only the shift of his eyes after he had spoken betrayed the lies. Kate had not yet discovered the telltale sign that betrayed Mrs. Gilson.

“Mr. Farraday admired my womanly form,” she said, her voice creamy soft, “and he said he would be down for dinner. Then he went upstairs.” Her omission of his military rank and his request for a secret conference landed her on Major Farraday’s side. She didn’t know what battle he fought, but since it was against smugglers and spies—.

Mrs. Gilson still hovered, so Kate lifted her lashes, letting the late sunlight streaming through the window shine into her eyes. In Oliver’s house she had learned self-preservation. The trick of light in her limpid eyes weighted her words with truth. “I assumed that Mr. Farraday was the regular lodger that you mentioned.”

“Oh, aye, he comes and goes. He’s been gone longer this time. He’ll stay three or four nights then leave again, back and forth. He keeps the room paid ahead, so you keep the linens aired and the water fresh each evening.”

“I did his room first, ma’am.”

The woman had stopped twisting the cloth. Palmer rumbled again. She looked back into the kitchen. Mrs. Gilson owned the inn and ordered Palmer from job to job, but for the hundredth time Kate wondered whose hand held the inn’s tiller.

“Did Mr. Farraday say nothing else?”

Kate scraped back her hair. If they were watching from the kitchen window, they would have seen Anthony Farraday come from the stable through the back entry. A long delay had ensued before he went upstairs. Mrs. Gilson and Palmer would have timed that long delay. They had not heard the conversation, but they knew one had occurred. Her father had despised liars, but Kate had learned more than a guileless appearance from her cousin Oliver Stanbrough.

“He had a few sallies about my person, ma’am. I offered to scrub his mouth for him.” The small lie threw away her last neutrality.

“I didn’t hear raised voices.”

At her primmest, Kate said, “A lady need not shout to inform a gentleman that his attentions are not welcome.”

“I see.”

“Is that all, Mrs. Gilson? Do you want my help in the kitchen? I will finish here soon.”

“No. You finish and get cleaned up. I’ll have your supper before the hour strikes.”

“Yes, ma’am.” She bent to her labor.

The innkeeper shut the kitchen door. Not even Palmer’s deep rumble penetrated the thick wood. Kate heard footsteps walking along the passage overhead.

So Mr. Farraday had eavesdropped. Another deception that her father had despised. She hoped he had heard enough to keep their stories aligned.

What did he want to explain? To discover that answer she would have to attend his secret meeting. He had tempted her curiosity and complimented her with his trust. Did he want an ally against smugglers? Were Palmer and Mrs. Gilson hiding their smuggling by running the Hawthorn? They had harped to Kate that the inn was respectable and her behavior must be impeccable to remain employed. And her suspicions were only suspicions. She risked her job by meeting him. If they thought she brought disrepute to the inn, they would fire her.

She wished she had someone to ask for advice. Her old governess was too far away in Bruckton. She had made three friends here, but their ties were to the Hawthorn.

Magsie worked the public room at night and served as kitchen maid during the day. She liked to chat about London fashions and paid rapt attention when Kate read the newspapers that came twice a week on the coaches. But Magsie’s job depended on Mrs. Gilson’s good will.

Tom the ostler not only depended on them, but he was also too young to counsel her. He enjoyed the stories that she adapted from the classics and the Bible. With the barn cat curled in his lap, he would listen raptly then pester her with questions. Later in the day she would hear him repeating bits of the story, especially the words that had struck him.

Jess Carter did not depend on Mrs. Gilson and Palmer for his livelihood. A lean man, tall enough to look over the heads of everyone in the public room, he had a way of cutting through the details to reach the gist of a problem. Kate enjoyed their few conversations. In the past two days Magsie had teased her about him. He sprang to help whenever she tried to carry something heavy. Wordlessly he would remove from her hands the buckets of water or armloads of wood or the coal for the upstairs braziers. He had a gentle hand with his draft horses. He lacked the clumsiness that often plagued tall men. He didn’t smile often, but Kate liked his eyes, as brown as newly-turned earth. She thought she could trust him. Yet he had hauled that load for Palmer, and Tom said that Jess sometimes crewed on Palmer’s boat.

Troubled by her thoughts, she realized she must meet with Mr. Farraday, if only to have her suspicions laid to rest.

Did he tell her out of expediency, to hide his military connections? Would he warn her away from the Hawthorn? Would he claim that he was her friend?

Friendship was too insipid for her feelings about Anthony Farraday. She did not know how to name her emotions. Today’s meeting had confirmed that her memory hadn’t lied. His eyes were that blue; his chin, that strong; his hair, that sun-kissed. He had haunted her sleep. Now he would be in daily sight. How could a few minutes have such an effect? Her bruises had faded, yet her memory had remained vivid and true.

She should remember he had insulted her person. She should remember his tasteless remarks. She did remember the trust he placed in her. She did remember his hands holding her ice-cold ones, a tender grasp after that painful grip on the Ipswich street. She did remember his concern for her, for a stranger. And the memory warmed her heart, the way his hands had warmed her frozen ones.

Kate dropped the brush in the bucket and climbed to her feet, her knees protesting their hours on the cold stone. “I am a fool,” she told the bucket.

For she would meet with Anthony Farraday, not to hear his explanation, not to have her curiosity allayed or her suspicions confirmed, but because she would like to spend more time in his company.
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​Chapter 3
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Long after sunset and Anthony Farraday’s appointed meeting time, Kate washed the last bowl and hung the dishcloth to dry. Magsie still gathered tankards from the public room, but the bulk of the washing was done.

She rubbed her back as she weighed her meeting with Anthony Farraday against the promise of a shilling if she mended Mrs. Penniman’s dress. She needed the coin more than she needed a chilly walk to the cliffs. Yet if she didn’t meet the major as promised, she suspected he would track her down in her cold attic room.

He had ignored her tonight in the public room because it suited his purpose. He hadn’t looked up from his newspaper as she served food and dodged a farmer with more reach than sense. When she set his platter before him, he hadn’t acknowledged her at all. If he were going to ignore her, why had he pushed for both tonight’s meeting and its secrecy?

A good spy would have ignored her, too.

Taking her light coat from its peg, she slipped out the back door. She paused on the step to button it.

“Goin’ for a walk?”

“Mr. Palmer! You startled me.” He leaned on the wall a few feet away. The light spilling out of the door barely revealed him. The bowl of his pipe glowed as he inhaled, and belatedly Kate smelled the tobacco smoke. If she were to keep secrets, she must be canny enough to spot the tell-tale signs of someone’s presence.

“Sorry `bout that, Miss Katie.”

He didn’t sound repentant. Wiser now to her role and aware that she stood fully in the light, she smiled. “Did you and Jem Webb have good fishing today?”

“Fishing? Nay, we were off to the saltings. He took the catch home with him.”

He pushed off the wall and more into the light. He always looked the same. Only she had changed, a change caused by Anthony Farraday’s secrets and her own speculations—which could be her imagination, firing off ideas after a week of tedious drudgery.

“Looks like you’re off on another of your walks,” Palmer added. “Myself, I don’t see that much to like on the headland. I think about the land that the sea’s took from us.”

“I missed my afternoon walk. Mrs. Gilson wanted the flagstones scrubbed.”

He didn’t respond. He wasn’t even looking at her. His gaze focused on the cliffs and the sea that pounded relentlessly at their foundation. “I lost my own farm, years back. The sea took it. Barn one year, the house not long after. Everything I spent years building up. The sea even took the old church. Greedy it is. I’ve got m’boat now. I learned my lesson. Let the sea take the land. I’ve got m’boat.”

Kate didn’t know how to reply. She didn’t think he was drunk. Although he had a fondness for whiskey, he didn’t drink when he was pouring in the public room. He didn’t have a drink now, but he’d said more to her in two minutes than in her whole week here. “Yes. Well. I will be off on my walk. Do not lock me out, Mr. Palmer.”

His gaze sharpened and came back. Behind the pipe smoke, his eyes had narrowed. “Thought you might be tired after all those chores that Marthy give you, but you’re bent on that walk. Got a man waiting for you? Have you got yourself a sweetheart, Miss Katie?”

His unexpected perspicacity startled her. No, he was not drunk. Was he testing her? Mrs. Gilson’s questions of this afternoon echoed. Palmer had also instigated those. Whatever had awakened their suspicions, Kate had to quell them. “Mr. Palmer!” Yes, that sounded like the right amount of shock. Now she had to add some outrage. “I am no light muslin! I hoped that you and Mrs. Gilson realized that.”

“Ease off the line, Miss Katie.”

“How could you think—How could you think that? I am tired, indeed I am, but my head is still churning from the noise in the public room. The sea breeze will blow it away.”

“If you go walking along the cliff, stay back from the edge. It can give way sudden-like.”

“Thank you for the warning, Mr. Palmer. I will not be long.” She stepped down and walked briskly away.

Before she had taken a dozen steps, a yawn split her face. She thanked God that it hadn’t come earlier to ruin her careful acting.

And she had learned something more and unexpected. To know her favorite walk, Palmer had to have watched her—or had her watched.

Yestereven she had suspected that someone had searched her few things. She had been glad then that she carried her money in an old-fashioned pocket beneath her skirts. Now she wondered if the searcher had looked for more than money to steal. Besides her clothes, she had her Bible, with her old governess’ address in Bruckton tucked into the Epistles. She had wept when she packed the valise and realized how little it held. It had broken her heart to leave behind all the precious things that had safely traveled with her when she went to her father while he campaigned in Portugal. She was glad now that she had so little to be searched.

The more she knew of Palmer, the more she doubted his roles as tapster and fisherman and man-of-all-work. Martha Gilson owned the Hawthorn, but she consulted him every day. She often changed her plans based on an idle comment from him at breakfast. Whatever role he served for her, he kept a loose grip on the tiller.

Her first days here, Tom the ostler had rattled away about Palmer and Mrs. Gilson and Magsie. According to Tom, Palmer had just returned from one of his fishing trips, with Jess Carter as his crew. Looking back, Kate could remember no conversations about selling the catch or mending nets, nothing that she would have expected of fishermen.

The barn cat slunk across her path, a dead field mouse in its mouth.

Kate shivered, as if the old tom had just crossed her grave. Superstition, she scolded herself. Apprehension about the major’s information. Nothing more. Nothing dangerous.

Her heart lifted as she cleared the inn’s grounds and crossed the level field that rolled up to the headland that took the brunt of the sea wind. The bright moon rimed the world with its hard silver, a harbinger of winter’s ice.

She walked rapidly, wanting this meeting with Anthony Farraday to be over. She gained the cliff and turned along its edge, mindful of repeated warnings. Waves rolled in, sucking at the shore. The path followed the decaying cliff then dropped behind the headland into a protected hollow. On her walks she often rested in the hollow’s lee and watched the sparrows and wrens flit in and out of their thorny sanctuary. In the center of the hollow stood the cairn, an ancient marker of stacked stones. She was late, but Anthony Farraday wasn’t there. No one was. 

Kate walked down to the cairn. The path continued toward the tangle of hawthorns and brambles. She touched the topmost stone. She willed Anthony Farraday to come. He didn’t. Sheltered from the cold sea wind, she leaned against the cairn. The cold of the stacked stones seeped into her. Her coat was too light. Her precious coins would be depleted again, for she would have to order a heavier one from the local seamstress.

At the count of one hundred she realized how weary she was. At two hundred a curious hurt throbbed like a sore thumb. Had he forgotten their meeting? Had he decided it didn’t matter? She resolved to leave at three hundred.

At four hundred he finally appeared off the path that twisted out of the thicket.

He greeted her. Kate cast back her scarf and said nothing. He stopped a few feet from her. In the dark his strongly-boned face looked stark. Leeched of color by the moonlight, those blue eyes could not tempt her. He smiled. She didn’t respond to that either.

“I hoped you would come, but I wasn’t certain. Do you work that hard every day?”

“What is this in aid of, Mr. Farraday?”

“You served those customers as if you were born to it,” he said, revealing that he hadn’t ignored her as completely as she had thought. “You’re too fine a lady to serve as a tavern wench. Why are you drudging here?”

She remembered her first night at the inn, serving the inn’s lodgers and the villagers who came for Mrs. Gilson’s cooking. The harried work had reminded her of the many nights when she had served hastily cooked meals to her father and his captains and subalterns on campaign. The fishermen and the farmers were tamer than officers bloated to the gills with glory and drink; they were also easier to dodge.

The memory evoked a smile. She quickly wiped it away. The night had rapidly cooled, and she grew weary. “Tavern wench is not my ambition.”

He leaned on the cairn beside her. His body radiated a tempting heat. “Then your work here is temporary? You’ll return to—the man you escaped from?” Her shudder spoke her answer better than words. “Then where will you go after this?”

“When I have enough money and enough time has passed, I will go to Bruckton. My governess lives retired there. She can help me find a position until—. She will help me.”

“You can go now. I will give you the money.”

“Ladies do not accept money from men outside their family,” she said primly, as if they didn’t stand shoulder to shoulder, as if she didn’t lean toward his heat as a defense against the cold, as if she hadn’t taken work at an inn run by smugglers.

“Call it a loan. You can owe me. You can send it to me at Melton Hall.”

“Mr. Farraday, you are a stranger. You do not even know my name.”

“Katie? Kate. Katherine, isn’t it? Who is your family?”

“No, thank you, Mr. Farraday. I do not need your help. I do not want your interference,” she added firmly. “My late father would be appalled were I to become indebted to a stranger, especially if I could not repay the debt in the near future. I will earn my way.”

“So you will remain Katie the tavern wench?”

“Kate the char. Kate the chambermaid. Kate the cook yesterday. You would not have enjoyed that meal, as Mr. Palmer would tell you.”

“Do you talk to Palmer, Kate the tavern wench?”

“I speak to all of them. Kate the maid does not put on airs.”

He stood away from the cairn, robbing her of his radiated heat. His eyes gleamed in the moonlight, and she realized they were still tempting, for she could not forget their brilliant blue. Even in the dark he seemed to see too clearly, perhaps all the way to her pounding heart. “Palmer seems to be in charge.”

“He keeps a close eye on everything.”

“I can’t decide what his relationship to Martha Gilson is. The girl who serves in the pub, is she Mrs. Gilson’s daughter?”

“Magsie is a farmer’s daughter. Mrs. Gilson just watches out for her. Mrs. Gilson does not play favorites.”

“What about Tom? Whose child is he?”

She sighed, for this catechism answered none of her own questions. Wrapping her arms around her shivering frame, she examined him and tried to decide if she was telling him anything that he did not already know. “Tom is an orphan. He is nephew to a local man, Jem Webb.”

“Who is Jem Webb?”

“You saw him in the public room tonight. He and his mates were drinking in the corner. That is their usual table. Mr. Webb likes to drink overmuch.”

“I’ve seen a tall man carry Webb out. He wasn’t there tonight. Brown hair. Brown eyes. Tall and lean. Clean-shaven. Who is he?”

“From your description, I think you must mean Jess Carter, the wagoner. But Mr. Webb is usually with two other men. I don’t know their names. Magsie usually works in the public room.”

“What about the other lodgers? Do any of them have more than passing conversations with Palmer and Mrs. Gilson?”

“No more than you would expect.” Since he waited, obviously wanting more, she tolled off the little she knew. “In the room beside yours is Mr. Saltern. He is studying the sedimentary layers of the cliffs. He came in extremely muddy yesterday because a layer of sand came down on him. Across from you is Mr. Becket. He is a rotund gentleman. On his other side is Mr. Wescott. I think he is a clerk in Ipswich on a holiday, but I am not sure. He has a miniature on a watchfob. He does not let anyone see it. And there is Mr. Blake, the other end of the hall. He sleeps late and drinks throughout the day.”

“Do you think he drinks that much?”

“I carry enough bottles up for him. I carry empty bottles down.”

“There’s a woman.”

“Mrs. Penniman. She’s here for the clean air. Her doctor’s orders. If the weather’s fine, she walks to the new town or along the beach.”

“She arrived before I left. When does she plan to leave?”

“I’m not sure. I think she may be here for another week. Should I ask her?”

“No. Did anyone see you come out tonight?”

“Mr. Palmer. I told him that I wanted to walk. He is used to my walks.”

Anthony Farraday scowled. “The Hawthorn isn’t a safe place for you.”

“Not safe? Why? What do you know?” Her weariness vanished with the hope of having her suspicions confirmed. “What do you know of what goes on here?”

“I beg your pardon? I don’t understand your question.”

“Do not pretend confusion, Major Farraday. You are no actor, and I am not a witless miss. You do not want anyone to know your military rank. You meet with a superior officer in Ipswich. You stay at the Hawthorn Inn instead of the newer Black Boar with its whitewashed walls. You keep a room so you may come and go without announcing your plans.” He winced at each additional reason. “Are you hoping to catch Palmer and Mrs. Gilson and the others?”

“Catch them? What would I want to catch them doing?”

“Smuggling.”

“What do you know?” He snapped it like an order to a green subaltern.

“Nothing. No, that is the truth. I am only suspicious. On my first day, Mr. Palmer had just returned from fishing, yet he caught no fish. Then he and Jem Webb shifted several large crates from the far barn to the attic. And last Friday Jess Carter hauled a heavy load to Ipswich.”

He kicked a loose rock and said something under his breath. “And all this happens while I am called away! Where is this far barn? How was it guarded?” After she explained and described Jem Webb’s mastiff, he shook his head. “I cannot believe they let you see all this.”

“From my attic window I can see over the hill to the barn. I do not think they have remembered that, if they ever knew. I had to clean my little room before it was habitable. Mrs. Gilson never comes above the first floor. I met Mr. Webb and his mastiff guarding that barn while I was walking. And Magsie told me about the load after I asked where someone was.”

“Did the guard, this man Webb, did he see you? Did you speak to him?”

“He certainly saw me walking. Tom told me his uncle’s name. Tom had to take him food morning and evening for several days. He likes to watch his uncle train the dog.”

“Did you ask any questions?”

“They do not hide what they do, Mr. Farraday, but they also are not forthcoming. Any overt curiosity might jeopardize my position.”

“More likely your life,” he retorted repressively then fell silent on that suspenseful note.

Kate watched his night-darkened face, cast into stark planes by the moonlight. She wished for sunlight to read his expression and give a clue to his thoughts. Her words seemed to have refined the focus for the glass he was grinding.

A lone gull’s cry pierced the night. Kate glanced up and saw it against the moonlit sky. It hovered on the sea wind, waiting, watching.

Anthony Farraday shook himself.

“What are you going to do, Major?”

“Call me Tony.”

His smile would have charmed every lady in a ballroom. In regimentals he would break hearts. Far from the crush of a soirée, Kate was too cold to be romantic. “What are you going to do? These men you are watching, are they more than smugglers?”

“More?”

“I am not a simpleton, Mr. Farraday. According to Mrs. Gilson, you come often to the inn on no specified business. The Army is involved instead of the Prevention Waterguard. Your connection to the military is to be kept secret. Are you searching for a spy?”

“Has Mrs. Gilson or that man Palmer speculated on my reasons for coming so often?”

“Not in my hearing. Magsie said that you hurt your leg in a riding accident and walking on the beach helped it. Was that the reason you offered?”

“Not in so many words. To explain myself would have sharpened the very suspicions I need to be blunted. I hoped it would be enough to purchase dozens of bottles of Napoleon brandy and send them to Melton Hall. That may not be reason enough.” He fell silent. She waited, hoping he trusted her with the truth. After a minute he shook his head. “A glib excuse will be suspected now. And you won’t be safe here. You should go on to Bruckton.”

He emanated a taut resolve. On the Peninsular Campaign, she had witnessed that resolve countless times. Like any soldier, like any officer, he saw battle ahead and marshaled his wits, his courage, and the ruthlessness needed to win. And like any military man, he sent the baggage to the rear, out of the way of the fighting.

Obviously, he classified her with the baggage.

Kate folded her arms, determined to remain. “I am not leaving, Mr. Farraday. Please do not offer your money again. I will earn my way honestly.”

“From smugglers? Honest money from criminals? That’s twisted logic, Kate. You aren’t safe here. Smugglers protect their business and themselves at any cost.”

“I am safer than you, Major Farraday. I do my work. I do not ask questions. They may not trust me, but they also do not distrust me.”

“Yet.”

She shivered at that curt addition and rubbed her chilled arms. “By the end of next month I will take the next coach to Bruckton. In three months I will attain my majority, and my inheritance will come to my hands.”

“That’s four weeks away, and four days is too long. You should leave now.”

“You have no say in the matter.”

His square jaw jutted. She expected an argument, but he surprisingly took a different road. “Then stay here, and stay out of trouble. Do only what Mrs. Gilson tells you, no less and no more. You aren’t here to capture smugglers. You aren’t here to help me. That should keep you safe.”

Kate’s hackles rose. He implied that she had snooped into his mission when he had piqued her curiosity with his required secrecy. Catching smugglers was the province of the Preventive Waterguard. Capturing spies was too important for her to interfere with his mission.

She appreciated his concern, but his edicts rang like Cousin Oliver’s. She had suffered those all summer. Anthony Farraday had no power to compel her. He could not lock her away until she bowed to his will or starved. He could not use violence on her. And never again would anyone coerce her. “Of course, Mr. Farraday.” She was a better actor than he was. Her feigned sweetness immediately smoothed away his scowl. “Now, I must return.”

“Can you get in without anyone noticing?”

“Yes, but even if Mr. Palmer is still up, he knows I went for a walk. What of you, Mr. Farraday? I believe everyone must think you have retired for the night.”

He shrugged, a graceless shift of his broad shoulders. “It’s time I let slip the reason for my continuing stays at the Hawthorn.”

“Looking for a spy?”

Her sugary tone received a sharp glance. His quick mind harked back to her earlier sweetness, and he scowled. “I won’t confirm that. I haven’t confirmed it.”

She ignored his denial. "I must go. Mrs. Gilson requires my help with the morning trays.”

As she stepped away from the cairn, he snared her arm. This grip didn’t bruise, but he had her well caught. One step not only closed the distance but also blocked her path. “You have refused my help, but may I know your name?”

“Kate the tavern wench is not enough?” she asked lightly. She sensed his gaze on her, even though the moonlight had left his face. Could he sense her own ambivalence, her caution mingled with her attraction? “Mr. Farraday, do you need to know who I am?”

“I’m not a fool to use your name in front of anyone, if that’s your worry.”

“Or start any inquiries? I am my own person, not a runaway wife or a willful daughter. You have no need to know my name.”

“Call it a mark of trust between us.” His hand slid down her arm to grasp hers. “You know more of me and my mission than my superiors would like. Can you not share your name as the least sign of faith in me?”

She laughed, trying to diminish the importance of her name and her worry that he would somehow release her location to Cousin Oliver and his searchers. “I put my faith in the Lord, Anthony Farraday.”

“As you should. I should have said ‘your trust’. You can trust me, Kate.”

Trust did go two ways. He had shared enough to deserve her name. And his faith, obvious through his blessing of her in Ipswich, warmed her with their common bond. Yet fear still caught in her breast, a sharply stabbing pain. To counter it, she gave her name in a shaky rush. “I am Katherine Margaret Wolcott Charteris. Is that trust enough, Mr. Farraday?” 

For answer, he lifted her hand. 

Panic flooded through her. He was going to kiss her hand, her work-roughened hand with its raw scrapes and reddened skin and broken nails. She tugged hard to free it. “Sir, this is hardly appropriate for a common maid.”

“A kiss of friendship, Kate.”

She looked up and only then realized how closely he stood. Surprise took her breath. Before she could protest, he bent his head and brushed his lips across hers. Then he released her. Released her too late, for in a strange and confusing way her world had transformed. She blinked, trying to understand how a feather-light touch had so sensitized her mouth and altered everything.

“Go back, Kate. Unless you want another kiss?”

He teased, but the moonlight glinted in his eyes, and she no longer trusted that moonlight.

Inhaling sharply, she brushed past him and climbed the rise, into the salty wind. Its cold breath gusted over her and tore at her cloth coat, but she didn’t heed it. She was too caught in the sea change that Anthony Farraday’s light kiss had caused.
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​Chapter 4
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With the full moon lighting the headland, Tony walked across the pastures and followed an old rock wall to the barn that Kate had described. He found an oil lantern and a flint and thoroughly searched the barn. Years had passed since it served animals or for winter fodder. Nothing pointed to the smugglers or the spy. He found overturned boxes and drag marks in the dirt, but nothing more. The cargo was already safely stowed in Ipswich, waiting for haulage to London.

He had missed his first chance. He had obeyed the summons to leave the Hawthorn and receive his orders in Ipswich. He had traveled to London to meet with Hargreaves and his superiors while ostensibly attending an off-season party with his grandfather. And the spy had arrived, sailed to France and then returned unchallenged to London. The smugglers had even landed a cargo and hauled it away undetected.

Kate had guessed his mission from only a few clues. With such quickness of mind, she would be a great ally. And Hargreaves would be appalled.

Scowling, Tony surveyed the barn with its useless signs of smuggled cargo. Hargreaves had extended his search into private salons that had political connections to the War Office. Over the objections of his superiors, his new list of suspects included women. The old guard were too inured to the social butterflies and the political Helens to expect a single-minded Clytemnestra who had schemed for years.

Tony blew out the lantern, returned it to its hook, and left. He followed the path along the cliff to reach the straggling wall that would lead to Sergeant Ranley’s cottage. The moonlight silvered the land but not as brightly as it had silvered Kate’s clear eyes. He had planned only to kiss her hand, but when she had looked up, temptation had gripped him. And she had looked stunned, as if a blazing prism had blinded her.

He had wanted to kiss her again. Quelling the desire, he had let her walk away.

As he hiked along the headland, he harked back to their conversation. Several times he had taken the wrong step with her. Her narrowed eyes, her tightened lips had warned him she didn’t like his orders. Twice he suspected that she hid a smirk at his dictatorial manner. Her strong refusals of help in Ipswich and tonight had reminded him of his mother. Her good heart he had observed as she served in the public room.  Her intelligence, however, he had not comprehended until tonight, well into their conversation. She had not listened to any of his persuasions. He wanted her help, yet even more, he wanted her out of this trouble before it turned dangerous.

He had to find that spy. Wellington’s Peninsular Campaign depended on it.

How did he get past Kate’s obstinacy and convince her of the danger? 

As he followed the broken wall, he stumbled on a displaced stone and wrenched his weak leg. Gasping, he sagged onto the stacked rocks. The wind took his breath, and for a few minutes he merely gulped the cold air. Massaging the old wound relieved the worst of the pain. He still had a mile of walking, and the old wound didn’t appreciate abuse, whether from hiking or hours in the saddle or dancing at a ball. The doctor might have called him ‘recovered’, but the leg still gave out. It always would. He should be grateful he still had the limb; amputation had been the threat before his grandfather removed him from the Army hospital.

He stared up at the moon and recalled Kate’s silvered eyes. Why had she become a runaway? Why did she drudge for her living rather than seek out a relative or a friend? Only a few clues to her background had slipped out. Neither runaway wife nor daughter. In hiding, certainly. Too proud to take charity. And with only an old governess for a friend. Was she an orphan then, with tyrannical relatives? Or a ward, preyed upon by her trustee?

And that was another similarity to his mother. The force that had driven Georgiana Farraday from her home was her father’s ultimatum, compelling a choice between her beloved soldier, a common sergeant in a line regiment, or her inheritance and status. She had chosen love, and with Dick Farraday’s guidance she plunged into a new life following the military drum.

A lonely life, Tony had long ago realized, that his mother’s clever imagination had spun into a world of golden light for her son. She fired her son’s mind with her stories and play-acting. She bartered for the books he needed for the education that she resolved he would have. She never once complained of their rough existence, constantly moving from place to place and never certain what the next billet would be or if the money would last until the quartermaster doled out the pay. Yet until his grandfather Melton introduced him to London society, Tony had never comprehended how privileged Georgiana’s world had been.

In London he met society women who gossiped and talked fashion and family connections. They expected from him no more than extravagant compliments and an arm to buttress their display. The debutantes he met were either too obedient to reveal their personalities or too obligingly fast in their pursuit of a husband. The new brides wanted to exhibit their advancement, and the jaded women wanted a new sensation to relieve their boredom. He hadn’t wanted to kiss any of them.

Kate was nothing like those women. And kissing her had been a compulsion.

Is she rare because of her circumstances? Or does she have Mama’s depth of character?

Georgiana had abandoned her old life. Only occasional letters, exchanged through Lord Melton’s solicitor, had prevented complete estrangement. Dick Farraday had written only once, to inform the viscount of his daughter’s death. He hadn’t wanted to appear a man begging for favors. With grief aching like a raw wound and proud as any angry youth, Tony had agreed with his father’s decision.

After his father died, the solicitor Darby appeared to offer reconciliation. Tony had listened but had stayed with the army. His grandfather had funded his commission to elevate him to the gentry-respectable rank of lieutenant. He never would have met the old man, but destiny had intervened on the battlefield at Albuera. By the time the naval ship deposited him in a London hospital, Tony was delirious from fever and pain and opiates. He had one clear memory of the white-haired viscount leaning on his cane and snapping orders like a battlefield general. Tony hadn’t cared what was said or done. The next time he awoke, sumptuous green curtains had replaced the hazy grey ward. A lavender-scented nurse who handled him gently replaced the orderlies who had pulled and poked his agonized body.

Weeks passed. Gradually he came to know the proud Lord Melton. Gradually they talked of Georgiana, of her beauty and her spirit, never of their estrangement. Months passed before the old man asked about his late son-in-law, his role in the regiment, his happiness with Georgiana, but never about their elopement. Certain topics had remained forbidden.

Until last week, when the viscount had himself broached them. He had accompanied his grandson to London. He offered as cover for the mission an autumn soirée, complete with debutantes. Tony had hidden his grin and agreed it was a wonderful idea.

They were late returning from the party. His grandfather’s hands had shaken more than usual when Tony gave him the brandy snifter. Exhaustion had darkened his bleary eyes. Lord Melton needed his rest, but he had asked for this talk. Tony took the other chair and stretched out his legs. He swirled his brandy to warm it.

“I thought of your mother tonight when Lady Stowencroft so easily captured your attention.”

Irritation quickened in him before it died. Lord Melton didn’t harp on Tony’s duty to perpetuate the family. He didn’t scold that the selected debutante had received only a courtesy dance. He didn’t have to. The viscount’s simple comment served the rebuke.

Tony kept his gaze on the banked fire and tried to keep his voice flat. He wanted to hear anything the old man had to say about his beloved mother, but he didn’t want a tongue-lashing. “I’m no green lad, Grandfather. A woman’s wiles won’t fry my wits.”

“You did not seem to be able to tear yourself away.”

“That wasn’t a lack of will. It was disinclination. Her conversation is more intriguing than the average woman in that room.”

“She is an accomplished flirt.”

“Do you think I have no finer conversational skills?”

Melton looked wry. “You never display them at parties.” When Tony only shrugged and sipped the brandy, his grandfather’s tone sharpened. “Do not dangle after a married woman. Lady Stowencroft and those like her have certain reputations.”

“That was evident by her willingness to enjoy my poor version of conversation.”

“Cultivate an understanding of politics. Our family has a long history in government.”

“Sir, that would not be an option for me. If Boney or the war were brought up, my conversation wouldn’t be rational. I will amend my ways, but I will not pretend an interest in fashion or the races, and I am not current with Scott or the new poets. Country dances suit me better than these society crushes. I can discuss the agriculture I’m learning. That tends to douse conversation here in London.”

“Your mother also had no liking for foolish chitchat.”

Restless before, Tony eased back in his chair. He didn’t want to distract his grandfather. Melton’s conversation often followed a convoluted train of thought. Tony thought the digressions were deliberate, to snare his attention and feed him a moral tidbit before he was served the main course. Gleaning information about Georgiana was a lot like tonight’s conversation with Kate.

He thought back to his grandfather’s rheumy eyes. The old man had swirled the brandy in the globed glass, as if it held his whole attention, then his words revealed deeper thoughts.

“My fault, the rift between Georgiana and myself. I wanted a daughter who would think for herself. She did, and I lost her. Willful, I called her. She refused my choice for her husband, and I called her ungrateful and uncaring. I said she was throwing herself away for a uniform. Your father was not an officer. Her only response was that he loved her. I laughed at that. Cold comfort that would be in the winter, trying to live on an enlisted man’s pay.”

Tony stirred but didn’t interrupt. No wonder his grandfather had demanded that he purchase an officer’s commission. Officers’ pay might have given his mother a few more months to live, paying for a nurse as well as keeping the hired rooms warmer.

“My Georgiana cut me to the bone. She said Dick Farraday loved her heart and her mind, and the man I wanted her to marry would love only her dowry and the estates she would inherit. She was right. I was the fool. I did not realize that until years too late.” He looked weary as he admitted that fault. “I had the daughter I had prayed for, and I lost her because I would not accept that daughter.”

Melton did not ask what Georgiana had told her son about him. They were interrupted before Tony could explain that she had always spoken of her father with fondness and regret. But she had never spoken of going back. That was not her way.

Dick Farraday’s pride, the pride that had prompted him to refuse any offers of help from the Melton coffers, was a soldier’s pride, a working man’s pride, to stand on his own. The Melton pride that had separated father and daughter was a different entity. Neither would retreat from positions taken years before. Georgiana would not return home unless he asked for her; her father would not ask for her unless she appeared on his doorstep. Like two encamped armies they were, wanting to be allies but afraid that any overture would ignite a new war.

After London’s whirling season, Tony understood his mother’s rarity. Kate Charteris matched Georgiana in gentility and in mind and in stubborn pride. Dominance would provoke defiance. He must remember that.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Tony shivered in the cold wind as he waited for the retired sergeant to open the door. Sgt. Ranley had not bothered to light a lantern to see his way in the two-room cottage. Tony ducked to enter and kept a hand up so he didn’t knock himself out on the low beams.

Ranley stirred up the fire. “Sit ye down, Major. What brings ye so late?”

“I searched the barn where our smugglers stash their goods.” He described the location then added, “Empty, of course. They carted the load off while I was away.”

“Jess Carter’s load. He hauled it last Friday. That Palmer, he’s a wily cove. He’ll have made a pretty pouch of guineas for that trip.”

The sergeant confirmed Kate’s information. The missed chance stabbed at him. “If Hargreaves hadn’t demanded my report, I might have identified our mysterious spy. He’s bound to stay at the Hawthorn.”

“Aye, sir.” He handed over a mug poured from the cider kept warm by the hearth. “You drink this, sir. Colder than it seems, and yer looking a little pasty.”

He drank deeply. The cider’s heat stole into his vitals. Propping a boot on the hearth fender, he rubbed his aching leg. “Sit down, Ranley. You hover more than my mother did.”

“Aye, well, if I’m to help ye find this frog, I’d like it fine if ye didn’t turn up mule-stubborn like yer ma could be if it weren’t yer da demanding it. I never seen her refuse him nothing, no matter what it was.”

Remembering his proud mother’s implacability when someone tried to order her, Tony grinned. “My father knew the secret. Love won all of his battles. He never ordered; he only asked.” Dick Farraday had avoided making stern demands of his wife, and she had willingly acceded to her husband’s wishes. Tony could recall many a battle in the camp, when someone had demanded that Georgiana Farraday do this or do that. She would fold her arms and stand her ground. Only his father’s arrival and his calm listening to both sides had brought peace. And later, because her husband requested, his mother would quietly accede to the original command.

Would that method work with Kate? Orders would only provoke her defiance. He would lose her if he depended on commands—and Tony wanted to win.

Tony downed the cider

The sergeant tucked in his rumpled shirt. “They’ve got a new girl at the inn, name’s Katie. She might have seen yer spy. She’d be the one likeliest to answer yer questions.”

“I’ve met her. In Ipswich.”

“All to the good. You know she ain’t one of them smugglers. And Palmer hasn’t spooked her yet.”

“I won’t involve her. She’s safe as long as they don’t distrust her.” He grinned ruefully, for Kate Charteris would smirk if she heard him quote her. “What else have you discovered?”

“They’re a close-mouthed bunch, even the boy who tends the horses. Yer spy didn’t stable his horses at the inn. He might be taking the coaches, but that ain’t likely. I got a peg, though, on where Palmer may anchor his boat. When do ye reckon that spy will come back?”

“No idea. Everything is guesswork on our end.”

“It ain’t good. It’s like walking into an ambush with no report on what’s ahead.”

“Very like those days, sergeant, only we won’t have cannon-shot to dodge.”

Ranley slapped his knee above the wooden leg. “I’ve done lost all I want to cannon-shot. Counted myself lucky to lose only one limb. I’d hate to lose that luck on my own shore.” He took the empty cup from Tony and stumped over to the dry sink.

Tony massaged the ache out of his thigh. They knew very little with certainty. Hargreaves had no clue how the despatch started its crooked way to Paris. Did the War Office harbor a spy or merely a loose-lipped subordinate? Were the despatches copied at the War Office or at Lord Westover’s home when the despatch box was there?

He hadn’t agreed to help because he wanted an easy job.

“Wound acting up, Major?”

The sergeant watched with a frown as Tony rubbed muscles that a bullet had ripped apart and a battlefield surgeon had patched together. He deliberately leaned back in his chair, pretending pain didn’t streak down his leg. Walking tomorrow without a limp would be hellish. “I walked too far in this cold. It’s easing off.”

Kate had spotted his lies. The sergeant accepted this one with a nod. “Yer lucky ye didn’t lose yer leg in that hospital. Or yer life. Yer lucky yer grandpa cashed ye out so’s his own doctor could tend ye.” Ranley eased into his chair, stretched out his good leg, and scratched at the stump above his wooden leg.

Tony had no memory of Ranley’s visit when he first arrived at the London hospital. Nightmares and a thick fog of pain filled the weeks between the surgeon’s bloody table and a down-soft bed at Melton Hall. He hadn’t owed his rescue from that infested ward to his grandfather alone. This old soldier had had a hand in it. Not fully recovered himself, ashen and shaky on his crutches, Ranley had appeared at Melton Hall and demanded an interview with the viscount Melton.

Two months later, still pale and weak after exertion, Ranley returned to Melton Hall to visit. Confronted with the old veteran again, the proper butler had admitted him without question. And Tony had ordered a room prepared for the unexpected guest. By August he seemed as hale as he’d been on the campaign. He had even demanded a role in this escapade.

A still-shaky officer and a crippled soldier—they were a fine pair to find a spy.

“What next, Major?”

“I’ll have to stay here until we find our spy. No more running to Hargreave’s call. I’ll write a letter to that effect. I need you to see it gets on tomorrow’s mail coach.”

“I’ll do that. Ye don’t need a military letter attached to ye.”

“Hargreaves may plant a despatch for our spy to find, vital information that will drive him back here. We have only to wait and watch.”

“How long before the spy comes across that despatch?” At Tony’s shrug, the old sergeant snorted. “Then ye don’t have no reason for planting yerself at the inn. That man Palmer, he’s canny. He’ll get suspicious and toss ye out. Ye can’t sleep the day away then go out and about at sunset without having a good reason.”

“I’ll use the best one in the world. A woman.”

“You think they’ll believe that?” Ranley scoffed. “Ye wouldn’t be hankering after the easy harlots from hereabouts, and the Delilahs are too well known. A few questions is all it’ll take to blow yer excuse to bits.”

“Then you think of an excuse.”

“Well, now, this can’t be too hard. The Hawthorn’s already got a gentry ne’er-do-well. And it’s got itself a scientist. What it needs is an artist.”

Tony’s jaw dropped, amazed at the crusty sergeant’s idea. “An artist!”

“Aye. Ye can paint and whatnot. I’ve seen them artists, sitting all day in one spot, dabbing paint on that canvas. They keep strange hours, too. And they go off on wild starts.”

“No. No and no, sergeant. Are you possessed of some imp? I have no painting gear. God forbid I have to display my lack of talent,” he added when Ranley butted in with “pencil and paper”. “It won’t do, sergeant, not at all.”

“Then be one of them new poets. Which one’s got all London in an uproar? Women falling all over him? More gossip’s written about him than what he writes himself.”

“Byron.”

“That’s the name. Ye can be a poet. Ye can go riding about looking for inspiration. Yer looking for the perfect place to set yer next epic.”

He scowled suspiciously, wondering how the sergeant knew about epics. “Do you read the new poets, Ranley?”

“Not me. Fools they all are. Put `em in a uniform, and they’ll write a scrim of pretty words instead of fighting the war. Aye, and have their fellow soldiers doing that as well. But there ain’t many that hasn’t heard of their wild starts. Drinking and carousing and using opium. Looking for new experiences. They don’t appreciate the life they was born with.”

“Is it a sermon you’re going to preach? Don’t rile up at me, sergeant. It’s a good idea. I shall endeavor to be as idle as the best of them. But I will lower myself in Kate Charteris’ eyes.”

“All to the good.” Ranley’s jaw set like a pugilist. “She don’t need to be lured into this.”

“You’ve met her, have you?”

“The cooking at the Hawthorn’s better than what I can turn out. She serves me my dinner, and it’s always with a smile. She’s a looker and a worker, and she don’t take no handy-pandy from none of them.”

Ranley’s praise of Kate pleased Tony far more than it should have. The chipper way she talked of her drudgery for Mrs. Gilson had impressed him. Her feisty refusal of his help had won his respect. In a few brief hours he had traveled far down this road of attraction that Hargreaves had warned him against. He clamped down so hard on his glee that his voice flattened. “I’m glad you like her.”

“Her father was in the Army. That she told me the first time I saw her.” He squinted at Tony. “Too good for you, Major.”

“Don’t tell her that.” He yawned and stretched. “I need to write that letter to Hargreaves. And if I’m to be a poet, I’ll need to compose a poem. My ode. An ode to the cliff. The cliff and the shore and the sea. The womanly sea, the manly cliff, and the shore where they meet. And you’ll have to help.”

The sergeant barked a laugh. “We’ll need whiskey for that, Major Farraday.”
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​Chapter 5
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A cold draft swept into the kitchen, bringing the scent of the sea. With it came Anthony Farraday. His big coat, so neatly buttoned against the cold last night, swung open and blew around him with the gust of wind. He had removed his stock, and his linen shirt was unbuttoned. His blonde hair looked as if he’d grabbed it in frustration. In no way did he resemble the tight-lipped man who had wanted to arrange Kate’s life or the disciplined major she knew him to be.

Fascinated by Tony’s change, Kate stopped setting out the plates to watch his game to outwit the smugglers.

“Mrs. Gilson, the moon has been my inspiration!”

“Mr. Farraday! You don’t look like you slept at all.”

“Can one sleep with such a moon for a muse? No! Lady Inspiration has graced me with her gift. I shall write a sonnet. No, an ode. No, not even that is sufficient. It shall be an epic.”

“Beggin’ your pardon, Mr. Farraday, but—.”

He turned away from Mrs. Gilson. His gaze skated over wide-eyed Magsie and met Kate’s wide-eyed curiosity. “Girl, find me paper and ink and quills. A local stationer should have enough. Or some fusty law clerk. Paper and ink I must have, and this very morning. I dare not wait. If I leave, Lady Inspiration will again desert me. I know it. I shall bow to her will and write my epic here!”

Eyes lit with laughter, Kate dropped a curtsey. “Shall you want breakfast, sir? Or is your muse sustenance enough?” Only last night she derided his acting ability. How wrong she was! Then she caught Palmer scowling at her. Quickly she primmed her mouth.

She wasn’t quick enough for Mrs. Gilson. “Katie! I don’t know what you said—.”

Farraday intervened. “Food and sleep. My muse shall not abandon me, for I will remain close to her sources, the sea and the shore. A tray in my room, Mrs. Gilson, in a few minutes.”

“As you wish, sir.” She looked like a cat caught between leaping for a bird and pouncing on a mouse.

“Mr. Farraday, how shall I pay for your paper and ink and quills?”

Mischief sparkled in his blue eyes and twitched at the corners of his mouth, and Kate knew she had asked the right question. “I’ll have the coins ready when you bring breakfast.”

He left, and they soon heard him stomping up the stairs.

“What will you prepare for his breakfast, ma’am?”

At Kate’s question, Mrs. Gilson started, as if still bemused. “He’ll have to take a quick fry-up. Toast some bread and prepare his tray.” She turned to her stove.

“Yes, ma’am. Is Mr. Farraday much given to these starts?”

“His visits are usually calmer.”

“Did you know he was a poet?”

“That’ll be enough, Miss Kate,” Palmer interjected. “He’s been drinking deep, that’s all. You stick to your work.” He leaned against the other kitchen door which lead to the private rooms that he and Martha Gilson had divided between them. He sipped his whiskey, an early start on the hard liquor, but he was no drunkard. She hadn’t quite determined what he was, and Palmer didn’t help by constantly shifting his ground. He relished the disguise of truth. To find any fact about him was like sailing into a headwind; unless she tacked, she was borne backwards.

She distrusted his slander against Anthony Farraday. Palmer wanted to manipulate her, to make her fearful around the man. And she knew it because he had never warned her to be cautious around Mr. Blake, who drank deeply every night. Kate had already had to dodge his advances more than a handful of times during her brief days here. 

She rattled the teapot as she dropped in the teaball. “To the ancient Greeks, inspiration is a kind of drunkenness.”

Her pedantry succeeded in killing the conversation.

Tom galloped in and sat down to the last sausages and day-old bread smeared with jam. Magsie carried hot water to the scullery to wash the first of the day’s dishes.

Mrs. Gilson set the steaming plate on the tray. “Take this up before Mr. Farraday shouts for it. We don’t want him waking the others.”

“You wait, Miss Kate. Marthy, we should send Tom on that errand.”

“Tom’s not started his chores.”

“Magsie, then.”

“I want Magsie here. Kate won’t have no trouble. Besides, Mr. Farraday asked for her.”

Kate lifted the heavy tray and scooted to the hall. She paused a second to eavesdrop, but no one spoke. Palmer had watched her toast the bread and set the tray. His unwavering gaze still unnerved her, but from her cousin at Howarth she had learned the trick of a blank expression. Balancing the tray carefully, she climbed the stairs and tried to determine why Palmer had returned to mistrusting her.

Had her teasing remark to Anthony Farraday aroused Palmer’s suspicions? Or had her educated vocabulary reminded him that she was gentry in word and thought and deed? Or had he followed her on last night’s walk? Had he seen their meeting at the cairn?

Would he tell Martha Gilson to fire her?

She propped the tray on her hip, tapped on Anthony Farraday’s door, and entered.

He had shed the dew-damp coat. His sand-encrusted boots stood beside the chair. His bed remained untouched. He stood in shirt and breeches before the fire. He turned as she set the tray onto the table by the window. With a glance at the door she had deliberately left open, he crossed to her. “Here are the coins.” Dropping them into her hand, he whispered, “A retired sergeant, his name is Ranley. I’ve told him about you.”

“I know him,” she replied, equally hushed. “He comes here for dinner.”

“If you need any help and I’m not here, go to him. He’s staying in the old stone cottage past Privet’s Farm. The path turns at the blasted oak.”

Kate poured the coins into her skirt pocket. Lifting her voice to normal, she asked, “What will you call your poem, Mr. Farraday?”

“‘A Rime for the Lady of the Sea.’ Changeable as the waters, beautiful as a goddess, with mist-colored eyes and dark hair in waves like the kelp.”

His fancy earned him an arched eyebrow and a blush, for her mirror displayed a more mundane description. “Will that be all, sir?”

“See to my coat and boots.”

She draped his coat over her arm, picked up his boots, then hesitated. No one had voiced any suspicions at his poetic guise. Would he believe the intuition that had her every atom clanging with alarm? “Shall I remove the tray in a little while, sir? Or shall I wait until noon?”

“At noon. Wake me then, not before. I will want hot water for shaving then.”

“Yes, sir.” She dropped a curtsey and hastened from the room.

His simple words of sleeping and shaving had heated her cheeks again. She did no less for the other lodgers, but last night’s brief kiss had forged an intimacy that weighted the words.

She expected Mrs. Gilson and Palmer to have broken silence with laughter about Tony Farraday’s transformation into a muse-crazed poet. Yet they were silent companions. She strained leaves from her herbal tea, and he thumbed tobacco into his pipe. Kate hid a frown, for she could not ask Magsie or Tom for details. As she shook out the coat and spread it to dry, she wondered if Palmer had trailed her upstairs to eavesdrop. With care she could avoid the squeaky steps and climb both flights soundlessly. Palmer occasionally used the front stairs when he carried goods down from the attic storeroom across from her tiny room. Did he know the squeaky treads? Mrs. Gilson might know the first flight’s. Before Kate arrived, the whole burden of the innkeeping had not been on Magsie’s shoulders alone.

Neither she nor Tony Farraday had said anything aloud that sounded suspicious.

Why do I feel I’m on a ship sailing into stormy waters?

Peace. Be still. I have no reason to fret, no reason at all.

For the next two hours Kate worked busily as the other lodgers woke to the new day. She set Tom the job of polishing the gentlemen’s shoes; Mr. Saltern’s were as sandy as Tony Farraday’s. Mrs. Penniman kept to her room for breakfast. When Kate arrived with her tray, the woman wanted her fire leaping and her curtains opened. She asked Kate to return in an hour to help her dress. She carried heated water to the men; only Mr. Blake did not stir when she knocked and entered. When Tom had finished the boots, she restored the gleaming leathers to their owners. Mr. Blake had still not roused. She left Tony Farraday’s boots outside his door and checked on Mrs. Penniman. The woman had decided her room was too hot and wanted a window open as well as another pot of tea.

Kate skipped down the steps and to the kitchen ahead of three of their lodgers.

Jess Carter had wrapped cold hands around a steaming cup when Kate whisked in. They exchanged smiles. The wind had tossed his brown hair. Palmer had his pipe going and his eyes narrowed against the smoke. Conscious of the older man’s gaze, she quickly informed Mrs. Gilson that she needed three trays in the public room.

“Palmer, you best get a fire going in there. Tom, go open the shutters.”

“Sit down, boy. I done that already, Marthy.”

“Which three are up, Katie?”

“Mr. Wescott, Mr. Becket, Mr. Saltern. Mr. Blake is still asleep.”

“And Mrs. Penniman?”

“She wants more tea.”

“Get them their tea first. No telling what else she’ll want.”

“Yes, ma’am. Mr. Becket wants the exact hour that the Ipswich coach will leave.”

“I can do that,” Tom offered, and before Mrs. Gilson could react, the boy sprang up from the crumbs of his breakfast and hurried out, glad to escape his chores with an errand into town.

With Mrs. Penniman briefly satisfied, Kate hovered in the public room while the three men polished off sausages and eggs and buns with cream and quince marmalade. Mr. Becket ate with both hands. Mr. Saltern watched with awe. He ate none of his breakfast until Mr. Becket finished and leaned back in his chair, rubbing his round belly. For such a small man, Mr. Wescott ate a prodigious amount of sausages and took his time doing it.

Kate nipped upstairs twice, once to close Mrs. Penniman’s window and remove her tray, the second time to deliver Mr. Blake’s tray. She woke him by dropping his boots on the floor. It required three drops before his puffy eyes began to blink. Kate hurried downstairs. Magsie had cleared the dishes from the public room. Tom had brought back the coach time and a days-old newspaper. The men had divided the paper and buried their noses in it.

She sank into a chair. Palmer and Jess Carter talked haulage and quarter-profits that she chose to ignore by getting Tom to name the birds that she saw on her walks. Long before he exhausted his list and the calls he knew, Mrs. Penniman rang, and Kate’s brief respite ended.

By the time Mrs. Penniman sailed forth, the morning was well advanced. Kate quickly made the beds and stripped the sheets from Mr. Becket’s. She left them bundled in the scullery then hesitantly reminded Mrs. Gilson of Tony Farraday’s requested paper, quills, and ink.

“Did you make the beds?”

“All save Mr. Farraday’s and Mr. Blake’s. Mr. Farraday does not wish to be awakened until noon. I cannot make Mr. Blake’s bed when Mr. Blake is in it.”

“Is he still abed?”

“He’s stirring. May I go on that errand for Mr. Farraday?”

“Did he give you money to pay for those things? I should send Tom or Magsie, like Palmer said.”

“Will they know which quills or ink to buy? Or how much foolscap?”

Mrs. Gilson stopped chopping turnips and looked at Kate from under her brows. “I guess you’re the best one to know that. Go you on then, but be back at noon.”

Snatching her light coat from its peg by the back door, Kate skipped into the sunshine. Suspicions were forgotten. Her toil was forgotten. She felt free. And if she hurried, she could crowd in a meeting with Sergeant Ranley.

“Know your fighting ground,” her father had advised his subalterns going into battle. “Know how your flanking troops will cover the ground. Keep your supply lines clear and your line of retreat in sight.”

Kate’s war was being alone in the world.

Her errand was quickly dispensed, and she hurried as she followed Tony Farraday’s directions to the blasted tree. Making light of the sun’s brilliance, the north wind bit sharply as it hurried to the sea. Wishing for a warmer cloak, Kate walked close to the hedgerow. The songbirds stayed tucked in the leafy shelter, scratching for the last bits of fallen fruit and seeds.

The old cottage at the hedgerow’s end stood bravely against the wind, with its front tidily swept and smoke trickling from the chimney. In approaching Mrs. Gilson for a job, Kate had felt like Daniel facing the bearded lions; this seemed no different.

The door opened after her first tentative knock, and she knew the sergeant had watched her approach. A smile opened his leathery face and revealed missing teeth. His expression’s warmth overshadowed that gap-toothed grin. “Hello, Miss Charteris.”

“Hello, Sgt. Ranley. Major Farraday said you were a friend.”

“Aye, I’m that. Come ye in.”

The sole room echoed the exterior. A table with one chair, a chest, a narrow bed, and another chair with tattered cushions, which he had drawn close to the hearth. The sergeant’s patched clothing was as neat as he could make it. Agile for a crippled man on one good leg, he pulled the straight-backed chair close to the fire. “Sit here, Miss. That wind’s comin’ on to frost. Here, drink up,” and he handed her a steaming cup.

She gratefully swallowed the hot coffee, and it warmed its way to her stomach. “Thank you, Mr. Ranley.”

“Sgt. Ranley, Miss. It’s been too long for me to be called somethin’ else.”

“Surely I am not to call you that. Mr. Farraday quite clearly ordered me not to mention his connection to the military.”

“As to that, folks hereabouts know I got my stumpy leg in Portugal on the campaign. But the major and me, we ain’t to be known as knowing each other, if ye catch me, Miss.”

“And am I not to know you beyond serving your supper at the Hawthorn?”

“Aye, Miss, not unless ye need help. Beggin’ yer pardon, Miss, but yer a better class of lady than needs to be servin’ in a public room and scrubbin’ pots for Marthy Gilson.”

Kate grinned over her steaming cup. “You sound like your major. He would have me gone from here.”

“Miss Charteris, yer in a nest of snakes. Since the major told ye about me, I reckon ye know what he’s doing at the inn.” He shook his grizzled head. The fire cast flickering light over him and across the small room. “Trust the major to fall for a pretty face and tell all.”

She flushed. “That was not the reason, sergeant. I saw him in Ipswich with another officer in regimentals. A lieutenant-colonel.”

“That would be Col. Hargreaves. When he left the hospital, he transferred from his line regiment to the War Office. He’s the reason the major’s here.”

“And you as well, since you are helping your major. I am sure that this colonel did not have to apply the thumbscrews.”

Ranley slapped his knee above the wooden leg. “It’s better than sittin’ on a doorstep, beggin’ for charity.”

Kate took another slow sip of coffee before she gave in to curiosity. “Why is Major Farraday not back with his regiment? What was his regiment?”

“The 57th Foot, Miss. The major got shot up at Albuera. He was bad off by the time he shipped to London, and those doctors wouldn’t do nothing for him. His grandfather got him out. Bought out his commission and put his own doctor to work. He would have died, else.”

She did not know of the battle at Albuera, but memories of the bloody retreat to Corunna darkened her eyes. Her father’s serious injuries and his delirium had consumed most of her attention on that terrible retreat. The surgeon had stitched his wounds, but they broke open and wouldn’t heal. Even focused on her father, she had not been blind to the agonies that others suffered as the army limped to the sea and safety, hounded by the French. His wounds seeped blood the whole gory road, and she had prayed for his life and for her life and for the rearguard soldiers who sacrificed their lives for the women and children attached to the army. In a toneless voice she said, “I did not know that Major Farraday had been wounded.”

“Leg shot. Well healed now. It don’t ail him often.”

She looked up from the dark coffee and darker memories. “And you, sergeant, where were you wounded?”

“Talavera, Miss.”

“The great victory of 1810.”

“Aye. Old Hooknose got a viscountcy, and I lost my leg. Ye said yer father was lost in the Peninsula. Where did he die?”

“Corunna.”

The sergeant spat. “Beggin’ yer pardon, Miss, but that was a sorry piece of work. No discipline in the ranks, and a needless waste of life.”

“That it was,” she agreed slowly. “General Moore had no charge of that battle, but when I heard that he had been struck down, I wept. I wept so often those last days. It took them hours to dig my father’s grave. The ground was frozen. They wanted me to evacuate to the ships, but I could not, not until he was buried. The snow covered the dirt and filled the grave faster than they could dig it.” She stopped and pressed her lips together to stop the flood of words. If she let the fresh grief melt, she feared it would be an unending torrent.

“Must have been hard on that ship comin’ back. Did ye have family to go to?”

“My mother had died years before, but my father’s solicitor arranged for me to live with my cousin Oliver Stanbrough.” She shut her mouth on anything more. Superstitiously, she hoped that saying his name would not lead her cousin to her. “The British must win, sergeant, or Napoleon will control Europe. Britain will be isolated. This spy must be found. I will do anything to help your major.”

“Trust to it, Miss Charteris, we’ll win, and we’ll catch this spy.”

Ranley confirmed that Tony Farraday’s hunt was for the spy, but elation didn’t send that shiver down her spine. Kate set aside her empty cup and stood. “That howling wind reminds me of snow. I must get back. Mrs. Gilson will have work for me.” She lifted a scarf over her head.

The sergeant held the door for her. “At the inn, Miss, you don’t know me.”

She gave him a feisty grin. “Then I shall ignore you, even if you pound the table with your tankard.”

“Yer a smart-mouthed one. No wonder the major likes ye.”

His words warmed Kate as she headed into the bitter wind.

Yet as she neared the inn, the cold memory of Corunna overtook her. She had restrained her grief for two years so Cousin Oliver would not use it to control her. In the shelter of a broken wall, Kate wiped tears from her cheeks. They kept dripping until she feared they wouldn’t stop. She couldn’t weep; she dared not. The tears finally ran dry. She hoped her reddened eyes and nose would be blamed on the cold wind.

She clutched Tony Farraday’s package to her breast and straightened her shoulders to bear the honest drudgery of Martha Gilson’s command. The past week’s labor was a thousand times better than the locked door that Oliver had imposed on her and the threatened slavery of life with him. At every dawn she reminded herself of that. She had to keep her goal constantly in mind. When the day had exhausted her, when her hopes flagged and her scraped hands pulsed with pain, she had to answer that nagging question of why she endured this misery.

If Tony Farraday had come next week, I might have accepted his money to escape. 

Kate saw no one as she entered through the back. She paused at the kitchen and listened, but the inn sounded only its creaking defense against the north wind. She hastened upstairs to rid herself of the errand and to wake Tony Farraday as promised.

She eased into his room, but he had already wakened and gone. She left the package and the extra coins on the narrow table at the window. He had draped a shirt on a chair. She picked it up to add to the laundry. It still held his scent. His razor and shaving soap rested by the basin. She carefully wiped the blade then closed it.

The room held no sign of his military past. A Die Hard of the 57th, he would not admire her if she could not withstand her drudgery when he had withstood bullets and artillery fire.

Why must I prove my bravery to him? The impulse had no logic, just as the impulses to trust him and help him had no logic. She liked Anthony Farraday. She liked him too much.  She had to control that impulse, too.
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​Chapter 6
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Wednesday started warm, and Kate gladly accepted the errand to take the heavier washing to Mrs. Carter. Mrs. Gilson and Magsie had commandeered the back garden for the personal laundry, their own and the inn’s lodgers. In her first week Kate had discovered Mrs. Carter’s superior efforts. She tucked her washing under bed linens before she ventured forth.

The sunny day still had a sharp bite when the wind blew from the Channel. The Carter cottage kept its face closed to the sea wind, so Kate passed through to the kitchen garden. The elderly woman sat on the sheltered doorstep, mending by the warm sunlight.

Mrs. Carter beamed. “Miss Kate, you’re a pretty sight. You’ve the sheets?” She secured her needle in the linen and folded away the shirt.

“Yes, and my few things, if they are no trouble?”

“Now, Miss Kate, I told you `twas no trouble to do your things. `Tis a joy to wash and iron them, such pretty laces and frills.”

“I have no need for laces and frills that can only hide under starch and coarse wool.”

“That wool keeps you warm and stands up to hard work, don’t it? Just like I told you when you bought it from me. No one needs know what’s `neath that but you, and that just serves to remind you of yourself.”

Kate followed Mrs. Carter inside and gladly set the heavy basket on the kitchen’s bricked floor. She reached into the deep pocket of her heavy skirt and produced the coins that Mrs. Gilson had carefully counted out for payment. “I am to pick up last week’s. I will need those sheets to make up the beds. Do you need my help with anything?”

“Nay, nay, `tis this basket here. Sit down, do. I’ll be just a bit.”

Kate dropped into a straight-backed chair at the square table and glanced around the low-beamed room. Mrs. Carter did the inn’s heavy laundry for a pittance. Kate knew she took in a few other jobs. Jess’ haulage kept the wolf from the door; his mother’s extra work bought a few graces, like yellow curtains and a white-glazed teapot with matching cups and bowled plates.

Mrs. Carter bustled back with an armful of small linens. “I’ve pressed the fine napery that Mrs. Gilson brought herself. You can take them back for me.”

“Oh, no. Mrs. Gilson gave me no extra coins. I cannot pay you for the work.”

“Tsk, Marthy can pay Jess when he goes to the inn for his ale. Is this not beautiful handwork?” She unfolded a starched mat to display a running vine of primroses and snowdrops.

They turned through the mats and matching napkins, each set embroidered with a different pattern, the last with lace cutwork.

“Such a delicate needle. I did not know Mrs. Gilson had anything so fine.”

“Marthy saves them for her best lodgers. I had a to-do getting the wine stains out of this one, but it came out after a third sun-bleaching.” Her spotted hands with their crooked joints folded the embroidered mat with care. “I’ll tuck them deep in the basket. That way this wind won’t blow them into the dirt.”

“I wish I had such skill with the needle.”

“I’ve no patience for it. I’ll do mending and sew me a dress or a shirt for Jess, but this fine work takes too long. I like my cooking better than this work. Sit back down, Miss Kate, and have a cuppa. That sky may be clear, but the wind’s got ice in it, a real taste of winter.”

Mrs. Carter’s offer of tea sounded wonderful. Kate could spare a few minutes before she returned to the inn and its drudgery. “I will not refuse hot tea.”

The kettle stayed hot by the fire. Mrs. Carter poured water into the teapot then refilled the kettle. She settled into the cushioned chair. “What’s the latest at the inn? Has Magsie been turned off yet? My Jess says she can’t hide her belly much longer.”

Kate hadn’t put together the girl’s sickness with her rounded belly. Not wanting to sound like a simpleton, she merely said, “Magsie is helping Mrs. Gilson with the other laundry today.”

“Marthy’s got a soft heart for that girl. I’ve never understood it. There’ll be a dust-up soon. For all he sails over the line, that Palmer’s got a Puritan streak. What else is up at the inn? I hear one of the lodgers turned poet.”

Kate’s first reaction was surprise that Tony’s epic announcement had traveled so far. Then she remembered that Jess Carter had been in the kitchen after Tony Farraday announced his inspiration. Recalling Tony’s injunction to keep silent about the relationship between them, she tried to sound nonchalant. “Oh, the poet is Mr. Farraday. He is writing a long poem about the sea. Mr. Coleridge’s sea poem has such renown that I believe it inspired Mr. Farraday.”

“I don’t know no Mr. Coleridge,” Mrs. Carter replied, which relieved Kate. Tony’s poem had nothing in common with the great epic except its title and the sea.

As the elderly woman poured cream and the steeped tea into the white cups, Kate launched into an account of Mr. Blake’s drinking bout last night. Mrs. Carter had heard the start of it from her son, but he had left long before the end with its broken chairs, Blake sprawled on the stairs, laughing uncontrollably, and Palmer swearing.

“Poor lad,” Mrs. Carter said.

She looked up from sipping her tea, not as bitter as Sgt. Ranley’s brew and more suited to her taste. “Poor lad? Mr. Blake? He drinks to excess every night, although he usually keeps that in his room. He may have won his bet against Jem Webb, but drinking is a fool’s gambit.”

“Aye, that Mr. Blake’s a poor lad. He’s had wild living in London, and he’s likely known nothing but. He’s needs mothering.”

“He is no lad to pity, Mrs. Carter. He is older than I. He is at the Hawthorn merely because he ran through last quarter’s funds too quickly.”

“If he’d stop that drinking, he would see the world straight. There’s been many a time I would’ve liked to teach that lesson to Jem Webb. He started out a good lad, but he turned wrong. Now my Jess, he’s a good man. He’s not wild like Jem.”

“Jem Webb is wild?” Kate had seen his drinking and his bullying of his mates. Only his drinking leaned toward riotous living.

“Jem likes danger. He likes thinking he can get the better of another man. He likes drinking and fighting. Look at that dog of his. He got it so he could train it to be mean, just `cause he likes being mean himself. Tom is better off with Marthy and Palmer than with that squench-eyed uncle of his. They can work together, but I wish Jess wouldn’t drink with him.”

Her teacup was long since empty, but Kate sat very still, hoping the laundress would spill more information about the Hawthorn’s regulars. She had not known for certain that Jess Carter and Jem Webb worked together. She had thought Jess merely hauled loads. Since Jem Webb worked on Palmer’s boat, then Jess Carter did as well. She now had corroboration that the two men were Palmer’s fishing crew.

How can I find out more? She picked her words carefully. “Your Jess is certainly a better man than Jem Webb.”

“He’s like his pa. My Harry wanted to escape the headland, so he joined a Sussex regiment. He got killed in the Colonies, last year of that war. I hear your own pa was in the Army and died in a foreign field, like my Harry did.”

“Yes, that is true.” Mrs. Gilson must have shared her background. When? Last week when she brought the embroidered napery?

“It’s hard to have a loved one’s grave in a land far over the ocean. It’s harder to accept the passing. My Jess was naught but a boy. He wouldn’t believe his pa was dead, not for a long time. He had some wild years. So wild I worried about him, but he’s settled a bit since he’s got that wagoner job. Now he’s not so much under Jem Webb’s evil eye. I’ve got Mr. Palmer to thank for that job, and for before that, when he made Jess his first mate. He’s done naught but good for my Jess. There’s not much I’d say good about that old smuggler, but that I do admit.”

Smuggler! Did the elderly woman realize that she’d poured out the core of the smuggling ring? Palmer and Jess Carter and Jem Webb. They seemed a mismatched crew.

“Was it hard for you?”

Kate scrambled to catch up to Mrs. Carter’s rambling conversation. The laundress had returned to her husband’s death in the Colonies. She had asked about Kate’s loss. “I was in Portugal with my father when he was shot in battle.”

“Followed the drum, did you? Was his death easier for you to get over, seeing as you saw him go into the ground?”

Nothing had been easy that frozen day at Corunna. “Sometimes I think not; sometimes, yes. I think everyone has a different grief to bear.”

“Aye, that’s true. My Jess has talked to a veteran who served in Portugal.”

She walked very carefully through her acknowledgement. “Oh, that must be Sergeant Ranley. He comes nightly for supper and an ale.”

“Jess likes him. He likes the man’s talk of battles. I’m that grateful he didn’t get all fired to join the Army himself. I don’t know what I’d do without Jess. Bad enough when he goes with Palmer on a smuggling run. I pray the good Lord they don’t run into the cutters. Palmer’s that wick, they likely never will.”

Mrs. Carter’s second slip warranted a comment, for Kate knew the elderly woman would hark back later and wonder why she’d remained silent. Shock was easy to let into her voice, for it matched her real apprehension and excitement. “Smuggling? You did say smuggling?”

“Smuggling, Miss Kate,” she confirmed with a sage nod. She set down her cup and reached for the teapot. “I say it to warn you, child. When they get secret-like at the Hawthorn, you keep your head down and don’t go places that you ain’t ordered to.”

“I think you are deliberately frightening me.”

“I’m warning you, Miss, but don’t be scared-like. They’d never do naught to hurt you.”

A shadow darkened the room. Both women looked around to see Jess Carter’s long, lean frame blocking the sunlight. He ducked his head to enter and pulled off his woolen cap, leaving his brown hair mussed. “Who’s been scaring you, Miss Kate?”

“No—no one.”

“I’ve been warning her, Jess. I didn’t want her crossing Jem Webb or making Palmer wary as a dog guarding its supper. Palmer would never hurt a woman, Miss Kate, and my Jess is not a murdering man. You don’t need to have no worries about them.”

“Mum, what’ve you been saying?”

“Miss Kate needs to know what to keep shy of. She don’t need to hear about the smuggling runs. She don’t need to make anyone not trust her.”

Jess raked his fingers through his hair. “You shouldn’t have said nothing, Mum.”

“Well, I did, and there’s no more to be said on that. More tea, child?”

“I—I must return. I have chores to do, and they are deep into the laundry. Thank you for the tea, Mrs. Carter.”

“`Tis a pleasure to talk with you, Miss Kate. Don’t be lifting that heavy basket. Jess, go carry that basket for her. And see that Marthy pays me for those linens she brought special.”

Kate shut the garden gate. Jess measured his long stride to hers, but neither spoke until they left the garden. The inn loomed at the lane’s end. Kate eyed it with mixed emotions. She worried that Palmer would fire her if Jess mentioned his mother’s revelations. She wanted to tell Tony Farraday that Mrs. Carter had confirmed Palmer was a smuggler. She needed the money she earned. She worried that the smugglers would lead—had led—to greater crimes. She needed the inn’s shelter until Oliver’s search for her abated. And that last need won over the other worries.

Jess cleared his throat. “You’re quiet, Miss Kate.”

“I am sorry, Mr. Carter. I was thinking.”

“My mum’s right. We ain’t murderers.”

“I did not think—.”

“Though you might not want to cross Jem Webb.”

He was determined to confront his mother’s revelations. She cleared her throat. “Jem Webb works with you and Mr. Palmer?”

“Jem does what Palmer says do, no more, no less. He won’t help you or hurt you, unless Palmer says to.”

“You are smugglers, the three of you together?”

“Palmer smuggles. I crew when he needs me. It’s an open secret here on the headland. Working at the inn you were bound to find out. Mum’s right on that.”

“I thought you were a wagoner.”

“I am. There ain’t a lot of money in it. There’s more money in the brandy and other goods that I haul to Ipswich. We got a man there who sells to the rich toffs in London. It ain’t real smuggling, Miss Kate, just the occasional run. We ain’t like the big gangs in Sussex and Kent. We don’t threaten our neighbors, and our neighbors keep what they know to themselves. When we come in the way of something they want, we drop it on their doorstep. We’re just making a little extra money.” He stopped. He waited for her to stop as well and lift her gaze to his. Never had he spoken so much to her in one conversation. Yet for Kate, his dark eyes harbored the shadows that he tried to keep out of his defense. “Nobody’s getting hurt, I promise you that.”

Argument would endanger her and her goal. She kept her eyes wide and innocent. “I believe you, Mr. Carter, but I also worry. Do you never fear that you will be caught?”

“For all that he’s the tapster, Palmer’s an old sea dog. He can smell Revenue cutters. Sees `em on the sea spray, my old grandpa said, and he keels over to avoid them.” He started walking again, and she fell into step beside him. “I ain’t much of a mate to be telling you this.”

“I am glad you did. I will blind my eyes to anything untoward from now on. It is better to know what to avoid than to walk into what I should not see or hear.”

“I guess that’s what my mum intended.”

Far above the heath a hawk dropped from the blue height to snatch a bird from the air.

Kate caught her breath. “Oh, that poor bird! The hawk took it!”

The raptor beat its heavy wings, gaining height to take its prey to be eaten.

“Never knew what hit it,” Jess said.

She watched the hawk, black against the heavenly blue, until it disappeared in the scrub trees. The little bird’s loss grieved her. And it warned her.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Open to the sea wind, the back garden was bitter cold even with sunshine. Laundry hung on lines and over bushes. Anything that the wind didn’t dry would be iron-dried tomorrow.

Kate held the door for Jess Carter then shut it quickly, although the cold claws that iced her were in her heart, not from the wind.

The kitchen door stood open, but Jess had stopped a few steps away. Kate heard people talking. As she came beside him, Palmer’s deep rumble carried into the long hall.

“She’s too sick to do all her work. That’s why we got saddled with an extra maid. Now you don’t want nobody seeing her belly. Don’t complain to me, Marthy. It’s your decision.”

“They’re talking about Magsie,” Jess hissed. “Palmer wants to turn her off `cause she’s increasing. Sounds like old Marthy won’t hear of it.”

“Should we interrupt them?”

“Don’t see why not,” and he led the way.

Magsie sniffed into a dishcloth and looked ready to pour a fresh spate of tears. Mrs. Gilson and Palmer confronted each other across the kitchen table. She scowled when they entered. Palmer merely leaned his chair back on two legs and searched a pocket for his pipe.

Jess set the laundry basket on the floor. He braced his arms over his chest. “My mum’s put those extra linens in. She’s wanting her pay for them.”

Wordlessly Mrs. Gilson shoved back from the table and stalked from the room. Palmer knocked the ashes out of his pipe and reached for his pouch. Kate tried not to meet Magsie’s reddened eyes. Trying to disappear into the wall, she tucked her hands behind her.

No one spoke until Mrs. Gilson returned and counted the coins into Jess Carter’s hand. He touched his cap and eased out of the taut silence. Kate wished her escape were that easy.

Mrs. Gilson burrowed into the basket until she found the fine linens. She pulled them out and counted them. She laid them on the table and counted the sets. Then she rested her hands flat on the napery and stared at Palmer. He was lighting his pipe and didn’t look up. 

“So, Miss Katie, you couldn’t carry the basket yourself?”

She didn’t like the way Mrs. Gilson threw the insinuating question over her shoulder. Magsie dropped her dishcloth to watch someone else get the keen edge of the woman’s tongue.

Kate cleared her throat. “I would have, but Mrs. Carter told her son to do it.” The laundry was her escape. “I must take these upstairs,” and she stooped to lift the basket.

“You’ll wait,” Mrs. Gilson said. She turned, and Kate didn’t like her narrowed black eyes. “How did you raise that Mr. Blake up this morning? After last night I made sure he wouldn’t lift his head till afternoon.”

Basket-less, Kate straightened. “I told him that he would have to sleep on soiled sheets another week if he did not get out of bed. He did not walk far, only to the chair. I must make up the beds, ma’am. Is Mr. Blake still in his room?” Half-drunk, he was more dangerous to anyone in a skirt. She had darted away from his clumsy lunges this morning, but she didn’t want another encounter. Had Magsie not run fast enough?

“He made it to the public room. I’ve got him drinking coffee, and Palmer’s to give him nothing stronger without a word from me. Isn’t that the agreement, Palmer?”

“It is.” Pipe going to his satisfaction, he leaned his chair back on two legs again. “Won’t stop him from finding another source.”

“We’ll deal with that when he comes staggering in. Let’s be on with it, Palmer.”

He scowled through the smoke. “I’m to do it, am I?” He dropped his chair down. “Magsie—.”

“I do my work,” the girl burst out. “You know I do, Mrs. Gilson, even when I’m sick. I won’t fail at it.”

“I know that, Magsie. I’ll not have you turned out.” She aimed a black gaze at Palmer.

Her glare didn’t affect the seaman. “Magsie, you’ll not work in the public room no longer. You’ll keep to the kitchen and the scullery. You’ll do the chamber pots when Kate brings `em down. You’ll take the laundry to Mrs. Carter. And there’ll be no more trips to new town. You understand? The inn’s got a reputation to keep. Bad enough that the regulars already know you’re increasing. No sense spreading it to the trade and the townsfolk.”

“Oh, thank you, Palmer.”

“Don’t thank me. I don’t know what we’ll do when you’re waddling about, but Marthy’s set on keeping you. It’s no luck to us that you let the father slip away.” Magsie squeaked, but he overrode her. “And you, Miss Katie, you’ll work the public room all the time now as well as your other chores. You got any complaints?”

“No, Mr. Palmer.”

“You’re easier on the eye than Magsie, enough to bring in some extra drinkers. You’ve got Jess Carter on a string already.”

Kate ducked her head and hoped she didn’t blush. “Not intentionally, Mr. Palmer.”

“Aye, well, you keep a pretty smile and sweet talk, and we’ll see if the trade increases. And, Magsie, no complaints from you.”

“Oh, no, Mr. Palmer. I’m so thankful. You and Mrs. Gilson are so kind to me.”

“You keep your thanks for Marthy, not me, girl. Off with you both.”

Kate scooped up the laundry basket. Before she shut the kitchen door, Palmer asked, “Did that suit you, Marthy?”

She couldn’t hear the woman’s answer, and she didn’t wait. She had the beds to make and her other chores to finish before Palmer opened the public room at sunset.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Although Kate had worked in the public room on other nights, she had only served the dinners. With Magsie banished, all of the serving fell on Kate’s shoulders. She had little time for rest and during the supper no time to breathe. After she carried the last tray from the kitchen, she leaned on the wall supporting one end of the bar and closed her eyes.

“Too much for you?” Palmer rumbled.

Her eyes flew open. He filled a tankard. She smiled grimly, although he missed it. “No.” She needed this work. Her fruitless afternoon searching for a job still haunted her. Palmer and Mrs. Gilson would have no opportunity to fault her work.

He topped off the third pewter pint. “Take this over to Jem and his mates.”

They hadn’t finished the last round, but Palmer kept the ale flowing for Jem. She balanced the tray then wended her way to the corner. They hailed the new round by draining the old tankards, and she carried them back to the bar. “Is it wise to let them drink so much?”

“Jem’s got a head on him, or didn’t you learn that last night when he nearly drank that man Blake under the table? He knows his limits. He’s far from that.”

Wise with Mrs. Carter’s warning, Kate vowed to steer far away from Jem Webb.

Sgt. Ranley looked up from his newspaper and gave her a gap-toothed smile when she set hot tea before him. “I thank ye, Miss. That’ll warm me on my way home.”

She stacked his used dishes. “Any news of advancement in the Peninsula, sergeant?”

“Nothing that old Hooknose is sharing.” He folded the newspaper away and picked up the mug. “Not hurrying me on, Miss?”

Raucous laughter crowed out from Jem Webb’s corner. Kate gave it a sidelong look then pinned on a merry smile for the old sergeant. “You take your time. I will bring you more tea and some biscuits if you like.”

“Nay, Miss, I’m teasing ye. I got eyes back of my head. Got rowdy last night, did they?”

“A drinking gamble, nothing more.”

“I think I can escape that. Ye go on now, and don’t fret about me.”

She picked up the last used dishes and carried them to the kitchen.

Mrs. Gilson kneaded dough for the morning’s baking. “Magsie, here’s more dishes.” The girl emerged from the scullery and scowled at the stack of bowls and mugs.

“Any late-comers wanting supper?”

“No, Mrs. Gilson. These are the last supper dishes.”

“I heard Jem Webb come in. Any trouble?”

“No, ma’am. I will bring the tankards. I must get back,” and she escaped. She always felt more awkward with Mrs. Gilson than with Palmer. After she determined his mood, she knew if he would bark or growl. Mrs. Gilson’s mood often changed in the blink of an eye.

During her brief visit to the kitchen Ranley had gone. Tony Farraday had taken the little table. He studied the newspaper the sergeant had left.

“Mr. Farraday. You are too late for supper.”

He didn’t glance up. “I ate at the Black Boar.” He turned the folded newspaper to peruse the other side. “I’ll have some of Palmer’s homebrew.”

She had so much to tell him, but he never lifted his eyes. Partly he protected his cover; partly he protected her from close association with him. Yet his behavior didn’t improve her mood. She served his ale, collected more tankards, delivered another round to Jem Webb and his cohorts, and when she paused again, Jess Carter’s thin height lounged at the bar. Leaning on one elbow, he talked quietly to Palmer. The tapster puffed on his pipe and said nothing. When he saw Kate’s approach, he straightened and wiped a cloth over the bar.

She asked pints of ale for the fishermen who had just come in. Jess Carter’s intent gaze weighed heavy on her. Kate flashed him a look then another, and his tall frame bent toward her.

“Palmer says Magsie’s in the scullery, and you’re in here now.”

“Yes.” What else could she say? She liked Jess. She liked his mother. She didn’t want anything more.

“How’s the first night gone?”

“Hectic.” She slid the heavy tray off the bar and carried it to the fishermen. When she returned, Jess hadn’t moved. She used her apron to dry her ale-sloshed hands. A glance under her lashes caught Tony Farraday watching.

“Palmer says you’re doing well.”

The tapster’s praise surprised her. Palmer avoided her gaze by re-drying a tankard. Kate patted her apron back into place. “I do not think Magsie likes the scullery.”

“She’s got months to get used to it. And she won’t complain. She’s got to stay in Marthy’s good graces. She ain’t got nowhere else to go.”

“She has no one except Mrs. Gilson?” Her own loneliness against the world loomed dark and menacing. “If she would only say who the father is. Do you know, Mr. Carter?”

“Not me.”

“No. Oh, no, I did not think you. I did not mean—.”

He laughed at her abashed stumbling. “Don’t you fret. As for Magsie, she took `em by turns. How far along is she?”

Kate didn’t know. Palmer interjected, “`Bout five months. That would be—.” He stopped to count back, but the wagoner beat him to the answer.

“Summer. Who was it then?”

“Jem Webb.” At Palmer’s naming of the man, Kate was ready to blazon the blame across his back.

“Nay,” Jess said, “that was over in the spring. Remember that July trip? Jem didn’t kick up no fuss about going in my place. When he was with Magsie, he didn’t want to go nowhere.”

“`Strooth. Now, June, July, and August—.”

“That carpenter who worked at the Black Boar,” he finished for Palmer. “A man called Hap Goodwin. He and Magsie held real steady for a while, then up about a month ago, he left. Never heard from since. He didn’t even pick up his last pay from the Boar.”

“You reckon Magsie told him she was increasing and he decided to fly the coop before she hatched?”

Palmer’s sly question deserved a rebuke, but Kate was far too wary of her job to give it. She focused on Hap Goodwin. “Is there no way to contact this man?”

“Are you a crusading missionary? Magsie’s fine. She’s got Marthy looking after her.”

“But the father should know.”

“He ain’t likely to be back,” Jess said. “He likely don’t know about Magsie. If anyone tracked him down, he’d run. He owed money to Jem. No one scarpers from a debt with Jem.”

A farmer called for another ale, and Kate had to break away.

As she worked the room, she considered Magsie and Hap Goodwin and the men who had served under her father, veterans and fresh faces, and the gossip she’d heard over the years.

Did men think that differently from women? From her years with her father, she knew they acted differently. They sought danger. They didn’t plan unless it was an involved strategy for an attack. They could tolerate grime and filth. Now she realized that they also must think differently. Men like Hap Goodwin could choose an action then leave before the hammer dropped. Women had to bear the consequences of those choices. Had Mrs. Gilson reached the same conclusion years ago? Did a past event of her own now cause her protection of Magsie? The girl was alone in the world, a baby growing, and no father around. A father should care about his child.

Mrs. Carter’s assessment of Jem Webb haunted Kate. While she had absolved her son and Palmer of murder, she had not said that of Jem. She had called him wild, but she had not named all his misdeeds.

Hap Goodwin’s departure suddenly loomed ominously. Had he chosen to leave? Or had someone forced the decision on him? Or worse? He had said nothing to Magsie about leaving. Nor had he taken his pay.

Before every shilling and pence had mattered to her, Kate had not realized how important money was. Now she counted and re-counted every coin as a barrier against starvation and lack of shelter. And Hap Goodwin had abandoned money! She could not believe it.

She took the empty tankards from Jem and his friends, who were already sotted. They would sleep on the floor or under a hedge if they didn’t slow down. Jem looked only a little bright-eyed. She liked him even less than before.

She had to tell Tony Farraday that she had confirmed Palmer’s smuggler crew. And she had to tell him how dangerous Jem Webb was.

The public room emptied. Kate stayed busy, hoping to avoid a talk with Jess and to have a talk with Tony Farraday, who read the newspaper while he finished his pint.

Jem hauled his friends up and steered them to the long bar. His conversation with Palmer and Jess was as loud as always. Under its cover, Kate stopped at Tony’s table and wiped it off.

“I must speak with you, Mr. Farraday.”

“Tonight?”

“Tomorrow. At the cairn. Can you meet me around four?” She would have enough time to finish her regular chores before Palmer opened the public room.

He lifted his tankard to hide his mouth. “I’ll be there.”

Jem’s voice no longer boomed over the room. “And will you be wanting another ale, Mr. Farraday?” She lifted her voice so it carried.

“No. This will do me.” He dropped a coin on the table for her.

Kate pocketed it with only a twinge of her pride. Every shilling matters. She curtsied and took his tankard away. Jess guided Jem’s friends out. Webb followed, slowly but steadily.

“I’m closing up, Mr. Farraday,” Palmer called.

Tony didn’t hesitate, didn’t look at her, didn’t even bother with a response. He just picked up Ranley’s newspaper and headed into the hallway. As Kate began sweeping, she heard him climb the stairs, several treads squeaking. Before she finished, she heard boots clumping back down the stairs.

“Ah, Palmer.” Tony’s voice. She slowed her broom to listen. “I’ll be out late again, walking the shores and headland. I need the inspiration of the stars and the sea.”

“I’ll be locking up, Mr. Farraday. You won’t get back in until morning.”

“With my goddess muse, how can I become weary? And if I tire or become chilled, I’ll join my horse in the stable.”

Kate smothered a giggle at Tony’s practicality which his poetic disguise couldn’t mask.

“You’ll not be disturbing Tom, Mr. Farraday. He’s got work to do.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. Good evening, Mr. Palmer.”

“Same to you, sir.” Palmer’s dry voice dripped irony.

The front door opened. “Ah, Carter, isn’t it?” Tony said.

“Aye, sir. Going for a walk this late?”

“The moon inspires me, my good man,” he explained with a hauteur unlike him.

“You’re the poet then?” Jess answered with derision.

Tony didn’t respond. The door shut, and Jess came in. Kate stopped sweeping and leaned on her broom. “Did Jem Webb and his friends find their way home?”

“They’re not lost sheep.” He dropped into a chair. His long legs blocked her path.

She snorted. “Not tonight. Look at the mess last night: broken glass, broken chairs, and ale sloshed all over the floor. Why do you help him?” she fumed.

“Jem’s been my mate for a long time. When I was running wild, he got me out of a lot of trouble. He got me my first job for Palmer. He didn’t drink so much, up until a few years ago.”

“If he is your mate, then you should not let him drink so much.”

Jess linked his hands behind his head. “Why are you so riled about it? Jem’s contrary. If I say something or if Palmer does, he only drinks more. I don’t want him bowing up on me. It ain’t a crime to drink. Besides, he’s got a fist like a hammer.”

“It should be a crime.” Kate recalled her cousin’s inebriations, his sodden rages, the frightening evening when she had slipped from his grasp only by God’s grace and spent the remaining night hiding in the darkened house. He had been a good training for her work at the Hawthorne. 

“That you, Jess?” Palmer asked. He came in from extinguishing the lamps in the hall.

Jess stood up, no longer at ease. “I’d like a word.”

Without looking at her, Palmer said, “That’ll be all, Miss Katie. Go on to bed. You’ve another hard day tomorrow.”

Taut anger stretched between the two men. Her gaze shifted to each of them. Kate had never seen such coldness in Jess’ face. Palmer’s weathered visage had creased into a frown, and for once he didn’t deflect the tension by reaching for his pipe. She wanted to escape, but she had to secure her freedom for tomorrow’s meeting with Tony Farraday. 

“I missed my walk, Mr. Palmer. If I can manage it, may I walk tomorrow?”

His scowl bent on her, and she feared he would give her more chores. But his slitted eyes never really focused on her. “As long as your walking don’t interfere with your work.”

“Thank you, Mr. Palmer. Good night, Mr. Carter, Mr. Palmer,”
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​Chapter 7
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Tony timed his daily ride to coincide with his meeting with Kate Charteris.

When she emerged from the inn, he was at the stable, waiting for Tom to bring his horse. She paused on the wide step. Like a countrywoman, she had tucked the corners of a woolen shawl into her skirt waist. Tendrils of wavy hair had escaped from her braid. Her clear eyes scanned the clouds that had herded into the sky. Tugging on mittens, she crossed the kitchen garden to where the tapster sat in a sheltered corner. “I am going for my walk, Mr. Palmer.”

He removed the pipe from his mouth. “If you go along the cliff path, stay back from the edge. It’ll crumble under you without warning.”

“I haven’t forgotten. I will return within the hour, sir.” She crossed the garden without a backward look.

Admiring the swing of her skirt, Tony watched until she disappeared from sight. When he looked round from that delightful distraction, Palmer was watching him. He nodded to the man then had his own study of the sky until Tom appeared with his horse.

The ostler insisted on holding the gelding’s head while Tony mounted. “Are you ridin’ along the headland, Mr. Farraday?”

From the corner of his eye, Tony saw the tapster lean forward and knock ash from his pipe. Following Kate onto the headland would be folly. “We want a good run, don’t we, boy?” He patted the horse’s neck, and the gelding tossed his head in agreement. “There’s a good stretch over the inland heath. Greybeard will enjoy those walls.”

He turned the gelding toward the front of the inn and the road to the new town. Palmer’s gaze bored into his back until the stout inn walls intervened.

Once on the lane, Tony prodded his horse into a canter. No one appeared at the few cottages he passed. The road followed the gentle undulation of the land. Only the cries of seabirds broke the silence. Threading through fleecy clouds, the sun had lost its warmth to the cold sea wind. He turned his collar up.

On a gentle rise he drew to a halt. The horse stamped and tossed his head, wanting the promised run. Ahead were the first buildings of the new town, daily growing as people rebuilt. The ancient sea had stolen the old town. Ruins of the old church stood further along the headland. With every storm it lost more stones to the sea.

He turned in his saddle and stood up in the stirrups. He could just see the inn’s tiled roof. If someone had gone to the gable window, they still couldn’t see him. Nor could a watcher see the cliff. Only the far distant white-capped waves would they see. He sat back and clucked to Greybeard, turning him onto the heath. The gelding needed no urging to gallop over the soft ground. Tony bent forward, wanting more speed. Greybeard obliged.

Kate would be at the cairn before him again. Impatient again.

They reached the rock wall that straggled toward the cliffs until it dropped into the sea. The horse cleared it and at his signal turned to follow the wall.

He would have to backtrack to the cairn. No one from the inn would see their meeting—unless someone had followed Kate. Palmer might. He might send Tom. But the canny tapster didn’t seem suspicious. Not yet.

The sun glittered on the horizon as they jumped another wall. Tony turned the gelding toward the cairn and slowed him to a walk. The horse cooled down in the handful of minutes before they dropped into the sheltered hollow where Kate waited.

He dismounted and walked the last steps. The gelding snaked his head around Tony to blow at Kate. She laughed, and he loved the joy in her face. “Sorry, boy, no carrots.”

The horse snorted then dropped his head to crop the sweet grass.

“So, this is your horse. I have seen Tom riding him, yesterday and before.”

“When I don’t have the opportunity to ride, he exercises Greybeard for me.”

“Greybeard?” The name startled another laugh from her.

“He’s a wise old man, wiser than me. His head doesn’t get befuddled by the pretty fillies. But he was expecting carrots from you.”

Her eyes flashed up then quickly down. “I have slipped him a few. He likes apples, too.”

“You’re spending time in the stable?”

She nodded, sober again. “I have a campaign. I want Tom to read more than his name.”

Tony thought her plan sweet but naïve. Tom relished his life in the stable. Relished, too, his life at the inn under Palmer’s lax tutelage. The boy had probably been in the thick of Palmer’s shady piracy for most of his life.

A blast of cold wind filled the hollow. Kate shivered and rubbed her arms. Tony shrugged out of his coat and wrapped it around her. “It’s too cold for you. We’ll have to find another way to meet privately.”

She clutched the warmth to her. “I have information about your smugglers.”

“Did you get your information from the man who kept trying to talk to you last night?” He had envied their easy conversation. He hadn’t envied Carter. The way her gaze had continually darted around the room had assured Tony that Carter hadn’t captured her attention. “Then what is it? You look worried.”

She scratched Greybeard’s neck. The gelding stretched his neck and nearly closed his eyes. “The other maid here—.”

“The pregnant one?” Startled, Kate opened her eyes wide, so Tony added, “Hard not to notice she’s increasing. Is she the reason you had to work the public room all evening?”

“I have more duties now.”

“They’ll work you to the bone, Kate, and toss you out when they’ve used you up.”

“They did not discharge Magsie; they just banished her from the public room. And serving dinner and ale is not hard work, Mr. Farraday, just constant. I worked much harder when my father was on campaign.”

“Army man, was he?”

She shook her head. Her hands, holding his coat around her, still trembled. “We did not meet to rattle on about the past. I have learned some things. You will find only one part of it new. The rest confirms your suspicions.”

The wind cut through his shirt. She shivered anew. He should hurry the information from her, for they had so little evidence. But he would let this meeting unfold at her chosen speed. Tony leaned against the cairn and folded his arms, as if he had no other concerns save her. “And how did you discover this information?”

“The local laundress Mrs. Carter. She told me, deliberately. She did not want me to stumble into trouble. She was warning me.”

“And what did she tell you?”

“Mr. Palmer is the leader, as you suspected. Jem Webb, Tom’s uncle, is one of his crew. And Jess Carter, he’s with them. I think they are the core of the gang. I do not think Palmer calls upon anyone else unless he has a large haul.”

“Carter takes the goods to Ipswich?”

“He crews as well. I think that most of his work is legitimate, but some of the loads are smuggled goods.”

“I’m glad you’ve confirmed my suspicions, but I’m no closer to the information I need.”

A frown marred her smooth brow. She pushed wind-blown hair out of her face. “Mr. Farraday, please do not take lightly this warning. The odds are against you. You are alone in this hunt. Oh, I know Sgt. Ranley works with you, but he would be no help in a fight. You are alone, and one of the smugglers is a murderer.”

“Ranley wouldn’t appreciate your reading of his capabilities.”

“Your sergeant,” she retorted sturdily, “would be the first to admit that I am right, Tony Farraday. You may hunt for a spy, but the spy is allied to these smugglers. You must take care.”

“Which one is the murderer?” Palmer, he guessed. The man would ruthlessly protect his business. And he had a heightened sense to spot trouble while it still flailed for a purchase.

“Jem Webb is.”

“The man who sits in the corner with his friends and drinks the night away?”

“Yes. Don’t discount the danger because he drinks. You know soldiers; you know how drink taints their judgments. And he has trained his dog to attack on command. He’s dangerous,” she whispered, as if the word carried more menace than murderer. “Jem Webb had a grudge against a man who owed him money, and that man has disappeared.”

“Rumor.” Tony didn’t reject Kate’s words, but he also did not want her to realize how seriously he took her warning. He’d seen how the locals gave Webb a wide berth when he came into the public room, especially after he’d downed a few pints. He’d seen him on the pier, watching the passersby, and on the heath, controlling the mastiff with a choke chain. Standing on the road with Jess Carter, dwarfing the taller man with his stolid stance and pugnacious jaw. “If Webb committed murder, where’s the body? Why hasn’t he been arrested?”

“Magsie says that the sea holds all the evidence.”

He watched the gelding nibble the grass, his tail flicking.

Kate warned him about the danger, but she walked the same dangerous road. If he suggested that she leave, she would become intransigent. Nor could he hasten the end of his mission. The accursed spy controlled everything.

Time. They needed time. And time was the enemy of soldiers. Tony had seen men die because they forgot the enemy was aiming at them. Reinforcements marched over a hill, and the men jumped and cheered. The enemy never forgot. He’d had years to learn this lesson. Kate hadn’t. He worried more about her inexperience than her courage, even as he tried to deflate her canny sense of danger. And as he spoke, he hoped he wouldn’t regret giving her a reassurance that he didn’t wholly believe. “It’s all rumor, Kate. A series of events that can’t be linked.”

Trying to stay warm, she stamped her feet. Tony reached out to rub her arms, warming her with touch. Her clear eyes searched his. “Mrs. Carter warned me,” she insisted. “She said that Jem Webb is much more dangerous than Palmer or Jess.”

When she called the wagoner by his given name, his fingers tightened. A jealous reflex that he had to control. “Mrs. Carter is not likely to admit the foul deeds her son commits.”

“She said her son would not commit murder and that Palmer would not hurt a woman. She did not make such distinctions for Jem Webb. Tony Farraday, do not scoff at my warning. I do not want to see you die.” Tears welled in her clear eyes.

“I’m not scoffing.” He squeezed her arms and repeated it more gently. “I’m not, Kate. I’ll keep good watch. And you must promise not to have any more conversations about smugglers. You are also in danger.”

“Your sergeant said I was in a nest of snakes. And Magsie confirmed what Jess said. I did not ask for the information; Mrs. Carter told me, to warn me, she said. She does not want me to ask questions and poke into corners. She is as worried about my safety as you are.”

“She claimed to be. She probably wanted to keep her son shining brightly in your eyes.”

Her eyes narrowed at his repressive comment. Her gaze shifted to the distant sky where the terns flew against the wind. A contraction of her brows revealed that his words had connected to some memory. But she didn’t share it. She extricated herself from his hold and slipped off his coat. “I will be late. I should not have come at all, but I thought you wanted information about the smugglers.” She held out his coat.

“I did. I do. But I want no risk to shadow you, Kate Charteris. You won’t accept any help to leave here. I’ll take your warning about Jem Webb if you take mine. Don’t wake their distrust. Don’t become overly friendly with any of them.”

When he took the coat, she tugged her shawl loose to wrap around her shoulders. The jerky movement pulled her ruby cross from beneath the flounced lawn of her bodice. It tangled in the openwork of the knitted shawl. “Are you dining at the Black Boar again or with us?”

“The Black Boar. I won’t give Palmer a chance to time our arrivals.” The tangled cross glinted at him. Remembering their encounter at Ipswich, Tony tugged it free then dropped it into place on the fine linen.

“Do you think he is suspicious?”

“Hard to say. I rode toward town to throw him off. We’ll keep our public contact at the inn brief and impersonal. No one, including Palmer, will have cause to raise an eyebrow.” He released her, and his hands immediately felt empty. “Off with you, Kate, before you’re late and Martha Gilson decides you need more work to keep you from roaming.”

She laughed. “That would never do.”

When she was beyond the rim of the sheltered hollow, Tony lifted the coat to his nose. A faint whiff of her remained in the lining. He shrugged into the coat then whistled for his horse.

He had to skate as close to the truth as possible. So he and Greybeard would take that promised run across the inland heath before dark fell. Hargreaves had warned him against distractions. He’d been prophetic. If the smugglers’ suspicions heated up, then Kate would be mired in trouble. And he would be in a quandary:  help her and reveal himself or keep his head down while he waited for the spy to appear.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Kate yawned over her breakfast tea and wondered how she would stomach that hard-boiled egg and dry toast. Mrs. Gilson was well into cooking the lodgers’ breakfasts. She had to hurry through her own meal before the trays were ready. The innkeeper served breakfast once; if Kate missed it, she would go hungry until after luncheon. She dipped a toast corner into her tea and tasted it.

Tom abruptly said, “I saw you talking to that man.”

For a shocked moment she thought Tom had seen her meeting with Tony Farraday at the cairn. “I beg your pardon?” covered a multitude of situations.

Magsie’s blue eyes opened very wide, then she buried her face in her cup. At the head of the table Palmer put down his coffee cup with slow deliberation.

“You were talking to that old crippled soldier,” Tom accused.

“You saw me talking to Sgt. Ranley,” Kate amended mildly and dipped her toast again. The tea softened the hard crust, and the flavor improved the stale bread.

“He’s a strange one for gentry folk like you to be talking to.”

“My late father and the sergeant both served with Wellesley against the French, my father to his death,” she marveled at how calmly she recalled that grief, at how calmly she disguised her apprehension, “and Sgt. Ranley to the loss of a limb and his health and his career. I am happy to speak with him every night.”

“This weren’t here, Miss Katie. I saw you talking to him at that cottage where he lives.”

The tea-soaked bread gave her time to bring mildness into her voice. As she chewed and swallowed her bite, she tamped down the panic. How could she turn Tom’s attention elsewhere? “The sergeant invited me for tea. We were able to talk more at length than here, where a dozen chores demand my attention. Were you exercising that big gelding of Mr. Farraday’s?”

Palmer leaned forward to pass the salt for her egg. “Now, Miss Katie, what would a gentle lady like yourself have in common with a banged-up veteran of the Continent War?”

“Do you not remember, Mr. Palmer? I thought I told you. I traveled with my father, following the drum. Sgt. Ranley and I have many experiences in common. We were English together in foreign countries. We talked of Portugal and Spain. He spoke of Wellesley and French battalions. I spoke of smoking cookfires and billets in houses destroyed by cannonade.” These safe answers sounded reasonable, even as they omitted concrete facts. She did not add that Ranley and she were connected to different regiments and were abroad at different times.

“Where’s this Portugal and Spain?”

As she explained geography to Tom, Kate reflected wryly that this coastal boy knew France better than she did. He may have even crossed the Channel on a run with the Hawthorn’s smugglers. “And of course, France,” she concluded, “I have never traveled to.”

“`Strooth?” he exclaimed, using Palmer’s word. “And it only a day’s sail.”

“Truth,” she confirmed with a rueful smile. “I understand that northern France is much like our green England, but Spain and Portugal are vastly different.”

Magsie listened as raptly as Tom, although the boy occasionally exclaimed disbelief at her descriptions. Palmer concentrated on his sausages. The breakfast trays cut short her tale. Kate gulped her tea, tucked her second piece of toast into a pocket, and started her workday.

Only in the lull between delivering breakfast and retrieving the empty dishes did she begin to wonder what the morning’s conversation revealed.

Tom had followed her. He hadn’t answered her question about exercising the horse. In her first week, when she began her afternoon walks, Kate had seen the boy on a horse in the distance. Had he followed her then, to see where she went and whom she met? If he had, Palmer had ordered it.

Palmer had asked only the one question, the crucial one that pointed up the difference in status between her and the sergeant. She thought she covered it well, but she knew more questions would come, and at odd times. Had he put Tom up to starting the questions?

They were more mistrustful than she had believed.

Since Tom knew I met with Ranley, how did he miss my meeting with Tony? Or did he miss it? She tried to reassure herself, but her intuition told her that Tom had followed her yesterday. Surely if he saw us, he would have asked about that meeting. Surely he would have.

She pressed cold fingers to her forehead and tried to picture Palmer and Tom at this morning’s table. She had not been paying any attention to them until Tom’s statement set her heart to pounding. Had she missed a silent exchange, a nod to begin?

No. No, she didn’t remember anything like that.

And Palmer’s sole question had not disguised an accusation. He merely asked for information. Mrs. Carter’s warnings and Jess’ talk of Hap Goodwin had scared up the goblins. What caution had her father given his captains? Don’t speculate about your enemy’s force until you can count them.

She would seek no more private conversations with Tony Farraday. She had to believe that Tom had followed her, that he had seen them and reported to Palmer. She remembered how Tony had swept his coat around her, how he had held her arms and dipped his head as he reassured her, how he had restored her cross to its home over her heart. Palmer had likely thought the boy reported a lovers’ tryst. His suspicions had centered on the banged-up war veteran rather than on the gentleman poet who communed with the moon.

Whether she had been seen or not, she must be more cautious.

And she need not tell Tony Farraday. He would only gloat that her brave talk of the smugglers’ trust had been refuted. Or he would press her to go on to Bruckton.

I will not do that. I will not drop everything and run. Not again.

Even if it were the wisest choice.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Is Kate deliberately avoiding me?

Tony braced his bad leg on an outcropping and leaned on it as he scanned the inland waters for Palmer’s elusive boat.

Two days since they met at the cairn, and Kate had given him neither word nor smile.

Ducks paddled in the rippled waters, sheltered from the choppy Channel by the jutting headland. Terns sailed against the wind. They dropped precipitously then angled their wings and cut back to the heights. The lowering clouds darkened the inland waters to a deeper gray.

Tony hunched his shoulders against the drizzle and walked on. The gelding trailed. He had come to hunt for Palmer’s boat, but thoughts of Kate kept intervening. She truly was the distraction that Giles Hargreaves had predicted. And Hargreaves waited for a report, waited by prearrangement through Tony’s own letter. Waited in the warmth of the Black Boar. Spiced ale to drink. Newspapers to read. A pretty girl who smiled and brought everything he needed.

While Kate barely lifted her gaze to him and scooted out of sight when he came in.

This morning she had briskly cleared his breakfast tray, efficient and impersonal. A witless temptation to seize her hand had ridden him. That would compel her attention, even if she only exclaimed “for shame”. But Kate wouldn’t resort to a weak cry. She would dump the tray in his lap, much as she’d poured ale on last night’s unlucky admirer. He could imagine the furor if he encroached in the public room. Her protector would doubtless intervene. A tall man, he had the greater reach, but Tony had more experience brawling.

Then he laughed at his imagination and reined it in.

Kate had new rules, and he had to obey them. He tried not to attract attention in the public room. He tried not to watch her every aching minute as she flitted about her duties. She had even converted Ranley into thinking they needed her help. One afternoon tea, and she had another advocate to let her gather information at the inn. Tony had backed off rather than argue. He let her stay in danger because he wanted her near. And he admitted that he was smitten with a pretty girl who had a quick wit and a fearless courage.

Too fearless. She should have gone to Bruckton. She would be safe there.

“Smitten and witless,” he derided himself. Hargreaves would laugh.

He had only agreed to this mission to help his friend. He begrudged his time away from Melton Hall. That shocked him. While he hadn’t love combat with its noise and gore and death, he had thrived on the challenge. Melton had posed a different challenge. This year he found an endless satisfaction in the slow progress as seedlings struggled through clods of dirt then straightened and stretched to the sky. The miracle of birth, whether lamb or calf or foal, fascinated him. Melton represented life; too many of his years he had devoted to death. Hargreaves wouldn’t understand that.

He flung a stone into the water, scattering the ducks.

At the Black Boar in the new town, Hargreaves had selected a corner table. He used the opportunity to watch the entire room, almost empty in the mid-morning. He wore a dark suit, but invisible regimental braids still held him stiffly upright. He looked older, weighted, as if he hadn’t slept well in days. His cane leaned on the table. As Tony loomed up, he folded away his newspaper and offered his ready grin, not often in evidence since both of them had endured that dingy hospital ward.

The maid had spiced ale on the table before Tony’s back touched the chair. She had a pink mouth and dimpled cheeks and dancing dark curls, and her eyes offered an invitation. Tony compared her to Kate and waved her away.

“You took your time this morning. The accommodation coach leaves in an hour.” The sober words quietly issued the rebuke.

Hargreaves’ rebuke lacked the sting of the scorn he’d heaped on himself. Tony set his hat on the table and reached for the ale. “I wanted a last look for our friend’s boat.”

“Ship, man. Large enough to brave the Channel swells, large enough to hold cargo that makes a run worthwhile, small enough that most revenue cutters won’t see it in the choppy waters. That’s ship-size.”

“I ain’t a navvy. Boat it stays.”

Humor lit Hargreaves’ eyes, but he only asked, “And did you find this boat?”

“No. But I have truly found our friend. Evidence this time, not just the conjecture that your superiors questioned. I know the crew. Only one of them has a reputation for violence. A small crew who smuggle for a sideline.”

A burden lifted from Hargreaves’ brow, restoring his youth. “Quick work, Farraday. How long has it been since your presentation in London? A week? I knew you were the best man that we sent out.”

Tony didn’t mention Kate’s help. How many times had Hargreaves complained that a woman caused more problems than she helped? “Will you call out the troops?”

“We’re after a spy, not a smuggler. A spy who uses smugglers for transport.”

“So we wait until he appears? He won’t announce himself, Hargreaves. I may not get word out before he sails for France. And that spills more information into our enemy’s hands.”

“Your letter set me to hard thinking, Farraday. We may have to utilize trickery. We want to stop any official despatch from reaching France. If you steal it back, what will happen?”

The question surprised him. The whole mission had merely strategized the recovery of any despatch and the arrest of the spy. What trickery did Hargreaves plan beyond some planted despatch? Tony drummed his fingers as he considered the question. “If I steal it back, a hunt will ensue.” He thought of Kate. “Innocent people might be hurt. Without the despatch, he won’t sail.”
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