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      “When bad men combine, the good must associate; else they will fall, one by one, an unpitied sacrifice in a contemptible struggle.” Edmund Burke

      

      Brought together by war, Valeria Izquierdos and Harry Redepenning had only a few short months as a couple before the war parted them again.

      That war is long over when she brings a group of war brides and children to England. Her friends seek their soldier husbands. Valeria wants to find Harry or, if Harry’s long silence means he is dead, his father. Her eldest child deserves to know his English family.

      Harry has never forgotten, or ceased to mourn, the warrior wife he married in the midst of war, and lost to a French ambush years ago. His courtship of a suitable wife is a practical matter, not involving the heart that has been numb since Valeria’s death.

      The Redepenning family greet Valeria with suspicion, but when Harry joyously confirms her identity, they welcome her and her children with open arms—not just Kiko, whose Redepenning eyes mark him as Harry’s son, but also the daughter she adopted and the younger son who origins she has disclosed only to Harry.

      But as Valeria, Harry, and the children begin living as a family, another, private, war looms before them. The lady who had been smugly awaiting Harry’s proposal is less than pleased with the couple’s reunion. She and her parents set out to destroy Valeria’s reputation, and find willing accomplices.

      An old foe of the Redepennings has combined forces with a man who blames Valeria for his brother’s death, and who wants Valeria’s youngest child. A rival of Harry’s from the army would be glad to hurt Harry however he can. These enemies will stop at nothing to destroy not only Harry and Valeria, but also their family.
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      The church had been damaged by cannon fire, but the villagers had shored up the damaged end and were rebuilding it, stone by stone, as they found the time.

      Harry, more formally known as Major Henry Redepenning in His Britannic Majesty’s army, was waiting at the other end, before a beautifully carved stone altar that had been undamaged in the attack and in any looting that took place after it.

      At least, it could have been looting that stripped the place bare of the treasures even a village as poor as this usually managed to accumulate in their church. Or perhaps those precious linens, tapestries, statues, candlesticks and other such items had been hidden away to prevent looting.

      The second theory gained substance when the little priest came out of a door to Harry’s right, followed by one of the black-clad grandmothers from the village. Both had their arms full, and they proceeded to dress the altar, first in layers of richly embroidered cloth and then with candlesticks and other gleaming brass items Harry couldn’t name.

      “You are early, Señor,” the priest commented, his English heavily accented.

      Harry replied in Spanish, his own command of that language probably as bad as the priest’s English. “Better early than late, Father.” He, his friend Kit, and Tom Price, his soldier servant had left camp at first light, not knowing what obstacles might get in their way as they traversed the mountain paths to the village. But it had been an easy ride, and now Kit and Tom were somewhere coaxing a breakfast from one of this grandmother’s compatriots, and Harry was waiting in the church.

      The priest nodded, and he and his assistant left again. Harry continued to wait. Anxiously, for he did not know how far Valeria had to travel, or what she might meet on her way in this war-torn and dangerous land. Exultantly, for she would soon be his. Not, by any measure, nervously. With all his heart and soul, he wanted this marriage.

      His family would probably think he had taken leave of his senses. Or perhaps not. His father had made a love match and so had two of his three brothers, or so he had been told. He hadn’t seen Rick in all of nine years, since last time they both had leave at the same time, nor Alex in at least four, when last their paths had crossed. Harry had been an aide of Major-General Wellesley and Alex the commander of a small troop of soldiers protecting a by-blow of one of the royal princes.

      Both brothers had married since Harry last saw them, Rick in 1805 and Alex in 1808. He could count on Father, Rick, and Alex—and probably on their cousin Rede, the Earl of Chirbury. According to family letters, Rede had also married for love.

      The other brother in Harry’s immediate family, Jules, had wed under strange circumstances, to give an orphan his name, but had sailed off to his naval post in the far East leaving his bride with their father. Harry also had a sister, who was now a widow, and hers had never been a love match as far as Harry could tell. Cunningham had been looking for the Redepenning wealth and influence, and Harry believed Susan had accepted him out of pique that the man she wanted had gone off to war without asking for her hand.

      Gil was a fool, and Susan, too, for even now, they did not acknowledge their attraction to one another. Harry, on the other hand, knew what he wanted and went after it. He had wanted to join the army, and he did. He had wanted to serve under Wellesley, now Viscount Wellington, and he had. He’d wanted to be noticed by Wellington and to be selected as an aide—to be fair, that had probably depended as much on the son of Brigadier-General Redepenning as on his skills, talents and experience.

      Still, he was selected, for whatever reason. He then set his sights on being an exploring officer, and he became one. And wandering the mountain paths of Spain, meeting with the Spanish guérilleros, he had encountered El Fantasma, the ghost, and had discovered that the famed and elusive freedom fighter was, in fact, La Fantasma, a woman.

      Valeria Izquierdo had joined her brother’s band after the convent where she was at school had been destroyed by the French, and taken over as leader when her brother was killed. Yes. His family would accept her, whatever the rest of Society thought. They were a family of warriors, and Valeria was a warrior.

      The grandmother reappeared and walked past him toward the outside door, stopping on her way to pat his shoulder, and say, in Spanish. “The Miss is here, English. Soon, now.”

      And soon enough, Kit came hurrying into the church to tell him the same thing. “Your bride is just changing for her wedding. Her hulk said to tell you ten minutes.”

      The hulk was a huge man who followed Valeria everywhere. He had been assigned by her brother to protect her when she first joined the guérilleros, and applied himself to the task with religious devotion. He’d probably take up a station outside the house Harry had hired for his wedding night—or, the mind quailed to think of it, outside of the bedchamber.

      Not inside, thank God. The hulk guarded Valeria’s privacy as fervently as he guarded her safety.

      The priest returned, now robed for the ceremony, and gestured to Harry to come and stand before the altar.

      She must be nearly here! Harry had to remind himself to breathe. Inside his head, voices sung Vivaldi’s Gloria in Excelsis Deo, triumphant and joyous. She would be his wife. Twice over, for he had arranged for the Church of England chaplain back at camp to marry them again, this time according to the rites that King George’s army would accept.

      Valeria had consented to the English ceremony, but had insisted they wed according to her own faith before she would travel with him. For all her warrior credentials, La Fantasma was, at heart, a Spanish winemaker’s convent-educated daughter, and he had gladly agreed. He would make his vows in a thousand ceremonies, if that was what she asked.

      The priest’s eyes fixed on the door at the other end of the church and Harry turned. Valeria’s guérilleros had silently filed into the church, and here came Valeria, but not as he’d ever seen her. Gone were the man’s trousers and coat that concealed her form. Before him stood the demure Spanish maiden, properly dressed in a sky-blue gown, a mantilla concealing her hair but not her lovely face. Someone—probably the duenna, Therese, who also followed her everywhere—had found her flowers to carry.

      Harry’s heart poured down the aisle toward her, any doubts he had about his family’s reception washed away. They were going to adore her.
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        * * *

      

      The church, Valeria knew, was filled with her band. Her men and women. She had become one of them when she had taken to the mountains, a girl of seventeen whose naivety had been ripped from her when the French invaded her convent school, raping and pillaging. “I want to join you,” she had told her brother, who was their leader. “I must join you.”

      Perhaps he could see the rage that burned within her, or perhaps he knew that no place in Spain remained safe from the armies that rampaged through it—both enemies and allies. He took her in, and assigned Gaiska to be her bodyguard. In time, Gaiska married Therese, her maid, who had hidden with her on the night of the invasion.

      And when Danel had been killed, she had taken over the leadership of the band with Gaiska’s support—and Danel’s hombre de battalion, his battle name. She became La Fantasma, the ghost.

      As she and Therese crossed the road to the church, she wondered what her men would think to see La Fantasma in a woman’s gown.

      More important, what would Harry think? Harry had only ever seen her in men’s clothing, and yet he had wanted to court her anyway. Danel had said it would never happen. He said that men might want to bed women—he’d used a rude word for “bed”, having given up on shielding her from the coarseness of men on campaign—that men might want to bed women who dressed like men and fought like men, but they would never marry them.

      Danel had said they were fighting so that other, more proper, maidens would never need to, but that, to his regret, his sister was ruined for marriage.

      Valeria had believed him until she met Harry. Not only would no man want a warrior woman, none would take to wife one who had been used as she had. And besides, her treatment by those French monsters had left her unable to contemplate being touched by a man.

      Until she met Harry.

      Harry did not think her ruined, and his touch did not appal her. Harry knew the worst of her, and still thought her fit to be his wife. Not just his wife! He was his father’s eldest son, and his father had been rewarded for his military achievements by being made a baron. Which meant one day Harry, too, would be a baron and Valeria would be his baroness. An English baroness, and she meant to be the very best baroness she could be.

      But that was for later, after the war. Harry had understood Valeria’s need to continue fighting to free her country. He had promised he would not stand in her way, and he would not send her back to England until the war was over and they could go together.

      “But if little ones come, Valeria, you and I shall have this discussion again,” he had said. “Babies need their mother.”

      Well, and he was right, but they would take precautions against children—Harry knew how—and if the good God decided to send them anyway, then yes, Valeria would go to England, even if Harry could not come too. Furthermore, if Valeria wondered how welcoming Harry’s family would be, she was prepared to endure their hostility, if she must, to be Harry’s wife.

      God willing, she and Harry would help to throw the French out of Spain, each in their own way, and go to Harry’s family together. And meanwhile, they would grab what joy they might.

      “There,” said Therese. “You are ready, my dove. And you look wonderful. The good major might have to lift his chin up off the floor when he sees you.”

      The wives and other women of the band had put their heads—and their treasures—together to provide Valeria with the clothing in which to be wed. A silk scarf here, a roll of lace there, an ornately embroidered skirt kept wrapped in oilcloth at the bottom of a trunk. The mantilla she wore was her own—one of the few fine things she had left. Between them, they had turned her out as magnificently as a princess.

      Valeria blinked away tears. “Everyone has been so good to me.”

      “You are our lady,” Therese said, simply. “Now come. Your major arrived early and has been waiting in the church. You do not want him to think you have changed your mind.”

      “No, we would not want that. He might leave!” Valeria joked.

      Therese snorted. “Not that one. He does not give up, that one. He would come after you, and charm you into changing your mind back again.” And Therese was right! It was very reassuring to be able to depend on Harry’s determination.

      Gaiska was waiting to walk her down the aisle. “Is everyone else in the church?” Therese asked. Her husband nodded.

      Therese inclined her own head in reply and hurried in to take her place.

      “He better be good to you,” Gaiska growled. He spoke little, so a six-word sentence was positively voluble.

      “He will.” Valeria was confident about that.

      A smile was Gaiska’s only answer, but also something he did seldom. He winged his arm at her, and they stepped into the church together.

      Therese had been right. Harry’s chin might not have touched the floor, but it certainly dropped. Mind you, her own jaw muscles might have lost the battle with gravity for a moment. At the other end of the aisle, a British guards officer in full dress uniform waited for her, buttons and braid glinting in the light, the red and white plume matching the red of his jacket and the white of his trousers.

      No. Two guards officers. Harry’s friend Captain Williamson was with him, and no doubt Harry’s servant Mr Price was in the pews, but Valeria had eyes only for her soon-to-be husband. Gaiska kept walking. Valeria had not been paying attention, but he did not allow her to bump into anything, bringing her safely to Harry and the priest.

      This was it. It was really going to happen!

      An interlude in time of war, the priest called it later, as they joined the feast in the village square.

      “Tears, wife?” Harry whispered, as she admired the plenty her band and the village people had somehow managed to cull from the slender pickings that were all anyone had in Spain in this year of our Lord eighteen hundred and eleven.

      She blinked hard to get rid of them. “I have been emotional all day,” she said. “It is not like me. Look what they have done for us, Harry. They have so little, and they are giving it to us!”

      “They know that you and your band have been keeping them safer than they would otherwise be. And yes, dropping off the odd goat or other prize you find, when you have an excess. Besides, a celebration like this is doing them good. Your own people, too.”

      He kissed her hand, which he had been holding for most of the afternoon. “We must all grasp the joy we can, my love,” he said. “It reminds us what we are fighting for.”

      “You are my joy, Major Harry Redepenning,” Valeria said.

      “And you are mine,” Harry replied, and this time, he kissed her lips.
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      London, 1816

      In the street outside of the elegant townhouse, Valeria Izquierdo checked the address. The sheet of paper had suffered since her husband had given it to her on their wedding night, five years ago. Stains marred the surface, one corner was torn away, and the folds were worn and beginning to come apart.

      It was still precious to her, not just for the address, which she had memorised long ago, but because it was a witness to Harry’s care for her—almost the only one to survive the intervening years, and that only because she had tucked it down the side of the mattress in the corner of Kiko’s cot before she went to find out what had become of her band.

      “Take this and keep it safe,” Harry had said. “If anything happens to me, go to my father. He will welcome you for my sake.”

      But would he? Valeria owed it to Harry to put it to the test, but she was not confident that either she or Kiko would find the promised welcome. And if she had no doubt that Kiko deserved recognition and a place, she was not so certain about herself.

      That was the reason she had come on her own, leaving her children and her companions at the lodgings her English agent had found. If she were to be turned away at the door, at least she would be the only one to know and to suffer.

      Perhaps, after all, Valeria should have written. But letters are far easier to ignore than callers, and besides, how could she explain the past five years in a letter?

      Indeed, how could she explain it at all? Which was why she was dithering in the street like an idiot. What would those who had nigh worshipped La Fantasma say if they could see her now? What would her current followers say, come to that?

      It was the last consideration that allowed her to break the paralysis that kept her hesitating in the street. She could not ask the women with her to approach the families of their husbands or lovers when she was not prepared to make such a move herself.

      Five paces brought her to the steps that led to the front door. Ten steps bridged a kind of small dark courtyard set into the ground and surrounded by a fence. As she looked over the rail, a maid with a basket came out from the basement below and set off up a flight of steps that brought her up to street level, where she opened a hitherto unseen gate in the fence and turned away to set off down the street.

      Two more steps, and then knock on the door, she commanded herself.

      The knocker was in the form of an ugly little man. Kiko and Marie-Therese would love that. She lifted the ring the little man held in his oversized hands, and dropped it again to strike the brass plate below. It bounced twice after the first strike. Knock, knock, knock.

      And wait.

      But she had not taken more than a couple of breaths before the door opened. A man stood in the entrance way, ensuring she could not enter. He had the air of an upper servant of some kind. “May I be of assistance, Madam?” he enquired, somehow managing to convey that he found it very unlikely.

      Valeria had come prepared with a small rectangle of pasteboard, according to the English custom. She had written her name on it. Both her own name—Señora Valeria Eneco Izquierdo—and Mrs H. Redepenning, for the English had the custom that a woman took her husband’s name upon marriage.

      “Please ask Lord Redepenning if he will see me,” she said to the butler, handing him the card. The butler read it, and his eyes widened, but he made no comment.

      She was permitted inside, to stand in the entry hall, still wearing her bonnet and coat, while the butler went up the stairs to discover the wishes of the master of the house. It was an attractive space, with furniture that was not new but had been lovingly dusted and polished so it gleamed with a rich patina. The carpet and the matching stair-runner were likewise a little worn but clean and richly coloured. On one wall, a big mirror in a gilt frame reflected light around the hall and made it seem larger.

      A large vase of fresh flowers stood on a table under the mirror, adding a light floral high note to the atmosphere.

      The butler came back down the short flight of stairs almost immediately. “His lordship shall see you, Madam.” He gave a shallow bow. “May I take Madam’s bonnet and coat?” Once he had placed the items on a polished brass coat-stand near the door, he led her up the stairs.

      On the next landing, he turned right and opened the nearest door. “Your visitor, my lord,” he said.

      Perhaps he does not want to mangle my Basque surname nor give me the family’s surname when I have not yet been accepted.

      The man stepped out of Valeria’s way, and she walked into the room where her husband’s father waited.

      She knew him immediately. Both the men who stood up when she entered were relatives of Harry’s—that was clear at a glance. Both had the striking blue eyes and fair hair. The older gentleman must be Baron Redepenning, her father-in-law. He was still vigorous and handsome, and his eyes were as vivid a blue as her husband’s—and Kiko’s. However, his hair, which was thinning on top, had faded with age to a sandy-brown rather than her husband’s guinea-gold, and touches of white showed at the temples and around the ears.

      His well-lined face had the heavy look around the jaw of a man approaching old age, and his figure was also somewhat stouter than his son’s. He still had the carriage of the soldier she knew him to be. He held a general’s rank, though when she asked for him at the Horse Guard yesterday, she had been told he was retired.

      He inclined slightly toward her in a bow and smiled in welcome.

      The other man’s hair was still bright gold. No smile there. His blue eyes were hard with suspicion, and his brows were drawn together in a frown.

      A third person was also present—a lady. She was still sitting on the sofa she had been occupying with the younger Redepenning. Since Harry had described his brother’s wives to Valeria during the long winter evenings of their early marriage, she guessed that this must be Eleanor, so the man was Alex. He had said that all three ladies had brown hair. But he had called Mia and Mary, the wives of the other two brothers, diminutive, and this lady was of average size, with grey eyes that examined Valeria curiously and without judgement.

      They were Lord and Lady Renshaw, Valeria remembered. Harry had been amused that his third brother had won a higher-ranked title for himself than the one Harry would one day inherit.

      “Señora Izquierdo,” said Lord Redepenning. “I trust my pronunciation is not too awful? Please be seated, my dear. I have ordered tea, but perhaps you prefer coffee?”

      Impressive. He had her name nearly right, and he had also put her on notice that he would not accept her as his daughter-in-law without further evidence, all the while being perfectly polite.

      Valeria curtsied. “Thank you, my lord. Tea would be very welcome.” She then curtsied towards the couple. “Lord and Lady Renshaw, I must suppose. You somewhat resemble Harry, my lord, and he described you to me, my lady.” She sat down, satisfied that she had at least begun to establish her credentials. Certainly, Lord Renshaw now looked thoughtful.

      A maid and a footman arrived with the promised tea. Lady Renshaw commented on the weather, and continued to speak of it while the servants were in the room. Valeria, her nervousness returning full force, needed to say little in response.

      When the door closed behind the servants, Lady Renshaw busied herself preparing the tea, while Valeria did her best to prepare for the inevitable questions. There were so many parts of her history that might alarm, shock, or anger these English in-laws. But she was determined to be honest, and to leave again if they could not accept her as she was. Her, and those she brought with her.

      Lord Renshaw straightened and opened his mouth, but Lord Redepenning put up a hand and the younger man subsided.

      “Señora,” said Lord Redepenning, “do you mean me to understand you are married to my eldest son?”

      Unable to wait any longer, Valeria asked the question that burned within her. “My lord, is Harry alive? At the War Department, they would give me no information, for I could not produce the document the minister gave me at our wedding. Pah! Don’t they know there was a war on?”

      The arrogant young officer who had refused to believe she was Harry’s wife had also told her he could not give out information about officers to every passing female. Her foot twitched with the urge to stamp it, as her rage at the man’s rudeness surged again, but she would retain her composure in front of Harry’s English family if it killed her.

      “Yes,” said Lord Redepenning. “Harry is alive. He is here in England, and is expected back in London at any time.”

      The relief made her light-headed for a moment. She closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair, taking a deep breath and then another. In Basque, she said, “Thank you, God. Thank you, Blessed Virgin. Thank you, St. Michael, patron of warriors.”

      “I never heard that Harry was married,” Lord Renshaw grumbled.

      “I knew of it,” said Harry’s father. “Señora, can you tell me how you and Harry met?”

      A test, and one Valeria could easily pass, for he would not ask that question if Harry had not told him the story. “I ambushed him, with my men,” she replied. “Since he and Kit Warrington, his companion, were bundled up against the rain, we mistook them for French. Fortunately, we were looking for information, so wanted them alive.”

      She smiled at the memory. When Harry had sworn, long and fluently, in English, she had realised her mistake. She had apologised—in Spanish so her men would understand and then again in English in case the two soldiers did not speak the language of the country in which they fought. She ordered her men to release them.

      Of course, she was wearing her own coat and hat against the rain. It was not until she spoke that he realised she was a woman. He immediately bowed and apologised for his language. And that was how she and Harry had met.

      “He had been sent to be Wellington’s liaison with La Fantasma,” she added, in case Lord Redepenning knew about that, too.

      The older man was nodding and smiling. “That is what Harry told me. Alex, Harry did not want the rest of you to know. He thought his wife was dead, killed four years ago in the ambush that wiped out La Fantasma’s band. He doesn’t like to talk about it.”

      “Perhaps she was,” Lord Renshaw commented, his tone sour. “Perhaps this female has done her homework, and came hoping for a free handout. When Harry comes home, he shall know whether she is his wife, or not. For if the ambush was four years ago, why has it taken you so long, Madam, to come to England to find him?”

      “Your manners, Alex,” Lord Redepenning said sharply.

      “It is a fair question,” Valeria acknowledged. “Lord Renshaw, Harry and I were both soldiers, and subject to the demands of the war. We went into the marriage knowing he would go where Wellington needed him, and so—for the most part—would I. We guérilleros fought our own fight against the French, with our own leaders, but it usually made sense to take orders from those with the information to see the bigger picture.”

      She shrugged. “Five years ago, we were wed in the midwinter, and then had almost two months together, while the armies were in winter quarters. With the spring of eighteen twelve, Harry was sent in one direction and I in another. Before we came back to winter quarters again at the end of the year, my band was ambushed. I and my maid were in a convent, miles away across several mountains. For a long time, we did not know what had become of the band or of Harry.”

      It was Valeria’s fault. She had sent the band with a message to Harry, not knowing the agreed meeting place was now in French hands. Perhaps if she had been with them, she would have realised something was wrong and stopped them from entering the supposedly friendly village.

      But she and Therese were both heavily pregnant, Valeria with little Enrique, whom she called Kiko, and her maid Therese with Marie. The midwife in the village near the convent had objected to them riding, and Therese’s husband Gaiska had, for once, argued with her. “Therese shall not risk her life and that of the baby,” he growled, which was voluble for him. “Nor should you.”

      “I had a baby that winter. By the time we heard the rumours of the ambush, it was the spring of eighteen thirteen. When the weather allowed travel and my baby was old enough to leave in the care of my maid, I set out to find my band and my husband. I was captured.” The less said about the six months that followed the better.

      “By the time I escaped, it was winter again. I managed to return to my child, but before the roads were open again, in eighteen fourteen, the army was in France, and nobody would tell me where Harry was, because I had no marriage lines.”

      That cabrón Delacroix had taken her marriage certificate, and instead of giving her safe passage as an officer’s wife, had laughed and put it in the fire.

      “Several men said they would forward my letters, but if they did or if they did not, I do not know.” One of them had been at her second wedding, the one at the British army camp, so he knew she was Harry’s wife. She doubted he had sent on the letter, however. He had not just been unsympathetic. He had been outright rude.

      “And since then,” Renshaw asked, but his face had softened and the question was almost sympathetic.

      “I decided to come to England and find out whether Harry was alive or dead, and whether Kiko’s family wanted to know him,” Valeria said, simplifying what had been a very complex decision. “It took a long time to save enough money. I needed passage that would be safe for children, and money to keep us all when we arrived in England.”

      She shrugged. “I hope you shall tell Harry what I have told you.”

      “Yes,” said Lord Redepenning. “I promise you that. Can I offer rooms to you and your party, while we wait for Harry to come home?”

      What a nice man Harry’s father was. He would be upset, no doubt, if she took him up on the offer. “Thank you, my lord, but no. I am travelling with other Spanish and Portuguese wives and their children. I cannot leave them until I have helped them contact their own families, and I shall not inflict them upon you.”

      And, in any case, there were things Harry needed to hear from her, and not second hand from his family. She did not mind explaining to Lord Redepenning and Harry’s suspicious brother why she was now the mother of Therese’s daughter Marie after Therese died of a fever. Discussing how Zorian came to be was quite a different story, and she had no idea how Harry would react. But she needed to be the one to tell him.

      “Tell me about your son,” said Harry’s father. After that, their first meeting was very English. Civilised conversation accompanied by tea. She told Harry’s family about Kiko, and about Marie. About Zorian, too, though she did not explain his origins.

      She even found herself seeking advice on contacting the English families of her other charges, and they were sympathetic and helpful. She politely refused a second cup of tea, saying she needed to return to her lodgings, and left after writing down the address so that Harry could come to see her, or send for her, once he returned to London.

      Harry was alive! She had no idea whether he would accept her after everything that had happened to her and everything she had done, or even whether she was capable of being any kind of wife.

      However, she would rejoice today and give thanks every day of her life hereafter, for Harry had survived the war, and still walked under the same sun as her, whether or not they walked side by side.
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      Harry was on his way back to London, riding the last part of the way, since the weather was pleasant. It had been good weather all week, and his stay in the country had been productive. General Bretherton and his wife had been gracious hosts, and their daughter Ariadne continued to impress. She was pleasant, but not demanding, company. She could talk intelligently, she was trained to run a house with military precision, and she had a sense of humour.

      Furthermore, she was attractive to the eye. He envisaged no difficulty in getting children on her. That was her side of their bargain. She wanted a husband and children. He had decided that he needed a wife. He planned to settle down, somewhere in the country, and spend his twilight years raising crops and animals.

      He had, at first, planned to find a housekeeper and perhaps invite one of his old comrades to live with him. Kit Williamson, for preference. Kit had been grievously wounded at Waterloo, and would never walk unaided again, but he would be a good companion. But then Kit up and married—and to a darling woman who adored him.

      It set Harry thinking. Comrades would have lives of their own, and might leave. A wife would stay. A wife would be far more practical. Not a silly chit fresh out of the schoolroom, but an older, more mature lady. In her twenties, perhaps, or her early thirties.

      Harry was forty-six and prone to bouts of melancholy. He couldn’t offer love’s young dream. He couldn’t offer romantic love at all, for he had none left to give. He had experienced romantic love—twice.

      The first time, he had been little more than a boy, a bold and brash young officer who had never seen a battle, and she a girl fresh out of the schoolroom. Her parents said she must enjoy her first season before they could become officially betrothed, but she had died of a fever without ever setting foot in a London ballroom.

      The second time, when he was a mature adult and a hardened soldier, had been unexpected. Ambushed by the very Spanish guérilleros he had been sent to meet, he had looked into the dancing eyes of the woman who led them, and felt a quake in his inner self—a major realignment of the planes of his being.

      He had discovered a capacity for love he thought dulled forever by his experiences of war. Together, he thought, they could conquer anything and fate itself would adapt itself around them. But he had been wrong, and it nearly broke him. His heart, if he still had one, was buried somewhere in Spain, in whatever mass grave the enemy had buried his wife and her unborn child along with their other victims.

      And if his heart revolted at the idea of putting anyone else in Valeria’s place, his mind acknowledged the sense of it. He was, after all, a widower, though something in him still struggled to believe it.

      For a time, his mind drifted from considerations of the lady he planned to marry to grieving over the beloved lady he had lost. He had searched for witnesses to the massacre of La Fantasma’s band, and found nothing but rumours, insubstantial as mist.

      But if Valeria had survived the ambush, La Fantasma would have risen again. Harry had talked to every band of guérilleros he could find, every scout for the army, every exploring officer, seeking, hoping, longing for a scrap of news that would breathe on the dying embers of his hope.

      Nothing. And when he returned to Spain after Waterloo, still nothing. La Fantasma was gone. Whatever it was within him that fought to cling to her memory must submit to his decision to take a wife. He had to accept that Valeria was dead. He had to find a way to keep living.

      Valeria would expect it of him. They had spoken of it one cold night in the mountains. As warriors, they knew that death stalked them. “If I am killed, Harry, you must live a long and happy life,” she had told him. “I am La Fantasma, and if you do not live well, I shall haunt you.”

      He had, of course, said the same to her, and they never mentioned it again. It was her who had gone, though, and him who was left. And she haunted him. In his heart and in his mind. In his sleep and in the half-seen faces and figures of people in the street. Would she keep doing so if he truly let the past go and learned to live again?

      Which brought him back to his current project. If he could not offer a wife his ardent love, he could offer affection and respect, loyalty and fidelity, a comfortable living and enough money for some of the elegancies of life.

      Ariadne Bretherton was one of the candidates his sister Susan found for him, and Harry had liked her straight away. She was twenty-eight. She had lost a betrothed to the long war, and thereafter missed out on a match because of her age and a shortage of candidates.

      Miss Bretherton knew precisely what he offered and what he didn’t. She even knew he was a widower, and that he still grieved his lost wife, though in all of England, he had told only his father and his sister Susan about his brief marriage, though his friend Kit knew, of course, and his manservant Tom. They had both been at the wedding.

      Even under those circumstances, Miss Bretherton was willing to accept him. Not that he had proposed. “You deserve a proper proposal,” he had told her yesterday afternoon, when her mother had come up with an excuse to leave the room, giving them a few moments alone.

      “I want to tell my father, first. He has always said I might have my mother’s ring when the time came. I shall return to London tomorrow, and, if I may, call on you when you come up to town next week.”

      “Very well,” she had said. “I shall send a note when we are in residence, Colonel Redepenning.”

      Practical, pleasant, and not in the least in love with him. Yes, Ariadne Bretherton would do very well. He would propose, she would say yes, they would become betrothed, and in a little more than a month, at the end of the Season, they would be married. And they could move to the country.

      He had his eye on a couple of estates, but since it would be his wife’s home as well, he wanted Miss Bretherton to visit them with him before he made his final selection. They could manage the trip in one long day—or perhaps two days, with one night on the road, if something happened to delay them. If Mrs Bretherton did not want to come with them as chaperone, perhaps Susan would agree.

      Or if Alex and Ella were in town—and they had hinted at a trip in their last letter—they might like to come. Alex had a good eye for land since becoming an estate owner himself, and Ella would be good company for Miss Bretherton.

      Harry was riding through Mayfair now. Home soon. He hoped Father was home, for Harry was keen to talk to him about Miss Bretherton. Once he had told Father, and once he proposed to that lady, the die was cast, and perhaps then, when marrying the lady became a matter of honour, he would be at peace with the decision.

      Here was the mews—the lane that ran behind his father’s townhouse. Perhaps the horse sensed the end of the journey, or perhaps it sensed his own eagerness to step into the comforting embrace of the place that had always been his London home, for it quickened its pace, and they completed the last fifty yards in a brisk trot.

      “Halloo, the stable,” he shouted, as they drew to a stop.

      A stable boy came to the open door. “Colonel Redepenning, sir,” he greeted Harry, and ran the few steps to the horse’s head. Harry left instructions to take it to the White Swan, the London end of the circuit that had mounted him for the last leg of his ride.

      He hurried up through the garden, his saddle bags over his shoulder. It was late in the afternoon, but this side of the house faced west, and the garden doors were open from the family parlour, letting light and warmth stream into the room. Harry went up the steps to the terrace, took a moment for a deep breath, then stepped over the threshold.

      Father looked up with a smile of greeting, as did Alex and Ella.

      “Welcome, Harry. Have you eaten? I shall send for something to sustain you until dinner. Alex, you are nearest, pull the bell rope, will you?”

      “Just a cup of tea, Father. I had a superb repast at the Crown and Goat not three hours ago. Ella, I am sorry to walk in on you in my dirt. I expected Father to be on his own.”

      “Do sit down, Harry,” Ella told him. “It is just family this evening.”

      Harry sat in his favourite chair and smiled around at these three beloved family members.

      “It is only a flying visit,” Alex said.

      “We came to Town for some shopping, Harry,” his sister-in-law explained. Alex’s wife was one of Harry’s favourite people. She had been an army wife, so she understood military men. She had been an apprentice to her father who had been an army doctor, so made certain that Alex looked after his lame leg. She also ran a clinic for her entire neighbourhood.

      Of medium height and build, with brown hair and a pleasant face, one might consider her looks only average, until one noticed her lovely grey eyes and splendid complexion. But it was in character that she shone. Viscountess Renshaw was adored by her husband and children, loved by her husband’s family, and nigh worshipped by her servants and tenants.

      “It is too far to bring the children for just a few days,” said Ella, as a footman entered the room silently, accepted Father’s instructions for a fresh pot of tea, and took Harry’s saddle bags away to be sent to his room.

      “Melly and Freddie are safe enough with Jonno and Mattie,” Alex said. The pair had a habit of alternating sentences, as if they were one person with a single message. Harry caught the note of doubt in Alex’s voice, which confirmed that—though he trusted his manservant and housekeeper—he did not think anyone else could protect his children as well as he could.

      “Of course, they are safe,” Father said, soothingly.

      “Of course,” Alex agreed, and turned to his wife, “so we could stay, couldn’t we? Until this business of Harry’s is sorted out?”

      Harry, who had been riding all day, on horses of differing quality, was thinking about how his bones were less tolerant than they used to be, and was only half aware of Alex’s words until he heard his name.

      “What business of mine?” he asked, wondering if they had somehow heard about his courtship of Miss Bretherton. And, of course, he had not made a secret of it. Not precisely. It was just that he’d not trumpeted it about.

      “It is your wife, Harry,” said Father.

      Harry chuckled. One should never underestimate the power of gossip. He would lay odds that his sister Susan had seen the effects of her introduction, guessed at the progress of his courtship, and passed it on to the rest of the family. “Wife is a bit beforehand, to be fair. I have not yet proposed to Miss Bretherton. I have made up my mind to do so, however. I look forward to introducing her to you all.”

      What was up with his family? They were exchanging looks of alarm.

      “Oh, Harry!” Ella sounded distressed.

      Did they know something to Miss Bretherton’s discredit? He could not believe it. If so, she must be the best actress in the world! Yes, and her parents, too. “What is wrong with Miss Bretherton?” he asked.

      “I had no idea…” Father trailed off. “That is not to the point. I’ll be blunt, Harry. Your wife Valeria may be alive.”

      It was as well Harry was sitting. The room swam before his eyes and for a moment, he struggled to breathe. Blunt, indeed. If he had been hit over the head with a heavy object, he could not have been more disoriented.

      From a great distance, he heard Father say, “Pour your brother a brandy, Alex,” and a moment later a glass was pressed into his hand.

      He took more of a gulp than a sip, but the burn of the alcohol did the trick, drawing him back into himself. “Alive,” he repeated, and his heart, racing in his chest, demanded that he leap to his feet and begin tearing the world apart until he found her.

      “A lady claiming to be your wife called this afternoon,” his father told him.

      It was a second shock on top of the first. His reeling mind could not produce meaningful words, but could only repeat Father’s. “This afternoon.” He took another sip of the brandy and managed to add, “Tell me.”

      “I did not even know you had a wife,” Alex complained.

      Father handed over a piece of white pasteboard of the standard size for visiting cards. “She sent this up with the butler, so we saw her straight away.”

      Harry was reading the card. On one side of it was written, in blue ink, Valeria’s names—at the top, Señora Valeria Eneco Izquierdo, with Mrs H. Redepenning underneath. He had not seen Valeria’s handwriting for a long time, but it could, indeed, be hers.

      “She knew how the two of you met,” Father added, “and she explained why she was not with her band when they were ambushed. Harry, she claims that she had stayed behind in a convent because she was about to give birth.”

      “She says she thought you were dead, Harry, and that is probably true,” Alex interjected. “She might be someone who knew your Valeria, and hopes to batten on to a rich English family by passing her own child off as yours.”

      Alive! Harry was struggling to believe that Valeria might be in the land of the living, and now Alex was casually mentioning a child. His own? Hope stole Harry’s wits and his breath.

      “She was genuinely happy to know you were alive, Harry,” Ella said. “She had tears in her eyes, and she spoke in a language I did not know.”

      “It was not Spanish,” Alex growled.

      “Valeria is Basque,” Harry explained. The shock was being replaced by an overwhelming joy. Valeria was alive! And the baby! Caution whispered that perhaps Alex’s suspicion was right, but his heart’s celebration drowned it out. Alive! In London!

      A thought occurred. “A child, you say. A son? A daughter?”

      “A boy,” Father told him. “She also has two adopted children. A girl, the daughter of her maid, whom she adopted after the maid died, and another little boy. I look forward to meeting them. Valeria, if it is Valeria, is travelling with other mothers and their children. Widows or abandoned wives of soldiers who hope that the English families of their children will take them in.”

      “I gather,” said Alex, “that Valeria is their leader.”

      That made Harry laugh. “Yes,” he agreed. “She would be. She was always the leader.” He stood. “Father, do you know where she is staying? I must see her.”

      As Father handed him a sheet of paper with an address on it, Alex stood too. “I shall give the order for our horses to be saddled,” Alex said.

      Harry was too focused on thoughts of Valeria to object to Alex’s assumption he was coming, too. He had a son! And two other children, for if Valeria had adopted them, then Harry would love them too.
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