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For Abby, who taught us to believe in miracles.


Such is the fate of simple Bard,

on life’s rough ocean luckless starr’d!

Unskillful he to note the card

of prudent lore,

till billows rage, and gales blow hard,

and whelm him o’er!

Robert Burns


PROLOGUE

Summer, 1795

Summerlin House, Gloucestershire

From that darkest of days, the day by which he measured all others, it had always been Elizabeth.

“Why are you crying?” A small hand shook his shoulder.

Sebastian buried his face in the clover. He wanted to be alone. He had run far and fast from the faces that tried to comfort him, the solemn words as meaningless as they were brutal.

Doctor did what he could…both gone. Your cousin wishes you to know of his sorrow.

Sebastian knew William wasn’t sorry. Feeling did not live in such a man.

Although Sebastian was only a boy, his legs were strong. And so he had run. He ran toward the horizon and the waning light that wouldn’t last the hour.

Was that rain on his face? Not tears, surely. Traherne men did not cry.

His mother did, though. Usually her eyes danced with life, copper sparks shimmering amid the silver-green—except at those tedious family gatherings that came with disparaging remarks uttered without heed as to whether a small boy was listening.

Where did Gerald find her? ’Tis fortunate William’s got Hubert next in line. With luck, she’ll never be duchess.

Sebastian knew Faylinn heard. How else to explain why she fled up the stairs, why his father followed, calling her name in such a stricken voice?

Gone. Both gone.

“Boy,” the girl said. “What is wrong?”

He raised his head. Her brown eyes filled with concern. He guessed she was about his age. Taller, but girls his age usually were.

Have patience, his father had said. The time will come when you will tower above them.

Gone. Both gone.

Sebastian batted at her hand. “Go away!”

Now he recognized her. He’d seen her in a carriage with a man he guessed was her father. “You’re Elizabeth.”

“Yes.” A smile swept her features. “Who are you?”

Sebastian looked away.

But she caught his hand, and even though hers was smaller, he allowed her to pull him up. She started to run toward a large house in the distance.

Sebastian ran after her. He didn’t want to go home. Home was where his parents lived.

Had lived.

What would happen to him? Where did he belong?

Not with William, surely.

His mother’s family? He’d never met them. He didn’t even know her family name. Pell, he thought, or some such. Who would take care of him?

Clover-scented air filled his lungs as Sebastian ran faster, relishing the exertion, for it pushed the questions aside.

“Boy!” she shouted as he swept past her.

Finally, she caught up, crashing into him. They went sprawling in a tangle of legs.

“What’s this?”

The man he’d seen with her in the carriage stood over them. He had the same brown eyes. “You’ll be Gerald’s son. Sebastian, is it?”

Sebastian scrambled to his feet. He nodded warily.

The man’s eyes filled with compassion. “Sir Bertram Throckmorton, lad. Our property marches with yours. I cannot think why we haven’t met. No matter. Supper’s ready. Come in, and bring that little hoyden with you.”

Elizabeth giggled. Sir Bertram extended an arm to help her up. She grabbed it, and he swung her up and over his head. Her laughter had a joyous sound, like bells.

In short order Sebastian found himself sitting at the table with Elizabeth’s family—Sir Bertram, and Lady Throckmorton.

The table was laden with cold gammon and jelly, fresh bread, greenish vegetables, boiled potatoes, a plum pie. Everyone talked at once. He absorbed the chatter without hearing it.

Once or twice, Sebastian saw Sir Bertram and his wife eye him with something that might have been pity. But no one asked him questions.

He was grateful. He had no words.

An incoherent swirl of emotions consumed him. Sebastian felt sick, sicker than he’d ever been—sick unto death, a phrase he’d heard in church without knowing what it meant.

Now, he knew.

Elizabeth said something that must have been funny, for her parents laughed. Her soft brown eyes shifted to him.

She was good, Sebastian decided. A friend.

He wanted her with him, always.

After dinner, Sir Bertram brought the gig around and drove Sebastian home.

To the place that had been home, but never would be again.


Chapter One

Spring, 1816

Anglesey, Wales

The arrow shot swift and true.

Instead of the villain who haunted Gwynna Owens’s dreams, the lone elm near her mother’s tomb stood as her target. Two dozen yards away, an easy shot. The next would be harder, for the rain had picked up, and with it, the wind.

Night had stolen the light, save for a sliver of moon that peeked from rolling clouds.

Gwynna focused on a tiny, irregular spot on the tree.

Nocking another arrow, she brought the bow up in one fluid motion. She drew the string, savored the pull on her muscles. Despite her size, she could hold full draw longer than most of her countrymen.

Darkness teased the spot in and out of view.

Now.

Relaxing her fingers, Gwynna let the arrow fly.

A precise hit. Had the elm been her nemesis, he’d have been dealt a mortal wound.

Her bow would attract notice on her journey. The dagger must serve in its stead. Gwynna pulled the knife from its leather sheath. The cloak covering her newly shorn hair slid back as she held up the blade, sharpened on the stones of the ancient tomb.

“Eryr digrif afrifid Owain…” Her mother’s language. She repeated them in her father’s: “Thou delightful eagle Owen—”

Rain pummeled her face, but Gwynna paid no heed. She raised her voice against the wind: “Thou art immortal, a wise and able warrior, and thy onset in the field of battle is terrible.”

It was the first time she had uttered the ancient words since childhood. Silence had long been her due.

All the more reason, then, to fling the last lines to the hills: “May due authority, success, and praise attend the Knight of Glyn!”

Thunder boomed, as if Prince Owen himself echoed her battle cry.

Owen was her legacy, but this journey was in the service of a different legacy—one that existed in shadows and secrecy, maddeningly out of sight.

Gwynna turned toward the tomb and slid one finger over the deadly blade. A drop of blood spilled upon the dull, gray stones.

“Megan Glendower Owen,” she said softly. “I will find him. I will make him pay for your pain. And I will make him help me rout the evil from this island.”

Lightning flashed behind the tomb, as if the ancients urged her onward.

It was time.

Did truth lie at this journey’s end?

This new path felt foreign and strange.

But Owen was with her. The ancients, too. Her mother.

All she needed was courage.

***

London

Four seconds and two strides lay between him and freedom.

Sebastian Traherne dodged the purple ostrich feather as its wearer nodded vigorously. Eluding feathery missiles was a skill he’d honed during an oppressive number of nights in the company of matchmaking dowagers like Lady Hereford-Smythe.

Despite his best efforts, the feather grazed his cheek. Drat. His reflexes must be slowing.

He took the first of those two strides, now nearly beyond range of easy conversation.

Two seconds gone.

“Oh, I quite understand your discomfort, Your Grace,” the lady declared, raising her voice to stay within earshot. “Perhaps you think it is too soon to begin thinking about your choice of a bride. I know how devoted you were to dear Elizabeth.” Her beady eyes narrowed.

A bird of prey in a purple turban. How had she been permitted to leave her home in that garish monstrosity? Ah, but there were so few true stylists, these days. He should know. All of London followed his lead.

If only servants had the wherewithal to face down purple-turbaned ladies before they took that first, disastrous step into the evening, and declare, “Madam, that simply won’t do.”

Or, failing that, to extend a leg and cause my lady to take the slightest tumble—nothing fatal, but sufficient so she must needs retreat and seek a cold wrap around that ankle, sparing the ballroom the sight of that feather.

Three seconds gone.

She closed the distance between them, sending that plume perilously near his eye socket.

A blind duke. That would scare away matchmakers.

“Elizabeth’s poor mother had such hopes for a match between you,” Lady Hereford-Smythe purred. “But life does go on. And you have obligations, now, Duke.”

Ah, there was the rub: Blind or no, a duke was a duke. And an unattached one was prime husband material. The devil take William for dying without producing a more willing heir.

Come to think of it, the devil had taken him.

It was no use hoping that dark angel would return his cousin upon discovering him to be a cold, mean-spirited curmudgeon. William would give the devil his due.

Time had expired. Sebastian started the count anew. He’d give himself fifteen seconds and count backward, just to stave off tedium.

The matchmaking creature stared at him, her lips parted in a crocodile grin. She gestured to a young woman hiding behind her skirts.

Sebastian knew what was expected. An introduction, a dance. Flowers the following day, an afternoon call. The parson’s noose drifting inexorably toward his neck.

But the new Duke of Claremont had no intention of being outdone by a rapacious mama hen. He pulled out his bejeweled quizzing glass, pausing to brush an imaginary speck from the lapel of his midnight evening coat.

Truly, he couldn’t see a damned thing out of the glass. Nevertheless, he was now at twelve seconds.

He allowed an additional moment—two seconds!—for an ostentatious inspection of his coat sleeves and the strip of spotless white muslin at his wrists that echoed the snowy white of his cravat.

Ah, the cravat. The Throne of Love was his own masterful creation. He preferred trone d’amour, if for no other reason than to mock the ton’s absurd envy of all things French—rich irony, since the two nations had been at war for centuries, give or take.

Regrettably, the cursed neck-cloth made it nearly impossible to move his neck. Indeed, he had spent an hour in front of the mirror last night, striving for ever more intricate architecture and height. What he had achieved was wildly inventive, and silly in the extreme.

Ten seconds.

Sebastian returned his attention to Lady Hereford-Smythe. He peered at her through his quizzing glass, having judged it a kindness not to take note of the timid creature behind her.

Favoring the woman with his haughtiest gaze, he did not dignify her speculation about what had transpired between him and Elizabeth.

Yes, he was cruel. No gainsaying that.

Perhaps one day his situation would cease to be of interest to the vultures who masqueraded as polite society. Yet he could hardly blame them, as he himself had planted the story that kept their tongues wagging.

Alas, the death of his obscenely wealthy cousin had but added to his allure by gifting him a title that was a magnet for misses with scheming female relatives.

Burns, ever present when least wanted, niggled at him..

The polish’d jewels’ blaze

May draw the wond’ring gaze;

And courtly grandeur bright

The fancy may delight,

But never, never can come near the heart.

Best to keep one’s heart locked in the dark dungeon of one’s blackened and useless soul.

Ah, but blackened and useless weren’t quite right, were they? Alliteration would better serve. Beaten? Battered? Bruised? Bullied? Bedeviled?

Plainly, poetry did not reside in him. Burns, God rest him, had nothing to fear.

Duty, devotion, discipline, denial—that was the alliteration by which Sebastian lived. Order above all. Messiness cluttered the mind, obscured the path.

The woman’s features remained frozen in an expression of naked greed. If she held it for a moment longer, it might become permanent. Her death mask, perhaps.

Seven seconds! He shouldn’t have allowed himself the luxury of Burns, much less his own pitiful poetic meandering.

Sebastian’s gaze slid languidly to a spot across the room.

“Egad,” he drawled.

“Is something wrong, Your Grace?” Lady Hereford-Smythe asked.

Sebastian pulled out his watch. He flicked open the case, with its entwined leaves in three kinds of gold: rose, yellow, and white. Carefully, he inspected the watch face, where tiny diamonds were embedded at twelve, three, six and nine o’clock.

Three seconds. Damned near a death knell.

From his lofty height Sebastian looked down at the woman. His brow furrowed, as if he couldn’t quite recall who she was. “Please excuse me, madam. Lord Sidmouth has arrived.”

She granted him an obsequious smile. “You must not let us detain you, Your Grace. I collect that you have important business with the Home Secretary.”

“Indeed.” Sebastian dismissed her with an idle wave of his quizzing glass. “He has most urgently requested the name of my tailor.”

He melted into the crowd. Thus, he did not hear the softly terrified voice of Lady Hereford-Smythe’s trembling charge as she ventured into the open at last.

“What is it, Auntie?” she asked.

“His Grace is excessively puffed up with his own consequence,” Lady Hereford-Smythe replied acidly. “One would never consider such a prideful fop husband material were he not so very handsome and exceedingly wealthy.”

“He is indeed beautiful,” her niece whispered. “I wonder why his fiancée cried off.”

The ostrich feather bobbed more vigorously. “Perhaps when he is not putting on a show for his admirers he is quite repellant.” Her aunt’s gaze narrowed. “It would take a strong woman to bring that one to heel, Hyacinth. You are not up to it.”

“Certainly not,” her niece agreed, aghast.

Lady Hereford-Smythe sighed. “Very well, then. We must adjust our sights. I see a crop of eligible church mice in the corner. Perhaps they will not frighten you. Come.”

***

“Unrest is all about, Claremont. Last week there were riots in Suffolk and Norfolk.”

Sebastian emitted a bored sigh. Boredom was his endless lot these days. He was so bored, in fact, he might be dead.

Was it possible to check, somehow? If he stood before a mirror, would his reflection deign to look at him? Or would it be entirely too bored to show?

He’d give Sidmouth five minutes. Home Secretary, and all that. Former prime minister, as well, so perhaps six minutes. An eternity.

Already, Sebastian was studying the pattern of the parquet floor, plotting an escape route.

Sidmouth had stopped talking. He seemed to await a response. Sebastian sent his brain back a few seconds and retrieved a memory—riots? Yes, in Suffolk and Norfolk.

Was there a reason he should care?

Words. Sidmouth expected words from him.

Fine. He was a wordsmith par excellence. Had he not dazzled Metternich, Nesselrode, Wellington, and countless others with his verbal acrobatics?

Alas, Sidmouth was not one for acrobatics, verbal or intellectual. Simple concepts only.

“There have been riots in the country for years, Henry, courtesy of Ned Ludd,” Sebastian said. “I fail to see why I should be concerned about an unruly mob in Norwich.”

“I never mentioned Norwich. So you have kept up.” The other man eyed him accusingly

Truly, being shallow required inordinate work. One ought never read a newspaper.

“These aren’t Luddites,” Sidmouth continued. “They could care less about machines. Down in Bideford, a kick-up erupted at the quay over a cargo of potatoes. The rioters say prices are too high. They claim people are starving.”

Potatoes. Three minutes to extricate himself from a conversation about potatoes.

“Nonsense,” Sebastian replied dismissively. “The riots are but cover for those who want to reform Parliament. Universal suffrage, or some such.”

Did “suffrage” exist in Sidmouth’s vocabulary? he wondered.

“Still, we cannot dismiss the uprisings, and now I am afraid you must deal with these matters directly,” the man said. “Have you forgotten your new position?”

Sebastian surveyed the ballroom. He could see Lady Hereford-Smythe’s beady eyes searching the crowd. The woman was indefatigable. “What is my cursed title to anything?”

“If you had bothered to respond to my emissaries, you would know the Duke of Claremont is Lord-Lieutenant of Cheshire—responsible for security, magistracy and so forth. Your authority extends to the border of North Wales. Both areas are ripe for unrest. The war depleted our security forces; there’s none to send to restore order. You may have to form a militia.”

“I have no wish to dirty Weston’s best by breaking up potato riots.”

Sidmouth scowled. “Inheriting a dukedom has made you too high in the instep.”

“On the contrary,” Sebastian drawled. He was proud of that drawl. It began in the low register—“on the contrary” must start low or lose its power—and drifted up past baritone before descending again with admirable finality.

“The rarefied heights”—Sebastian let the word bloom into full-on condescension—“have always been my milieu. If you must know, a dukedom is deuced inconvenient.”

He eyed Sidmouth mournfully. “I’ve had to give up Wednesday nights at Almack’s. The price on my head is too high. Matchmakers assume I’m in urgent need of a wife to spend my money. Before, I could move about at will. But now…”

Hell. That prideful little speech had cost twenty seconds.

Out of the corner of his eye, Sebastian saw Lady Hereford-Smythe marching determinedly through the crowd, dragging her unfortunate relative.

Sidmouth glowered at him. “I suppose what I hear is true—that you haven’t lifted a finger to take up your new responsibilities. Shockingly, I’ve been told you’ve not met with the late duke’s solicitors or taken the reins of your affairs, or been presented at Lords, or—”

“Perhaps you will enlighten me as to how that is your concern.”

“Have you not been listening?” Sidmouth demanded. “Things are urgent. The old duke took so little interest that the area is ripe for conflict. There’s talk of revolution. You served your country admirably in the effort abroad, but it is time you attend to your obligations here.”

Obligations. It was the second time tonight Sebastian had heard the word, so he took a moment to parse it.

Obligation was not one’s actual duty, but someone else’s opinion of that duty. All of society might think he was obliged to be presented at Lords, but that was merely their view.

In fact, Sebastian was not obliged to don a taffeta-lined scarlet and ermine robe, carry a cocked black hat, and prance to the bar to kneel before the Lord Chancellor. Not that he didn’t admire Lord Eldon, a tenacious supporter of the war effort, although his politics—like those of all politicians—were mutable.

Responsibility, on the other hand, was different, for it came from within. Responsibility dictated that he create unique neck-cloths and flaunt them. That he breeze through ballrooms in ten minutes or less. That he disregard someone’s idea of his obligations.

That sort of thing.

Parsing had taken fifteen seconds, but it had been necessary to clear his head.

Sebastian stifled a yawn. “I cannot drop everything and set off for some godforsaken rustic corner. Why, I would miss the height of the Season.”

“England needs you,” Sidmouth insisted.

“I think not. As you say, I have already done all my country has asked.”

Sidmouth drew himself up to his full height. As he was nearly a foot shorter than Sebastian, that did not have the desired intimidating effect.

“Your country wishes you to visit your estates. And, if it’s not terribly inconvenient, to see to the welfare of those who have the very great misfortune of being your responsibility.”

If only the man knew.

Time was up.

Lady Hereford-Smythe was in view. But that was not what caused Sebastian to suddenly search urgently for a different escape route than the parquet path he’d chosen.

No, it was another man, whose attention had evidently been caught by Sidmouth’s posturing. A set of coal-black eyes fixed on Sebastian from across the room.

Andrew Maitland started toward him.

If there was anyone Sebastian wished to avoid more than that predatory purple feather wearer, it was Drew Maitland. Thus, he edged toward the door that led out to the balcony.

“Come to think of it, London is becoming a shade tedious at the moment,” Sebastian allowed. “The countryside might be diverting, though I imagine it has nothing approaching an adequate tailor. Wales, did you say?”

“Cheshire,” Sidmouth corrected as Sebastian disappeared through the balcony door. “Claremont, where are you off to?”

“Fresh air.”

And, though the balcony was some fifteen feet above the ground, the new Duke of Claremont jumped nimbly down to the courtyard below.

Just in time.

***

Eerie figures marched in the night, silhouetted against the inky horizon by a sliver of moon. Torches flickered, held aloft by faceless members of the outlaw group. An occasional barked command caused the figures to turn abruptly and march in a new direction.

The moor’s scrub grasses muffled the sound of their boots, but Gwynna could hear the men’s grunts from her position on the slight rise above them.

She hugged her arms around her against the chill. Cold had seeped into her bones, no matter that it was the cusp of summer.

Perhaps it was just the strange spectacle below that caused her to shiver.

Gwynna usually relished the night. At home, she loved to watch the low mountains across the serpentine strait disappear as darkness fell.

But here, in this land beyond the mountains, the night was a sinister place of forbidding moors where strange men drilled in secret, preparing for unknown battles.

Her companion giggled nervously.

“Quiet, Anne,” Gwynna whispered. “We don’t wish to be discovered.”

The brown-haired young woman at her side looked fearful. “Papa says it is dangerous even to speak of these men. What would he do if he knew we were spying on them?”

“They won’t discover us. But your frock is light-colored, so best keep to the bushes.”

Anne glanced at Gwynna’s dark cap, tan breeches, and brown shirt. “Perhaps I should have dressed as a boy, too.”

Gwynna couldn’t envision her new friend, endowed with a womanly shape, in breeches and rough-woven shirt. “It’s easier for me to travel as a boy.”

Anne regarded her sadly. “I wish you would allow me to tell Papa about you. I cannot bear to think of you sleeping in that old abandoned cottage night after night.”

“I am grateful for the food you brought,” Gywnna said. She had been down to a single piece of bread when Anne found her.

“Papa could help you,” Anne said.

“But you say he does not know the duke.”

“No one does,” Anne replied. “He is said to be quite old, and lately I have heard rumors that he is sick. For years he has been shut up in that drafty castle.”

Gwynna’s gaze returned to the marchers. “I must see him.”

“You will not tell me why?”

“It’s a private matter.”

Anne shook her head. “I hope you have the sense to give up your disguise before long. In the darkness, you can pass for a boy but during the day…” She trailed off.

Gwynna frowned. “Why not the day?”

“You are small like a boy, but your features are too delicate,” Anne said. “You are brave to have traveled so far alone.”

Gwynna studied the figures on the moor. They looked to be a rough sort. Instinctively, her hand moved to the hilt of her dagger. “What do you know of these men, Anne?”

“Some fear they mean to seize the crops rather than pay such high prices.”

“They are clever to organize in this manner. The government would never countenance such meetings in the open,” Gwynna said.

“’Tis said that what they are doing is treasonous,” Anne said. “Papa called it sedition.”

“Sometimes it is necessary to rebel.”

“The way you talk is so strange. It makes me afraid.”

Gwynna glanced at her. “Welsh have always had to fight for their rights, especially on Anglesey. The instinct for combat runs deep.”

“This island of yours sounds very unusual.”

“It’s lovely. And yet...” But she wouldn’t think about Evans now.

Footsteps crunched behind them. Anne gave a little shriek.

“Eh, Billy!” said a rough, masculine voice. “What have we here?”

The man’s face appeared to have been smeared with coal dust.

“Stifle it, ’else you’ll have the law on us. Let’s have a look.” Another blackened face peered from behind him. A slow smile exposed a coarse set of rotting teeth. “Just a scrawny lad and his wench. Pretty thing, too. What yer doing out here?”

“Taking the night air like yourselves, sir,” Gwynna said in a gruff voice. “We have no more desire to bring attention to ourselves than you do.”

This brought guffaws. “Lad’s trying to scare us, Bill. Oughtn’t stand for that.”

“Watch out, Davey.” The second man smirked. “The lad has spunk.”

The men were so close Gwynna could smell the sweat and thistledown on their clothing. Her gaze flicked past them to the moor below. Pointless to hope for rescue. No one with good intentions traveled these moors at night.

One of the men held a length of rope. “If yer nice, laddie, you’ll save your neck and your lady friend’s, too. We’ll even let you watch us with the wench here.”

Instantly, Gwynna whipped out her dagger. The men stared at it, then laughed.

“Look at that old piece of tin, Bill. The lad’s ready to die for his wench’s honor.”

“Finish the upstart,” his friend said. “I’ll have me a bit of sport over here.” He crushed Anne against him. She screamed.

Gwynna lashed out with her knife. But the other man grabbed her wrist and twisted it. The dagger sliced harmlessly through air.

With a rough laugh, he kicked her. Gwynna fell to the ground, stifling a groan of pain.

“Two fine manly specimens you are,” she taunted, “hiding your faces and bullying people half your size. I give your revolution precious little chance if the rest are the likes of you.”

“What do ye know of any revolution, laddie?” her assailant growled. “Don’t remember mentioning it myself.”

He snapped his rope taut. “This’ll make short work of that scrawny neck of yers. Then there’ll be no more talk about revolution.”

“An utterly boring topic, in any case,” drawled a masculine voice.

All eyes shifted toward the sound.

A lone figure on horseback surveyed them with an air of extreme ennui. Under arched brows, his eyes evinced only idle curiosity. Wind ruffled his sandy hair, giving him a rakish appearance at odds with his aristocratic clothing and remote demeanor.

Gleaming brass buttons on his midnight blue coat illuminated its precise fit. A snow-white cravat tied in an elaborate fashion bloomed at his throat. The buff riding breeches and banded dark boots were less showy, yet grander than any Gwynna had seen on Anglesey.

He sat atop a magnificent roan. Silver trim on its richly appointed leather saddle gave the enormous beast a princely air.

The rider himself looked to be well into his third decade. He was tall, for rider and horse together took up a large chunk of landscape.

Gwynna had never seen a London dandy, but he must be the epitome of the breed. He cut a strange figure here on the moor, yet eyed them as if they, not he, were the peculiar sight.

“As I suspected.” He sighed. “No one here has the slightest idea how to dress.”

The two ruffians stared at the apparition. “Madman,” one muttered.

The horseman favored them with a smile. Then, as if noticing their particular circumstances for the first time, he tilted his head in puzzlement.

“Pray, is there some trouble here? I’ve no wish to ruin my travel clothes by embroiling myself in a local dispute.”

Gwynna eyed him with contempt. This man was no rescuer, but a pretentious peacock.

“No trouble at all, yer lordship,” one man said with a smirk. “Jest having a little fun.”

The horseman’s brow cleared. “Some eccentric game, I expect, that requires grown men to gad about with coal dust on their faces and tussle with two young persons in a desolate place.”

Shifting uneasily, the men touched their faces. “We keep to our own business in Cheshire, mister,” one snarled.

The horseman nodded. “Indeed. I’m afraid you are reputed to be most unfriendly.”

The men rolled their eyes at one another.

“Which is why,” the horseman added, almost apologetically, “I always take precautions against inhospitable dispositions.”

A silver pistol appeared in his hand.

His demeanor remained unchanged. He sat atop his great horse, gazing at them benignly, the pistol pointed at the men. Yet something about the way he held the weapon—as if it were a natural appendage of his hand—suggested he was an excellent shot.

Their assailants turned and fled into the night. The horseman eyed them mournfully.

“Such manners.” He rubbed the pistol barrel with the tip of one elegantly gloved finger.

Anne nearly collapsed in relief. Gwynna put an arm around her. “All is well, Anne. They are gone. I do not think we have anything to fear from this pretentious prig.”

“I am honored at your high opinion of me, boy,” the horseman said. “Nevertheless, I appear to be cast in the role of knight-errant. As your mistress appears a trifle indisposed, I suppose I must help you get her home.”

When neither of them responded, he arched a brow. “She does have a home, I trust?”

“You need not trouble yourself,” Gwynna said gruffly. “It is not above a half mile.”

Anne eyed her fearfully. “What if those horrible men return?”

“Precisely.” The horseman dismounted. “Hold the horse, boy. You and I will walk.”

In short order, he tossed Anne on the big roan and set the horse in the direction she indicated. Gwynna trudged beside him, relieved he hadn’t seen through her disguise.

A quarter hour later, the horseman deposited Anne at her father’s manor house. He said nothing until Anne was safely inside. Then he turned to Gwynna.

“What sort of groom lets his mistress wander across the moor at night?” he demanded. “Had it not been for the risk to the young lady’s reputation, I would have insisted on informing her father of your lapse. I’d have sacked a groom who behaved thus.”

Gwynna lifted her chin defiantly. “I am not her groom. ’Tis none of your concern.”

“Would that were true. Regrettably, I’ve learned that everything here is my concern.”

“How so?”

“Apparently, the cursed title comes with responsibilities.” He gave a bored sigh. “I’m hoping they’re merely obligations I can disregard.”

She regarded him scornfully. “Pray, are you someone important? To anyone besides your tailor, that is?”

He lifted a brow. “I do not take my tailor’s approbation lightly. Indeed, he named his new horse for me. It’s a high honor. But then, I am easily flattered.”

The horseman’s tone was mocking, but Gwynna could not tell if his target was her or himself. “You have not answered my question.”

“Such a persistent imp. I am Claremont. Perhaps you can tell me where my castle is.”

Gwynna stared at him. “Claremont? The duke?”

“You appear to be in awe. I ought to have mentioned it earlier. Might have spared me those barbs of yours.”

Panic rose in her throat. “Impossible.”

“That is what I’ve been telling myself these past months. Why it should affect you so, I cannot hazard a guess.”

Fear that Gwynna had kept at bay during her long journey suddenly swamped her. She sank to the ground.

“You are too young,” she protested.

“This grows tedious,” the horseman groused. “Too young for what?”

“Too young to be my father.”

The bored expression abruptly fled from Sebastian Traherne’s face.


Chapter Two

“What duke doesn’t know the way to his own castle?” the boy muttered as Sebastian hauled him up onto the horse. The imp clutched that rusty dagger but offered no resistance to his decision to take him to Claremont Castle.

“One who isn’t obliged to explain himself to whelps like you.” He nudged Captain forward. “It is this way, you say?”

“I think so,” the boy mumbled.

Perhaps the lad was dropped on his head as a babe, which would explain his nonsensical talk. Regardless, Sebastian meant to get to the bottom of his wild ramblings this very night.

He was more than ready for the comforts of bed, not to mention the castle’s other luxuries, starting with a glass of his cousin’s finest brandy. His brandy, he amended with some satisfaction. Finally, something about this business to look forward to.

They rode in silence. Now and then, Sebastian felt the boy’s slight form trembling behind him. Was he cold? Frightened? On the run from the local magistrate?

Wasn’t he the magistrate? Sebastian had paid little attention to Sidmouth’s ramblings, but he recalled nothing about outlaw boys. Still, who knew what went on in this godforsaken place?

Sebastian did know, with certainty, that he had fathered no offspring.

He wouldn’t mind having a son and heir one day. But if he recalled matters correctly, it was necessary to have a wife for the whole thing to work out properly.

Ah, but he already had one of those.

The ceremony in Vienna had been rushed, and not up to the shade of elegance that Elizabeth deserved. Not that she noticed.

Had that really been a year ago?

A year of secrecy, for the ton still thought their betrothal had ended. A year of celibacy, not that it bore thinking of. Indeed, he tried mightily not to think of it.

Since then, he had existed in a tedious netherworld made only slightly less so by calibrated moves akin to those of a high-stakes chess game. Otherwise, the endless immersion in superficial muck would make it impossible to rise from his bed each morning.

Sebastian never understood why chess revolved around the fate of the king, when the queen was far more worthy. Worth dying for, really.

Which he was. Boredom killed as surely as any knife.

It was mildly diverting to have a castle—if he could find the blasted thing in the gloom that floated across these moors like a ghost from centuries past.

When they came upon a pair of rotted wooden gates, he halted Captain. Was this the entrance to his castle?

Just his luck: It matched the state of his marriage.

Sebastian dismounted. “Hold Captain,” he told the boy.

Controlling a horse this size was likely beyond him. Fortunately, Captain had the manners to hold on his own.

On close inspection, he saw the gate hinges were only tenuously connected to the posts. If William had neglected the gates to his fortress, what else had the man let go?

Sebastian pushed the gates aside. Beyond them, lay more blackness, and no hint of civilization.

“You don’t mean to leave me here?” the lad demanded gruffly, his cap pulled down low.

“Of course not. I’ll need you to protect me from the ghosts.” Sebastian couldn’t resist that bit of mischief. Had the boy been less surly, he might have been kinder.

“I don’t mind good spirits,” the boy replied. “It’s the evil spirits one must guard against.”

What an odd child.

Evil spirits? Yes, William would have those.

Was this his grand joke on the heir he never thought worthy?

Alas, William had never made a joke in his life. Thus, this was likely the work of the Great Balancer of Scales.

They had tangled before. Sebastian tended to come out on the losing end.

Far past the gates they came to what must have once been a stone courtyard. Beyond it rose a menacing monolith, its details obscured by the dark, save for a few jagged cracks that looked as if the structure was coming apart at the seams.

His castle.

No welcoming torches blazed. No lights shone from within.

Sebastian made out a dark, rectangular shape that appeared to be an enormous door. As he drew closer, the castle’s stone turrets condensed from the gloom.

How gothic. Likely there would be gargoyles, with dead stares and fearsome visages.

Centuries of decrepitude and ruin stood before him. Claremont Castle was a rotting pile of stones. A veritable bastion of doom.

“Do you suppose anyone is here?” the boy croaked out.

Sebastian turned to him. “Why did you not tell me my castle was a wreck?”

“Why did you did not know its condition yourself?” the boy retorted.

Prickly child. No one had taught him any manners. Then again, no one needed them here, Cheshire apparently being rife with savages.

Sebastian viewed the prospect of spending the night in this relic with as much enthusiasm as he did lingering in the company of this churlish lad.

If only he hadn’t abandoned his carriage when it rolled into the mud in Stoke and broke a wheel. But the urge to flee London was too great. He saddled Captain, leaving his coachman and groom to deal with the repairs.

Such an excellent decision, that.

Normally, he was a patient man. Indeed, patience was at the core of his work, and perhaps his very being. Had he remained true to his nature, he’d be contemplating a featherbed in Stoke, instead of this horror of a castle.

Looping Captain’s reins around a rusty iron post, Sebastian moved to the door and lifted the ancient knocker. It sounded with a thunderous thud.

“I’m coming, too.” The boy slid off the horse, landed clumsily on his posterior.

Sebastian glanced down at him. “And to think I mistook you for a groom.”

The lad scrambled to his feet. “I can handle a horse. This is just a blasted big one.”

As they waited at the door, the boy edged closer. “Not sure I want it to open.”

“Pray, consider the alternative,” Sebastian offered.

“What?” the lad said uneasily.

“The two of us, stranded here in the black of night, as the malevolent creatures that haunt this place devise a fine torture to which we will be condemned for the rest of our days.”

Sebastian fixed his gaze on the door, so his expression wouldn’t betray him. “They’ll fly us up to those turrets, then dash our bodies onto the stones so that our eyeballs pop from their sockets to be feasted on by crows, or wolves, or whatever beast lies in wait.”

Silence.

Hell. That was poorly done. He had terrified the lad.

Warily, Sebastian looked over at him. The boy did not look terrified.

Instead, he fixed Sebastian with a hard glare. “You are vile, Englishman.”

An odd epithet. Was secession afoot? Sidmouth hadn’t mentioned it.

And still no one came to the door. Sebastian knocked again, more insistently.

Finally, a peephole opened.

“Who goes there?” a reedy voice called.

“Sebastian Traherne.” He was proud of his surname. It had been good enough for his father, and he had no wish to part with it.

But it brought no response. Alas, everyone wanted to make him someone else now.

“Claremont,” Sebastian added. “Your, er, employer.”

No response.

The boy gave a rough laugh. “He doesn’t believe you either. You’ll have to break down the door.”

Sebastian gifted him with his haughtiest glare. “And ruin these fine leather gloves? I’ll have you know the fit is sublime. They’re irreplaceable.”

A fulminating look was the lad’s only response.

Finally, the door creaked on its hinges. An elderly man in a dressing gown and cap stood huffing alarmingly, apparently from the effort of hoisting the long chain that controlled the door.

Quickly, Sebastian stepped forward to help.

“Thank you, sir, that is—” The man broke off. “You are…?”

“The unfortunate owner of this castle,” Sebastian said. “Who are you?”

The man’s rheumy eyes widened. “Rowland, Your Grace.”

He bowed so deeply Sebastian feared he might topple and extended a steadying hand.

“We were not expecting you,” Rowland said.

“It appears that you rarely expect anyone,” Sebastian observed.

“Oh, no, Your Grace. We never do.”

Sebastian waited for him to gather himself. Finally, Rowland lifted a brace of candles and led them into a cavernous great hall.

Festooning its walls were medieval implements of death. Mace, club, broadswords, shields, longbow, javelin—at least a hundred.

The room itself was hardly less horrifying. Flickering candlelight revealed cobwebs encasing the furniture. What lay in its darker recesses, he didn’t care to imagine.

Inside and out, the castle had been ceded to time without a fight.

Sebastian wondered if Rowland lived here alone, which struck him as precarious, as the man didn’t seem altogether steady on his feet.

“Do I have a study, Rowland? A bottle or two of brandy? A bed? Or is that a vain hope?”

“The late duke’s chamber has not been used for some time,” Rowland said mournfully. “It will be musty. I will ask Mrs. Carson, the housekeeper, to prepare it for you.”

“Ah. And the brandy?”

Rowland brightened. “That is easier done. This way, Your Grace.”

The boy was studying the weaponry on the wall; his attention seemed particularly fixed on a bow. But when Rowland started down a corridor, he quickly followed.

Halting before a door, he fumbled with some keys.

The door opened into a room deeply ensconced in shadow and dust. A decanter on the desk lifted Sebastian’s spirits; the amber color within suggested it might be a fine, aged brandy.

Rowland lit another set of candles before brushing off a cracked claret leather chair behind the desk. Eyeing the boy, he removed the covers from another chair.

“My, er, page, will require a room as well,” Sebastian said. And a good deal more, judging by the lad’s ragged clothing and thin form. When had he last eaten?

Rowland bowed and disappeared into the corridor, leaving Sebastian to survey his study.

Gloom infused the room—ideal for morose contemplation, if that’s what William had been aiming for. Bookshelves were laden with musty-looking tomes. A nook in the corner might be a fine place to read, were the atmosphere less depressing.

On the wall opposite the desk hung a portrait of William in his younger days. Here, too, dust ruled; one could discern few details beyond his generous nose and pallid complexion.

“A fine homecoming for a duke—if you are a duke.” The lad plopped into the chair.

For the first time, Sebastian studied the boy closely.

There was something peculiar about him.

His eyes, even in faint candlelight, appeared to be a startling shade of blue. Strands of reddish hair poked out from the tattered cap. His cheekbones were high and fine, almost delicate.

But any impression of fragility was belied by the defiant manner in which the lad was glaring at him, elbows out, his pose tense—as if preparing to launch himself into combat. He clutched that dagger as if it were a lifeline.

“Anne said the duke was old and ill. You might be a pretender, after his wealth and—”

“His castle?” Sebastian offered darkly. “Verily, all the pretenders in England must be plotting to steal this wretched rat trap.”

“One man’s rat trap is another man’s home, Englishman,” the boy retorted.

Insolent lad—yet strangely articulate. He was the very opposite of deferential, as if he had never learned to conduct himself with an employer or other superior.

“The previous duke was my cousin,” Sebastian said. “His health failed three months ago, whereupon the title landed on me like a dead weight.”

The boy blinked. For the first time, he looked shaken. “Three months ago?”

“No more questions. Let us revisit that paternity nonsense. Who the devil are you?”

Piercing blue eyes held his. “The duke was my father.”

“William sired no offspring,” Sebastian snapped. Of that he was certain. His cousin had guarded the family bloodline zealously.

“You are wrong.”

“No.” His voice hardened. “You’ll never persuade me his blood runs in you.”

Indeed, the boy was all heated passion, if that scene on the moor was any indication—the polar opposite of Sebastian’s unfeeling cousin.

The lad regarded him with distaste. “As much as it displeases me to be related to you, Englishman, I know it in my very soul.”

“Your soul is no proof. Any connection could only be on the wrong side of the blanket. William never would have—”

The boy leapt to his feet. “My mother was as fine a woman as your own! She would never have lain with him out of wedlock!”

A flurry of blows landed on Sebastian’s chest. He caught the boy’s wrists. The lad cried out in pain.

The blue eyes brimmed with tears. The eyelashes—extraordinarily long, Sebastian saw at close range—fluttered shut. Candlelight illuminated what he hadn’t noticed earlier: a porcelain complexion, graceful jawline, lush lips.

Holy Hell.

Sebastian ripped off the torn cap, exposing a mop of close-cropped red hair. With a low curse, he released his grip. “It’s not enough that I have a moldy castle unfit even for vermin. Now I must needs have a girl on my hands.”

A sharp gasp. Then: “You know?”

Sebastian grabbed the decanter, poured a large amount of brandy into a dusty glass. “You may have fooled two dim-witted thugs in the black of night, but whatever else I am, Miss…”

“Owen. Gwynna Owen.”

“Whatever else I am, Miss Owen, 1 hope I am able to identify a girl.”

“I am not a girl,” she corrected. “I am twenty-five.”

Twenty-five. Sebastian stared at the boyish figure, cropped hair, brilliant blue eyes.

A woman’s eyes. How had he missed that?

Trouble! Turmoil! Tyranny!

Damn his brain. It had grown intrusive lately, taunting him with alarming hints of insanity. Besides, “tyranny” was wrong. Alliterative, to be sure, but wrong.

Sebastian wrestled his brain into submission and focused on the person who was, quite clearly, not a boy.

She brandished her knife. “If you touch me I will slash you to ribbons.”

He eyed her incredulously. “With that rusty thing?”

“You have no idea the blood it has drawn, the lives it has ended, the families it has torn asunder, the—”

“Is that supposed to paralyze me with fear? You barely come up to my shoulder.”

She glared at him. “Others have underestimated me. They carry the scars.”

The woman possessed courage, if not common sense. After all, she had taken on those ruffians on the moor, though plainly outmatched.

For one horrifying moment, Sebastian found himself riveted.

Then his hand went to the bell pull. Ah, but this was not a place where servants waited to answer bell pulls. He strode to the door, threw it open. “Rowland!”

No response. Sebastian said the man’s name again, more loudly.

Some minutes passed, during which he drank in full measure the surprisingly excellent brandy while Miss Owen fingered the blade of her dagger. Her only other possession appeared to be a small pouch she wore at her waist. Perhaps it held other weapons—a slingshot?

He was beginning to feel like a very grumpy Goliath.

At last, Rowland stepped into the room. “Yes, Your Grace?”

“Do I have a secretary?” Sebastian demanded. “A man of business nearby?”

“Horace Busby, sir. He served the late duke for thirty years. We have not seen him since His Grace’s lamented passing.”

“You will have him on my doorstep before breakfast,” Sebastian ordered. “In the meantime,  send to London for my solicitors.”

Rowland hesitated. “Begging your pardon, Your Grace, but there is no one to send on such errands until Jim Crowley comes to do the marketing for Mrs. Carson.”

“Very well, whenever Jim Crowley arrives.”

“That is not for another three days,” Rowland continued. “Unless I am mistaken, and today is Wednesday. In that case, he will be here tomorrow. No, I am almost certain it is Monday. I seem to recall attending church…yesterday?”

Sebastian stared at the elderly retainer. “So I have no staff, no stable lads, no servants of any sort in my employ other than you and this Mrs. Carson?”

“I am afraid not, Your Grace. In the old days, we had a staff of fifty. I remember—”

“You have my permission to hire a full staff tomorrow. But first you will find someone—anyone—to fetch this Mr. Busby. Do you understand?”

The man gave a creaky bow and disappeared into the dark corridor.

For a delusional moment, Sebastian allowed himself to hope that the castle, Rowland, and this spitfire of a woman were mere illusions, and that he would awaken in Grosvenor Square tomorrow with no more pressing task than to send to Bond Street for his tailor.

Unfortunately, he was well-acquainted with reality—from a too-early age. This was the hand he’d been dealt. He reached again for the brandy.

“I should like some as well,” Miss Owen said.

Eyeing her darkly, he poured her a glass.

She gulped it. He had never seen a woman down  brandy with such determination. Most women—Elizabeth, that is—professed a distaste for spirits.

Elizabeth. That brought reality crashing back.

“If you have satisfied your thirst, I want a full explanation.” There. He sounded calm—no need for this odd bit of buzzing in his head.

She took a deep breath. Her eyes closed. Stayed that way.

The glass in her hand wobbled.

Sebastian caught it just before it would have fallen. He set it on the desk and regarded her. “My patience is not endless. I’ve a mind to toss you out into the night, leaving your fate to the ghosts undoubtedly lying in wait in that miserable courtyard—”

“Ghosts do not frighten me. I embrace the dead.”

Ah. She’d escaped from Bedlam, found her way to the Cheshire moors with the purpose of driving him insane—beyond the madness this past year had already wrought.

Sebastian took a deep breath. Counted to three.

“You were frightened enough when I spoke of night creatures,” he pointed out, though he felt guilty about that now. It was one thing to tease a surly boy, quite another to taunt a helpless female—although this odd creature seemed more mad than helpless.

“Because they were foreign,” she said. “I am not frightened by the spirits I know.”

Had she been mesmerized by one of the quacks like those at Elizabeth’s convalescent home? Did she think herself a witch, or perhaps the reincarnation of some long-dead spirit?

Sebastian didn’t believe in witches or spirits, or magic of any kind. But he meant to wait her out.

Because in truth, he was possessed of endless patience—despite the aberration of abandoning his carriage in Stoke. He was certain no one in England possessed more.

It is why he’d excelled at diplomacy. Why he’d been married for nearly a year without once sleeping in the same bed as his wife.

Or any woman’s bed, for that matter.

And so, he merely arched a brow.

“I will hear your story,” he said, “if it takes all night.”

***

Gwynna had prepared herself to face an old man who might have lingering feelings for her mother and who might wish to set things right in the twilight of his years.

Instead, she had this aloof aristocrat.

That tousled hair was probably the height of fashion in London, though its deep gold made her think of Parys Mountain at sunset. Candlelight didn’t reveal the precise color of his eyes, but they seemed a mix of green and bronze, like the mountain and its copper ore.

She did not wish to see the charms of her island in this conceited coxcomb. But pretentious fop or no, the Duke of Claremont was something else as well.

Beautiful.

As handsome a man as Gwynna had seen.

The classical slope of his brow, the chiseled jaw, the slight stubble that gave him a dangerous air—made it nigh impossible to look away.

Moreover, he was immense. Measuring him with her Welshwoman’s eye, which could judge at a glance whether there was meal in the larder to last the month, Gwynna decided he was nearly half a foot taller than any man she knew.

And strong. That broad chest had been unyielding as she flailed at it, and he needed but one hand to control her. For all that, his figure was lean and elegant, not coarse.

No doubt his tailor did worship him. Ladies must swoon when he entered a room.

Yet his eyes—the color seemed to change with the light—held a cool intelligence. He was no one’s fool.

Despair swept her. She might have faced down an old man preparing to meet his Maker, but she’d never persuade this too-perceptive aristocrat—whose features had only hardened since discovering her gender—that she was a member of his family.

“Well?” His resonant baritone held an edge. This was not the man who had tossed off a joke about her slide from the horse.

Still, she was an Owen. He was but an Englishman. Welsh did not give way to English.

“I am the daughter of Megan Glendower Owen of Ynys Môn,” Gwynna said.

“Never heard of it—or her.”

“Anglesey is the English name. It’s an island off North Wales.”

He frowned. “At the end of the Dublin Road?”

Gwynna eyed him in surprise.

“I have a passing familiarity with geography, Miss Owen.” His clipped tone betrayed not an ounce of humor, his eyes no hint of the teasing gleam she glimpsed when he thought her a boy.

“It’s there William and my mother met,” Gwynna said. “They fell in love.”

His gaze narrowed. “How the devil do you know that?”

That was the rub. She couldn’t know. Everyone involved was dead. But Gwynna had examined the matter from every angle. No other conclusion was possible.

The duke looked down that patrician nose at her. “You Welsh are storytellers, are you not? Doubtless you felt compelled to put a lovely bow on something sordid—”

“It was love,” Gwynna insisted.

He set his glass on the desk with a thump. “William was not one to exert himself. He wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of crossing those mountains.”

“It is not necessary to cross mountains to get to Anglesey, only to sit back like any lazy Englishman and allow the horses to take you around on the coastal route,” Gwynna retorted.

The duke took a pocket watch from his waistcoat. He ran his thumb over the case, opened it, glanced at the time.

Was she being dismissed? Ignored?

“I believe they married.” Gwynna dared him to ignore that. “Secretly.”

Instantly, the hard gaze returned to her. “There’s no reason to believe a word of your tale, especially since you’ve been engaged in pretense from the first.”

“I pretended to be a boy because I couldn’t travel alone as a woman,” she protested.

“Those ruffians were on the verge of unmasking you,” he pointed out.

“I would have prevailed. Owen was with me.”

The duke frowned. “The only person I saw at your side was your terrified friend. Owen, whoever he may be, was nowhere —”

“Owen is Prince of Wales.”

He blinked. “If I recall correctly, England already has a Prince of Wales. Just the one, mind you, and his name isn’t Owen. Moreover, he would be the last person to rush to any woman’s defense.”

“You refer to the Regent—English royalty,” Gwynna said. “I do not regard him. Owen was the last true Prince of Wales. I am his blood descendant.”

“Ah. He would be dead, then?”

Gwynna was not used to verbal jousting. She’d grown up in a house where questions went unanswered and argument wasn’t permitted. “His death was never recorded.”

He regarded her for a long, unnerving moment. “Perhaps it is the word ‘dead’ that you have difficulty with. Let’s make it less harsh—‘deceased,’ perhaps. As in: Your deceased royal relative Owen was nowhere in evidence on the moor tonight.”

She glared at him. “His spirit lives—unencumbered by your simplistic view of death.”

“The extent of your delusion is stunning.”

“You see only with English eyes,” Gwynna said. “That is delusion.”

Crossing his arms over his chest, the duke leaned back against the desk. The fabric of his coat strained across those broad shoulders. He could have dispatched those men on the moor without a pistol if it had come to fisticuffs, she realized.
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